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Praise for Gill McKnight

“A departure from the run-of-the-mill lesbian
romance, Goldenseal is enjoyable for its uniqueness as well
as for its plot. This is a story that will engage and characters
you will find yourself growing fond of.”—LambdaLiterary.org

“Gill McKnight has given her readers a delightful
romp in Green Eyed Monster. The twists and turns of the plot
leave the reader turning the pages to see who is the real victim
and who is the villain. Along with the roller coaster ride comes
plenty of hot sex to add to the tension. Spending an afternoon with
Green Eyed Monster is great fun.”—Just About
Write

In Green Eyed Monster, “McKnight succeeds in
tantalizing with explosive sex and a bit of bondage; tormenting
with sexual frustration and intense longing; tickling your fancy
and funny bone; and touching a place where good and evil battle it
out… [T]he plot twists, winning dialogue laced with sarcasm, wit,
and charm certainly add to the fun. I recommend this satisfying
read for entertainment, fantasy, and sex that stimulate the brain
like caffeine.”— LambdaLiterary.org

“Angst, conflict, sex and humor. [Falling
Star] has all of this and more packed into a tightly written
and believable romance. McKnight has penned a sweet and tender
romance, balancing the intimacy and sexual tension just right. The
conflict is well drawn, and she adds a great dose of humor to make
this novel a light and easy read.”—Curve


Cool Side of the Pillow

By Gill McKnight

Smashwords Edition

Copyright 2011 Gill McKnight






This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading
this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your
use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your
own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this
author.


Synopsis

'Til Death Us Do Part...sometimes.

Clara Dearheart works in a funeral parlor and talks
to her clients. Her friends and family have watched her suffer
after the loss of her partner and urge her to move on, but all
Clara wants is to stand still.

Bebe Franklin writes terrible soap episodes and needs
a career change. Her boss hates her; her friends are sharp as
knives; all Bebe wants to do is run. And she does—straight into
Clara's calm, ordered, and extraordinary life. For Clara can see
ghosts and waits for her dead lover. How can Bebe compete with a
love that transcends death, a love that knows no rest? A love that
haunts all it touches.
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Dedication

For Matthew in the middle


Chapter One

Clara Dearheart tossed the disposable gloves and mask
into the hazardous waste bin. The tubing and dishes were already in
the sink for scalding, and disinfectant would soon be added to the
basins containing blood and body fluids before they were tipped
down the drain.

They were nearly through.

Clara had spent all morning embalming Mrs. Lepucki
while the radio blared out heavy rock. She always let her cousin
Ronnie choose the music when he assisted her. She liked the
emotional distance his hard-edged, testosterone-fuelled sounds gave
the task at hand. It wasn’t her first choice in music, but she
found it numbed her just enough while she prepared the body of the
woman who had taught her sixth grade.

The vascular system along with the abdominal and
thoracic cavities had already been aspirated and refilled with a
formaldehyde mix. An antiseptic body wash completed the most
dehumanizing part of the process. Clara moved on to the final and,
for her, most important part—restoring Halina Lepucki’s dignity and
preparing her to face her family and community for the last time.
She wanted the Lepuckis’ final memory of their mother to be
peaceful after months of painful decline.

“I’m going to make coffee.” Ronnie tidied away the
stainless steel trays.

Clara grunted, barely acknowledging him as he banged
and thumped around the prep room. They worked well as a team.
Ronnie’s blunt pragmatism complimented her brooding silences. If it
weren’t for his bustle and blunder, Clara could quite happily turn
to dust inside the Dearheart Funeral Home, steadfastly ignoring the
outside world and all its agitations. She enjoyed his company and,
nepotism aside, was pleased he’d wanted to come work for her. The
funeral home was a family firm, and the Dearhearts liked to keep it
that way.

“Do you need help with anything else?” Ronnie asked
over the clatter.

