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Chapter 1
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Lester Cove was a small town with absolutely zero aspirations to be anything else. Some small towns leaned hard into becoming a tourist destination or reclaiming some bygone glory-days where they were the biggest thing between Point A and Point B. Others caved into the pressure to be a suburb of a bigger, faster place.

But not Lester Cove. A tiny spot on the Maine Coast, it was very New England. Very mind your own business and let us mind it too. Somewhere you had to drive for at least an hour to get to a grocery store larger than a shoe box. Somewhere just far enough away from a major town that you had to give serious consideration to doing anything stupid because there was no way you were making it to a level one trauma center in time. 

Somewhere people grabbed on to gossip and never let go, even if it was patently wrong wrong wrong. 

Since Margie Witte’s arrest for the murders of Renee Rhoades and Charlie Arnold, the town had become split between three factions. Those who thought I had zero to do with the deaths and had done a good thing in bringing Margie to justice, those who thought I was somehow involved in the murders and Margie had been my scapegoat, and those who just didn’t care either way.

That last group was vanishingly small and seemed to consist of Jerome, who ran The Sleepy Pelican, and Lee Deets who ran the independent grocery on Buttermilk Road and didn’t give a damn about anything so long as tourists didn’t ask why the lobsters in the tank were still alive. 

The second group... They were the bane of my existence. Especially on an otherwise nice morning when Muffin and I made our way from Witte House, where I was staying courtesy of Ben Witte in return for house sitting and pet sitting his little yappy dog Tony, to the main drag, Buttermilk Road, and were picking our way down to Mariner’s Rest Park when the muttered commentary started up. Each storefront I passed, someone had a smart mouth about there he is... I heard Heath’s got a warrant out for him now; any day now, mark my words, the truth will be out; heard his career tanked because he killed his lover.

That last one nearly made me stop. Rory had sent me an email a few nights ago with the link to a story floating around online in some of the gay gossip sites , the poster claiming they were the brother of my late boyfriend who had been found dead under less-than-ideal circumstances. All signs pointed to yours truly as the killer after a spectacular spat that allegedly took place during some director’s birthday dinner. I was blacklisted, according to this poster, but because of the sheer brutality of the murder people were too afraid to turn me in.

I sent the email back with notes on the story to improve flow and believability. 

Rory had made noises about looking into who was posting it, getting a cease and desist, but I knew that would never happen. Not just because Rory was a firm believer in all PR is good PR, but because I’d have to have a career to ruin before you could accuse someone of trying to do just that. Still, hearing that nasty little suggestion while I was out and about in town gave me a severe case of the ick. Either the rumor had reached the wider internet and not just a niche thread about has-been actors and where are they now, or whoever started it was in Lester Cove.

I put on a burst of speed, which thrilled Muffin no end. He broke into a light trot, sniffing the air as we passed the tiny burger joint and one of the town’s seafood restaurants. “Slow down,” I scolded gently. “I’ve got little legs!” 

Muffin huffed, veering towards Ray’s Crabs (not to be confused with Crabby Ray’s on Mason Street, or Ray’s House of Crab on Bluff, or Crab Crab Crab on West). A few tables were positioned on a side patio set up and were mostly empty save for two ladies and one man sitting at a four-top, drinks and a pile of shells between them. Muffin took this for an invitation and, with a heave and lunge, sent me sprawling as he leapt over the flimsy railing around the dining area.

“Oh my god! Muffin, no!” 

There were some shrieks, a low-voiced demand to Get this creature off me! This is Thom Browne! 

I scrambled to my feet, vaulting over the railing with a stumble, landing with a wince and barely swallowed swear to grab Muffin by the collar and haul him back. “I am so, so sorry!” I panted. “Are you all alright? Muffin! No! Sit!”

Muffin very helpfully shoved his nose into the purse of the very unamused looking lady at the head of the table, her long silvery braid coiled like a crown and her mirrored shades reflecting my panicked, sweaty face. “Oh my god! Muffin! What the hell is wrong with you?”