It was their usual procedure for Clara to be alone to
dress the body. She guarded this chore jealously, happy to do it
herself rather than bring in someone from outside. As a mortician,
it wasn’t part of her job description, but as the current director
of Dearhearts Funeral Service, she allotted the task to herself
alone.

“No. Go take your break.” She didn’t look up. All her
con-centration was on Halina Lepucki and a delicate fragrance of
violets and rose water. It filled the room as she washed the frail
body and thinning hair. She had especially selected this scented
soap remembering Mrs. Lepucki liked violets. Clara closed her eyes
and was pulled back to sixth grade. Mrs. Lepucki was leaning over
her shoulder explaining something in a textbook, and all young
Clara could concentrate on was her floral perfume. The bouquet of a
thousand distilled summers would always remind her of Halina
Lepucki.

Dressing the body was always awkward, but Clara had
it down to a fine art. She was proud that she never once had to cut
a seam. She smoothed foundation cream carefully across arched
cheekbones and an aquiline nose, appreciating the fine bone
structure under her fingertips. Next, she selected rouge and
lipstick and applied it sparingly. She gently rubbed more makeup
onto fragile hands, massaging it into fingers knotted with
arthritis. Finally, she picked up a hairdryer and comb and fluffed
the thin, silver hair, coiffing it into its usual elegant
style.

She surveyed her work. Mrs. Lepucki had always been a
handsome woman; however, three vicious strokes had broken her
elderly body, etching her face with deep lines of suffering. Clara
had worked hard to salvage that former refinement. It was important
to her. She lifted a small envelope from the work cart and tipped a
newly polished wedding band into her palm. The ring slid onto Mrs.
Lepucki’s third finger on her left hand, Clara stood back. She was
done.

The scent of violets grew stronger.

“We buried Leonard with his wedding ring, too.” The
lilting voice came from over her shoulder, just as it had in sixth
grade. Clara glanced behind her and smiled a welcome.

“I wanted Irena to have it, but she insisted her
father wear it to his grave.” Mrs. Lepucki came to stand beside
Clara. She looked down at the body on the porcelain table before
them. “You did a lovely job, Clara. The peach lipstick is a nice
touch. Funny, it’s not a color I’d ever have thought of for
myself.”

“Thanks, Mrs. Lepucki.” Clara touched the simple
wedding band. “I think Irena was right. It’s nice that you both
have your rings with you.” She turned to face the graceful woman
shimmering before her in a pearlescent glow. Countless hues of
color danced off her in a gentle, prismatic pulse. Clara was
suffused with a profound contentment; the beautiful violet scent
wafted around her soft as silk. She could feel it drift across her
skin almost lifting her up onto her tiptoes with delight until she
tingled all over. She always felt blessed in the presence of the
recently deceased.

“How is Irena?” Mrs. Lepucki asked after her
daughter. A little anxiety crept into her voice, and the colors
pulsing off her dipped and fluttered.

“Tearful,” Clara answered honestly. This was a
standard question and an understandable one. “But relieved you’re
not in pain anymore. It’s hard for her, but she’ll get there. She
chose your clothes, by the way.”

“She remembered my favorite blouse.”

“You’ve got a good family, Mrs. Lepucki,” Clara said.
“Tell Mr. Lepucki I said hello.” She carefully drew the
conversation away from the living world to the place Mrs. Lepucki
had to go.

“Of course I will. Any other messages?”

Clara hesitated. Her throat went dry.

“What about Frances, dear?” Mrs. Lepucki prompted
gently.

“Tell her…Tell her I miss her.”

“Clara. I need cigarettes. I’ll be back in five.”
Ronnie’s yell startled her. A door slammed farther down the hall.
Clara blinked and stood staring at air. Mrs. Lepucki had gone. She
looked at the body lying before her and carefully reached over to
fix a stray curl back into place.

“Godspeed, Mrs. Lepucki,” she whispered.

 


*

 


It was after five p.m. when Clara and Ronnie finally
called it a day.

“You going down to Petty’s for a practice session
later?” Ronnie called, mounting his Kawasaki. Clara stood on the
top step by the funeral parlor doors and shook her head. The gray
drizzle had finally stopped and the steps were slippery under her
shoes.

“I’ll give it a miss,” she called back. “I’m heading
over to Aunt Esme’s.”

She wasn’t in the mood for an evening of pool and
beer. Esme had invited her over for dinner. That easily outweighed
the rowdiness of Petty’s Bar on a Friday night.

“Well, you better play sharp as tacks next Saturday.
We drew Culpepper’s Deli and they finished third last year. So no
slacking, okay?” He flipped his visor and took off with a roar,
kicking up wet grit.

Clara watched him go with a shake of her head,
bemused by his jitters. He was all hyped up about the annual
Trader’s Pool Competition. Dearhearts was a good enough team, so
she guessed he’d bet money on them winning. Probably too much
money.

She glanced down at the discreet brass door plaque
and gave it a surreptitious swipe with her cuff.

Edwin Dearheart & Sons. Funeral Directors.
Established 1808.

Clara was the ninth generation of Dearhearts to run
Preston’s oldest, and only, funeral home. She buffed the brass out
of pure habit until it shone against the bruised mahogany of the
door. The Dearheart funeral home was an austere narrow building,
three stories high. It had been built with small red bricks and the
best timber of the day and sat on a wide, oak lined avenue, the
oldest building on one of the oldest streets in Preston.

Over two hundred years ago, the Dearhearts had
started their undertaking business in this very building, though
another story had been added at the turn of the last century for
extra living space.

Clara had grown up in the top floor apartment. It had
been her childhood home. Her parents had lived there up until six
years ago when they retired to Florida to be near Clara’s brother
and his family. Ronnie rented it now.

Clara still loved the character of the old building,
but it had not been her home since her early twenties. As soon as
she could afford a shack on the curved shingle beach with its big
Atlantic rollers, she had moved out. She lived down on the beach
now, the last in a row of small holiday shacks at the far end of
Three Mile bay.

Clara set the alarm, locked up, and crunched across
the parking lot to her much-adored Ford Bronco ‘87. This was her
kind of ride, rescued and restored in all its retro glory. The
sleek black limos and stately hearses tucked away in the garages
out back were not for her. That was Ronnie’s area. He loved those
big, black, shiny monsters.

Gulls dipped and cried overhead, and the late
afternoon sky was graying out to the color of their wings. She felt
tired and heavy now that the day was done, as if she’d sponged up
all of its drabness through her pores until she was bloated with
weariness.

Clara pulled the Bronco out onto East Avenue. Last
chance sunshine seeped from behind the cloudbank and peeped through
the new buds on the oak tree branches, weaving faint patterns on
the damp asphalt. Clara signaled left and headed for the outskirts
of town and the garden center she and Esme favored. She would bring
Esme a gift—some seeds or perhaps an herb pot for her back step.
Clara loved browsing through the plant aisles in the artificial
world of the greenhouses. Plants lived vibrant, uncomplicated
lives. They rooted, grew, blossomed, slept through winter, and
began the cycle all over again come spring. Complex or compound,
each plant was a minor miracle to her. They pulsed with simple,
wholesome energies, radiating a contentment in just being.
Why can’t I have contentment in just
being?

Clara shook off her maudlin thoughts. It took effort,
but she made herself do it. She deliberately scoured her mind for a
replacement thought that would make her happy. Perhaps she should
surprise Esme with an exotic specimen like a pineapple or banana
plant. Clara grinned at the idea but ruled it out. Much as she
liked to indulge Esme, her aunt was a traditionalist when it came
to gardening. She turned on the radio and filled up the cab with
manufactured emotions and bouncy, feel good tunes. Slowly, she
began to shrug off the deflated feeling she always carried after
someone had passed over. It had taken her many years to realize
this was merely the residue of spiritual energy. The serenity she
felt in the presence of the dead ebbing away to leave a brutal
emptiness.