It took another few minutes and the help of Ollie Hamm, who was in the Damien did not kill anyone camp by virtue of the fact his girlfriend, Belinda, had been involved with the investigation tangentially. “Muffin, come here boy!” he called from the sidewalk, producing a handful of dog treats from his jacket pocket. Muffin hesitated, then bolted for Ollie, who gave me a sheepish smile. “Sorry, I was just passing on my way to the pet store and thought you might need help.”

“Thank you,” I sighed. “And I am so, so sorry. Is everyone okay?”

The man sneered at me, at Ollie, at Muffin. “That animal needs to be put down! It attacked us!”

Ollie helpfully tugged Muffin away a few feet, feeding him more treats. If looks could kill, Ollie would’ve just incinerated that guy. “Muffin just got carried away,” I protested. “That’s not an excuse and what he did was not great but he doesn’t deserve to die for it!”

The woman with the mirrored shades laid her fingers on the man’s wrist. “Calm down, Nate. It was an accident.” She turned a cool smile on me and raised on pale brow behind her glasses. “Right?”

“Of course,” I sputtered. “Who’d do that on purpose?”

“People sometimes do weird things,” the woman to Mirror Shades’ right muttered. She was a soft-cheeked, frowning redhead—and I mean red, like fire engine red—who didn’t lift her eyes from her tea when Mirror Shades gave her a sharp tch of reproof. 

“Nate is afraid of dogs,” Mirror Shades explained. “A small incident when he was a teenager.”

Nate, thin of hair and patience, rolled his eyes. “You weren’t even there. Don’t diminish it.” He swung that laser glare my way. “What’s your name? If I have so much as a loose thread, I’m going to press charges.”

I may look like a dorky teenager sometimes but I spent my formative years navigating pits of vipers and narcissists. Guys like Nate were common as Botox in Hollywood. I rolled my eyes at him, folding my arms over my chest and stared him down. “And if my dog has trauma from your threats, I’ll sue you.”

Okay, there’s no way I could do that but lawsuits were always a good threat for guys like Nate. They travelled in packs in Hollywood and New York, tossing the threat around like confetti but skittish when faced with the possibility of having to pay an actual lawyer. “Boys,” the redhead chided softly. “Now isn’t the time. We’re here for a holiday, not a brawl.”

Mirror Shades chuckled softly, lowering her glasses to give me an assessing look. And in that moment, I turned into a gibbering mess. “Oh my god,” I gasped. “Gwendolyn Terhune!”

She spread her hands, tossing her head back in a throaty, low version of her famous laugh. “The one and only, dear heart.” 

My gaze flicked to the woman beside her and I nearly choked on my spit. She’d finally looked up from her drink and was staring up at me with a tense, small smile that didn’t reach past the corners of her lips. And that was all it took. I was a little boy watching t.v. with my mom and Aunt Nina, reruns of Ladies Who Lunch on the Retro channel and a bowl of snacks in my lap for all three of us to munch on. “Pamela Sommers. Oh. My. God.” 

Nate’s eye roll was damn near audible. “If you think basic facial recognition skills are getting you out of this mess,” he started, but this time it was Ms. Sommers who silenced him.

“Nate, please let the server know we’re ready for our check,” she said sweetly, her eyes cold. “It’s time to head to the yacht club.”

Ms. Terhune pushed her glasses up onto her head and motioned for me to take the fourth seat as Nate reluctantly, angrily, stalked into the restaurant. “My apologies for Nate. He’s... Nate.”

Ms. Sommers muttered something that questioned his parentage and potential personal hobbies involving household furnishings. 

It startled a giggle out of me, earning looks of mild curiosity from both women. “Sorry, I just... I’m a huge fan of the show,” I said, trying hard not to gush. “And I was just thinking of your characters, and how Lindsey,” I nodded to Ms. Sommers, “was such a goody two shoes and imagining her saying that...” Face flaming hot under their twin scrutiny, I cleared my throat and ducked my face away, glancing over at Ollie and Muffin instead.