Clara was truly pleased for Halina Lepucki. Glad she
was so eager to move on when many spirits weren’t. Still, it left a
hard space to fill, but Clara had tricks to help her cope. She
concentrated hard on the quality things in her life, like the
evening ahead of her, for instance. Esme had invited her to dinner,
and afterward Clara would help prune her roses. They would talk
about Esme’s garden plans for the summer ahead and no doubt argue
over architectural foliage or color versus pattern. Clara smiled,
and the tension in her neck and shoulders began to ease. She would
go straight to the garden center and select a gift for Esme. She
would not stop off at home, not even to change out of her work
clothes and into her scruffy sweats. Clara didn’t like going
directly home. She had no tricks to fill the emptiness there.

 


*

 


“Arlene McCall’s niece is a lesbian,” Esme Dearheart
said casually, snipping back the winterkill on a Robusta rugosa.

Clara glanced over. Esme was immersed in her task and
did not look up. They both stood thigh deep in Esme’s rose bed
stooped over hybrids and teas, floribundas and Chinas, enjoying a
mild Friday evening after the early afternoon rainfall.

“So?” Clara used the same casual tone right back.
“You interested?”

A puff of exasperation floated across the rose bed,
and Clara’s lips twitched. She cut a dead cane from the
Rosa Alba near the back of the border and
waited.

“You’re such a wiseacre. I meant you might be interested,” Esme said.

“Well, it’ll take more than the word lesbian to have
me knocking on Arlene McCall’s door with a box of candy and a dozen
Sexy Rexys. Come on, Aunt E, pimp her properly. Make me want
her.”

“I am not pimping. I’m just
saying.” Esme sniffed primly.

Clara grinned and watched Esme move off to inspect
her Sexy Rexy roses. Sometimes she was so suggestible.

“Good, because the poor girl would starve if you were
her daddy.”

“You’re even pricklier than these roses.” Esme
huffed.

“Yes, roses grow thorns for a reason,” Clara
murmured. She moved on to the Albertine ramblers. They were thick
with vicious prickles and she had to be careful around them, even
wearing garden gloves. “The girl hasn’t even arrived and already
you’re meddling. Does Arlene know what you’re up to?”

“I am not meddling. I was
merely commenting. If she’s minding Arlene’s house for the summer
she could get lonely for company her own age. It might be nice for
you to drop by and say hello. What’s wrong with that? Arlene thinks
it’s a good idea.”

“Arlene would. You’re her best friend. She thinks all
your ideas rock. Like telling her to disappear to Australia for
three months.”

“You agreed she needed a break.” Esme tried to sound
hurt. It didn’t work on Clara’s practiced ears. “She nursed her
mother for the last seven years. It’s only right she gets a proper
vacation now. And she’s so looking forward to seeing her
grandchildren.”

“I never said Arlene didn’t deserve a vacation. I
know Temperance’s passing was tough on her.”

Temperance McCall’s passing at the age of
ninety-seven had provided Preston with the biggest funeral it had
ever seen. But her death had left a void for her daughter-in-law
Arlene, who had been her primary caretaker. Family and friends had
rallied to make sure Arlene got the vacation she richly deserved, a
trip to Australia, all expenses paid, while some niece or other
house-sat until her return.

“So which niece is the lezzie?” Clara studied the
crossed branches on the rose climber and, selecting the misdirected
one, snipped it away. If only life could be like
that. One snip and we’re back on
track. Esme was trying to pull her into something. She could
feel the tug all the way down to her shoelaces.

“Arlene has several dozen,” she continued. “At
Temperance’s funeral there were hundreds of nieces and nephews. You
know how these big Irish families are.”

“It’s Bebe. Bebe Franklin.” Esme’s answer was a
little too enthusiastic. “You might remember her; she’s the
strawberry blond.”