“You can call him back over if you like,” Ms. Terhune offered. She didn’t wait, instead waving at Ollie, motioning for him to come closer. After a brief hesitation, he and Muffin were at the table side, Muffin huffing a sigh and resting his huge head on my leg and Ollie shifting awkwardly, not sure what he was supposed to do. “Thank you, young man, for keeping an eye on this good boy.” She produced a folded bill or two between her fingers, seemingly out of thin air. “For your trouble.”

“Oh, that’s not... Holy crap, sixty bucks? I just stood there like a lamp or something!” He looked at her with wide eyes, cheeks flushing in excitement. 

“And you were quite good at it,” Ms. Terhune assured him. “You’re very good at being decorative.”

Uh, excuse me? I frowned. Not only was that just plain rude, the fact Ollie seemed oblivious to the insult made it worse in my mind. “Ollie’s more than decorative,” I staunchly defended. “He’s busting his backside in community college to be a paramedic while working full time at the pet store.”

“I undertipped,” Ms. Terhune said mildly, producing another folded bill, wiggling it slightly when Ollie just stared. “I’m a firm believer in higher education. And emergency services. Our dear Beth might still be with us today if emergency services had been able to get to her in time.”

Beth... Elizabeth Ellison, the third part of the Ladies Who Lunch trio. Her character, Mandy, had been the moral center of the show, always quick to question the shadowy government agent who gave the ladies their orders and, in later seasons, becoming the leader herself when the group went rogue.

Ollie gushed his thanks again and, with a giggle and a spring in his step, hurried back to the sidewalk, no doubt heading to tell his friends and likely Belinda about his amazing luck. “You seem familiar yourself,” Ms. Sommers said suddenly. “You were in that zombie show on the Friendly Channel, right? About ten years ago?

“Yeah,” I sighed. “That was me.” Every once in a while I still had nightmares about the sticky green sludge zombies. Not because they were scary but because they smelled like melted plastic and the green goo stained everything it touched, even skin. 

She smiled, a little more genuine this time. “My housekeeper’s daughter loved that show. I think she had a little crush on the boy who played your friend.”

Of course she did. “Max King,” I said. “He’s great. A real sweetheart.”

“Oh! Damien Murphy,” Ms. Terhune suddenly said, almost shouted really. “I knew I recognized you! That whole debacle with Renee Rhoades’ murder was just terrible to see play out. I’ve been wondering what you’ve been up to. Truly, I’m surprised you’re still in this town after everything. Your work on Lawson Orders is criminally—ha!—underrated. Oh, and I just loved you in Monday’s Tuesdays.”

I perked up at that. “Seriously? I thought the only people who saw that one were my parents and the investors.” The movie had been a real passion project for everyone involved but had not only tanked at the box office, it had caused Bad Apples to come up with an entirely new level of bad on their scoring system for movies. If you’ve ever rated a movie Compost, you’re welcome. “The world just wasn’t ready for that level of recursive time travel jokes, I think.”

She laughed her famous throaty laugh and gave Ms. Sommers a nudge. “He’s also best friends with Max King. I remember seeing the pair of you in the funny pages for a while there.” She gave me a wink. “I’ve been in the industry long enough to know all those rumors about you two were horse shit,” she said sotto voce. “But that didn’t make ‘em any less fun to read.”

“Oh! Oh, well...” I bumbled, flustered. “Um, thank you?”

Another throaty, loud laugh. People were looking our way and the ladies didn’t seem to mind a bit. They’d abandoned their attempt at being low-key, Ms. Terhune doing away with her shades and Ms. Sommers looking up and around rather than keeping her face ducked away. The restaurant wasn’t packed, but there were definitely more than a few people around, and some of those faces were the same folks who loved speculating on my guilt. A small twinge of pride shot through me, being seen with the two ladies. They may not be at the top of the charts anymore, but they were established, their long careers full of accolades and pop culture hits, and neither minded being seen with me. My inner fanboy was about to stroke out, I was sure of it. 