Clara shook her head. “It was a big funeral. Too many
McCalls and affiliates to remember,” she said. “And they’re nearly
all ginger.”

“Strawberry blond,” Esme corrected her. “Bebe used to
spend her summers in Preston when she was little. She used to play
with you and the rest of the neighborhood kids.” Esme tried to
prompt her.

“Ah. I remember her now,” Clara said. “Dumpy wee
thing. Her nickname was Brick because she had this mop of ginger
hair.”

“Brick?”

“Red and square-shaped. Always tripping over. Clumsy
kid.”

Esme harrumphed at the ungracious description.
“Nonsense. Anyway, she’s grown into a lovely young woman. And she’s
a strawberry blond.”

Clara already knew what a lovely young woman Bebe
Franklin was. She’d heard of Bebe’s unquestionable loveliness often
this past year. Bebe was a favorite with Esme. Every time Esme and
Arlene went up to the city, it was Bebe who met them at the train
station. And Bebe who took them shopping, or arranged for dinner
and the theater. It was Bebe who hung out with them and made the
visit fun. Weeks later, Esme would still be brimming with all the
wonderful things she’d seen and done, and Bebe Franklin in all her
strawberry blond splendor, was at the center of every story.

“She works in television, you know,” Esme told her
for the zillionth time.

“I know. You tell me every time that goddamn awful
program comes on.”

“It’s not that bad. Temperance loved Valley of Our Fathers. She never missed an
episode.”

“Of course she was a fan. Her granddaughter wrote the
trash. Anyway, Temperance was addicted to daytime brain rot. As
long as it had high heels and low morals, she was glued.”

“Temperance adored Bebe. She
was her favorite granddaughter.” Esme ignored Clara’s daytime soap
critique. She had to. Valley of Our
Fathers was an atrocious show filled with inane,
one-dimensional characters and ridiculous storylines, and they both
knew it. Clara knew Esme abhorred it as much as she did; though
every so often she tuned in…but only to view the episodes Bebe
actually wrote. Arlene always told Esme when those were airing so
she’d be sure to catch them.

“You really should drop by and say hello,” Esme
persisted.

“She’s not even here yet.”

“She can’t be long in arriving. Arlene leaves next
week.”

“She might be married.” Clara tugged on a stray
weed.

“Married? Bebe? But she’s a lesbian.”

“To another woman, Aunt E. Brick might be cemented in
a relationship. Ever thought of that?”

“I already asked Arlene, and she says Bebe’s
singl—”

“Ah ha. Meddler!”

“I am not. It came up in conversation, that’s all.
For goodness sake, all I’m asking is for you to be neighborly.”

“But I’m not her neighbor. You are.”

“All right then.” Esme peeled off her gardening
gloves, snapping the elasticized wrists in displeasure.
“I’ll call and show some manners for the
both of us.”

“Good. Say ‘Hiya, Brick’ for me.” Another
dissatisfied humph floated over the flowerbed toward her.

“Cool side of the pillow, that’s you.” Esme sounded
peevish. Then, with a slight plea in her voice, “At least come
along with me to Arlene’s for coffee someday soon. She’d love to
see you before she leaves.”

“Will Bebe be there?”

“No, she’s coming later in the week. I told you, I’m
not meddling.”

Clara relented on her teasing. Esme was such a
determined old bird when she got an idea stuck in her head, but
Clara was equally adamant: there would be no interfering with her
love life, such as it was…or wasn’t. She was the cool side of the pillow, and she liked it like
that. A cool pillow soothed the fevered head.

“I’ll think about popping over before Arlene goes,
okay?” she said.

They worked on in silence for several minutes until
Clara said quietly, “I saw Halina Lepucki today.”

Esme looked over sharply. “Did you…Did she…?” Esme
didn’t share the Dearheart gift, if it could be called that. She
couldn’t see the dead. “I was very fond of Halina. She was a good
friend,” she said.

Esme had taught science at the local high school,
while Halina had taught at Preston Elementary. They had met through
their teachers’ union and had eventually retired at the same time.
“Was she okay?”

Clara nodded. “She looked lovely. So light and happy.
She shimmered like a pearl, Auntie E.”

“Like a pearl,” Esme repeated, her eyes shining.
“Yes. Halina deserved happiness. I wish her the best of
journeys.”

“Well, she’s on it.” Clara was glad she’d shared.
They gathered up the cuttings in silence.

“Let’s call it a day.” Esme broke their reverie. “How
does supper sound? Will you stay over tonight?”

Clara smiled and nodded. She was pleasantly tired now
and it would be nice to sleep over at Esme’s. She often did. She
looked around the garden, content at a job well done.

“Rain’s coming,” she said. She could taste it on the
air, carried in on the salty wind. She followed Esme across the
lawn and down a gravel garden path to the primrose yellow back
door. They left their tools and muddy boots outside to be tidied
away later. She looked up at the sky; it was muddied with evening
clouds. The chill of a late March wind seeped through her work
jacket and settled on stiff shoulders. Spring had arrived, well, at
least the birds and buds believed it had, even if her aching bones
didn’t.

With a happy but tired sigh, she entered the toasty
warmth of Esme’s kitchen, glad this door was always open to her.
Esme and her home, with all its love and goodness, lay at the core
of Clara’s life. It would be an unbearable existence without
her.


Chapter Two

Despite the air-conditioning, Bebe’s hands were
clammy and her face slick with perspiration. She took another gulp
from her juice box and felt Carter’s eyes on her every movement.
The producer smelled blood in the water and was circling his
wounded team looking for an opening. Someone was going to be the
meat on his menu this afternoon. He’d make sure of it.

Bebe hunched down further in her seat. She hated
staff meetings. These days they were more like Russian roulette
than a brainstorming session for their failing show. It was
tiresome wondering when the loaded chamber would point her way, and
she knew it would one day.

“Okay, let’s get this show on the road.” Carter
looked over the top of his designer glasses at the faint ripple of
laughter at his bad pun. He had called a disaster recovery meeting
to address the poor ratings Valley of Our
Fathers had received three months in a row. In TV soap land,
that was a death rattle.

Forget on the road; tow the damned
thing to the junk yard. Bebe had her own opinion. One she
wasn’t sharing. It was important for all their careers to get the
trends reversed. Valley was a mediocre
daytime soap at the best of times. Recently, it had bellied up big
time and the studio axe was days away.

“Jayrah, bring us up to speed, darling,” Carter
purred at his favorite writer.

Across the table, Suzzee Wang, one of the leading
actors, winked at Bebe. Normally, the cast escaped meetings like
this, but Carter had wanted the leads to attend this one in
particular. Everyone’s next paycheck depended on it, and Bebe had
worked with him long enough to know it was important to Carter that
everyone had a say—so he could override and ridicule it.

Jayrah very succinctly brought them up to date,
skillfully avoiding the greater catastrophes that had plunged
Valley into the small intestine of public
apathy. Everyone could feel Carter’s tension build with each
passing minute. There was no hiding the mess his decisions had
made, not that he was ever going to admit it. Instead, other heads
would roll.

Quickly, as if sensing his darkening mood, Jayrah
rolled easily into her own pitch for recovery. As usual, it was
full-on drama: car chases, angsty hospital bed scenes, and
extramarital affairs galore. Suzzee Wang’s Berry Ripe character
carried a lot of the story arc. Bebe noticed the actress shift
uneasily in her chair. There were sullen faces among her
colleagues. Suzzee was the flavor of the month, and had been for
most months of the year. Much of Jayrah’s work hung heavily on
Berry Ripe, a character she had consistently pushed to the fore
through her scripts.

Carter brightened at some of Jayrah’s suggestions,
and Bebe felt her shoulders sag. Her own story arcs were too subtle
and understated compared to Jayrah’s burn-and-die approach. An even
bigger part of her misery was the growing realization that this was
not the direction she wanted to go with her writing career. Car
explosions and drive-by shootings were overrated. She could see the
violent imagery already simmering in Carter’s head. He was such a
boy with a toy where this show was concerned. Bebe knew she was in
the wrong place at the wrong time, like one of Jayrah’s extras, but
it was a job, her only job at the moment, and she needed it for
leverage into someplace better. She was forever hopeful that
Valley would eventually open a secret door
to some other creative universe.

Carter indicated it was her turn by tapping his
pencil on the table and glaring pointedly at her. Bebe took a deep
breath and laid out her idea to expose Berry Ripe to blackmail and
then move forward with the conjoined twins thread that had been
stagnating in the background for the last few weeks. Out of the
corner of her eye, she saw Suzzee smile. Bebe’s hopes lifted. If
Suzzee liked her spin, perhaps Carter would. He didn’t. He cut her
off with a curt rebuff before she’d even finished and moved on to
Danny, the next writer in the firing line.

“I really liked your ideas,” Suzzee said later. “It’s
better than Berry lying comatose in the hospital for four weeks
like Jayrah wants.”

She’d asked Bebe to grab lunch with her before the
final summing up later that afternoon.

Bebe shrugged, unconcerned she had bombed out. She
had expected to. Carter probably had a course already mapped out
for Suzzee and her Berry Ripe character involving zombies and
weapons of mass destruction. And who knew? It might just work.

“Carter will never go for anything low-key and
emotional. I was stupid to even try,” she said.

She lifted her heavy curtain of hair to cool the nape
of her neck. The coffee shop was far too hot and crowded. They were
squeezed into a corner near the restrooms and people kept nudging
Bebe’s shoulder as they passed to and fro. She found it impossible
to relax and enjoy her sandwich.

“That’s what I liked about your angle,” Suzzee said,
her face petulant. “Jayrah dumps me right in the middle of all the
ridiculousness. You give me margins to actually act in.” She
lounged cross-legged and comfortable in her chair well away from
the restroom traffic.

“I thought you wanted to be in the thick of it? Don’t
all actors?” Bebe ducked as an oversized handbag came straight for
her head. Her coffee sloshed into the saucer and burned her
thumb.

Suzzee was a friend as well as a leading Valley actor, and she constantly beseeched both Jayrah
and Bebe to slip more scenes her way. Well, at least she had at the
start. Jayrah had willingly complied, but Bebe had been reticent.
There was more to her job than showcasing Suzzee’s career. In fact,
now that Bebe thought about it, Suzzee had been a lot less pushy
recently. Was she finally happy with her B-list status? Somehow,
Bebe doubted it.

“Look, Beebs, this is strictly off the record, okay?
But I have a chance at a cop show in L.A. They want a steely-eyed
Asian DA. I want that part so bad I’d skin my own mother. I’ve been
thinking about the West coast for a while now.” She sipped her
latte and fixed Bebe with a conspiratorial look. “To be honest,
I’ve wanted off this handcart to hell for ages. My contract is up
in two months and I want out.”

“Wow, Suz. That’s great timing. If you’re up for
renewal you can easily leave and take the new job, no harm
done.”

“It’s a bit awkward. I’m sleeping with my agent, and
Valley is as good as this guy gets. I need
to dump him. I’ve got a shot at a much hotter guy in L.A., but I
have to be free of my old commitments first. I want to dump
Valley and my agent all in one go.”

It sounded brutal, but it was the way of the
world—Suzzee’s world.

“I hope it works out for you,” Bebe said.

“You could help.”

“Me? How?”

“By coming up with a brilliant storyline that lets
Berry die, and line it up perfectly for my contract ending. That
way Carter will have nothing to be pissed about. Well, nothing he
can do anything about. Dead Berry, dead contract, that’s fair
enough.”

“Why can’t Jayrah do it for you? She’s bound to get
the idea accepted. She can have you torpedoed while snorkeling or
something. You’ve got to admit I’m pretty hit-or-miss these days.
We both know I’m on the slippery slope.”

Suzzee wrinkled her nose. “Jayrah and Pebble don’t
know I plan to quit yet. Jayrah would be…upset if I left. She wants
me in for the long haul.”

Jayrah and Pebble were also Bebe’s friends. Jayrah,
Suzzee, and Bebe had all joined Valley
within a few weeks of each other and clung together in a tight
little knot of insecurity. They’d formed a friendship of sorts,
though Bebe suspected it was built on individual needs rather than
a real commitment to each other. Then again, in a big city and
backstabbing job, these friendships were a sort of preventative
medicine that stopped the rot of loneliness and isolation from
setting in.

Jayrah and Pebble had been dating off and on for
nearly two years. Pebble had been with Valley since forever. She worked in wardrobe and heard
all the gossip first. Her big, sorrowful brown eyes had been
mooning at Bebe a lot recently. It didn’t take a genius to figure
out Bebe was shuffling toward the exit.

“Why not?” she said, puzzled. “Jayrah’s your friend.
She’d want you to get the L.A. job—oh.” Suddenly Bebe got it.
Suzzee’s laser stare helped her join the dots with crystalline
precision. Suzzee and Jayrah were having an affair. Bebe’s guts
shriveled like overheated plastic. Poor
Pebble. She could feel her cheeks scorch. A blob of mayo
dripped from her sandwich onto her skirt.

“How long?” Bebe dabbed frantically at the stain. Her
voice sounded small. No wonder Jayrah pushed Berry Ripe’s
storylines so determinedly. She was sleeping with the actress who
played her.

Suzzee shrugged. “It’s not important. If it makes you
feel any better, it started long before Pebble and Jayrah got
together.”

How could that make her feel any better? Her friends
had been having a secret affair all the time she’d known them. It
hurt her, never mind what Pebble would
make of it. If she ever found out, that was. Bebe hated secrets
like these. Why did Suzzee have to tell her? Now Bebe was
contaminated, as if Suzzee had just sneezed her snotty little
secret all over her.

“Don’t judge.” Suzzee pointed sternly.

“I’m not judging.” Bebe blinked. She kept dabbing at
the mayo stain. Why was she always being emotionally sucker
punched? Why had she not noticed anything? She was meant to be
sensitive to the human condition. She was a writer, for God’s sake.
But Bebe liked happy endings, and she desperately wanted her
friends to have them, not this run ragged angst. She sighed and
tossed her napkin aside. The stain on her skirt had spread into a
large smudge. “I’m just welling up a little.”

“Don’t well up either. There’s no point. We’re all
adults, and anyhow, Jayrah and Pebble have an understanding.”
Suzzee was impatient with her now.

Yes, they have. A so-called open
relationship. So why is this conversation a secret? Bebe
nodded mutely, ashamed of her judgment, her cowardice, and her
ridiculousness at not really knowing her friends, at not knowing
anything.

“So will you try? Please, Beebs.” Suzzee was back on
her original topic. “I promise to tell Pebble and Jayrah I’m
leaving nearer the time. Just not right now. All the pieces aren’t
in place yet.”

“I’ll think about it. As far as Carter is concerned,
there’s little I can do right these days. I may be gone before you
are.”

“That doesn’t matter. Just plant the idea in
everyone’s head before you go. Show them that Berry can die. Say
that it might be best for the ratings to have one of the lead
actors exit in a big, dramatic death scene. That it will give the
show a shot in the arm. You know…crap like that. Put the idea out
there before you get dumped.”

And the truth came out. Suzzee was asking her to sow
the seeds for her own exit. Bebe was doomed anyway, so it
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