“So, tell me Damien,” Ms. Terhune asked, pulling a pack of slims and a heavy-duty silver lighter out of her purse, “are you attending this little regatta?” She flicked her fingers at one of the many, many posters that had been put up around town. The Lester Cove Autumn Regatta had been a tradition for decades, then petered out in the mid-Seventies, but was currently experiencing a revival apparently. A few East Coast celebrities had been attending over the past few years, according to the Moon sisters who ran Two Moons Bed and Breakfast, and it was slowly becoming one of those niche famous faces in not so famous places events where the rich and famous were starting to pop up, mostly to feel like big fish in a small pond, but also to get away from the big cocktail bashes and see and be seen plastic events that were bread and butter in their world. And I knew that to be true because Max King, my BFF ride or die platonic life mate bestie-slash-world famous actor and international heart throb, had even mentioned it to me a few weeks ago.  The night after Ben had casually, not-so-casually brought it up over lunch and mentioned he was going since it was family tradition and he was the last Witte in Lester Cove, and he happened to have a plus-one. I’d said yes before he was done talking and only afterwards realized what I’d been invited to.

“I’ve been invited,” I hedged. 

Ms. Terhune made a thoughtful sound. “I must admit, I almost declined the invite but our friend just got this darling 1903 Gaff cutter and I’m dying to see what she can do.”

“It’s bad luck to name a boat after a dead woman,” Ms. Sommers murmured. “Even if she was our friend.”

“Please. The Beth will show these old farts with their fiberglass hulls what’s what.” Ms. Terhune smiled fondly, lighting her cigarette and taking a lung-cramping drag. “Would you like to see her? I’ll ask Gerry if he minds us taking a little tour during the cocktail party this evening.” She winked, leaning in close, “I’ll turn on the charm and snag a bottle of the good stuff from the bar—it’ll be far nicer to sip on deck than surrounded by strangers.”

“Er...” Was I being invited to hang out with Gwendolyn Terhune on a yacht? Words failed me, literally failed me, as my inner fanboy started squeeing almost loud enough to be heard outside my head.

“You’ve made him blush,” Ms. Sommers giggled. “Oh, does someone have a little crush?”

“Someone’s vey gay,” I protested, my face so warm I was momentarily concerned about bursting an important vessel. “And I’d love to see the boat. Ship?”

“The Beth,” Ms. Terhune said with a grim little smirk. “You are attending this evening?” she asked suddenly, eyes wide. “We won’t keep you terribly long if you are.”

“Fortunately for Nate’s clothing, I won’t be brining Muffin.”

Ms. Sommers’ own smile was nowhere near pleasant. “Fortunately.”

Ms. Terhune smiled graciously, making my insides do an excited little jiggle. I might be an actor with experience in Hollywood, but being in proximity to someone I’d been a fan of for literally my entire life? Still made me feel like squeeing just a bit. “Then find me this evening and I’ll show you Beth.”

Ms. Sommers huffed, annoyed, but didn’t say another word.

Ms. Terhune just had to raise a finger and Nate materialized at the table, shoving his wallet back into his hip pocket. “Let’s get out of here,” he muttered. “I think this place is giving me a rash.”

“Nonsense. It’s charming,” Ms. Terhune scolded, getting to her feet in an elegant flutter of bishop sleeves and scarf. Ms. Sommers was a bit less graceful, wincing as she pushed away from the table, her face already pink even in the relatively cool late morning. “See you tonight, Damien.”

I nodded—that was an order, not a question. “Definitely.” 
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You’d think I’d be hesitant to go to another cocktail party after what happened at the last one... And you’d be right. But Ben Witte was charming, and had been so freaking Darcy about hinting that he’d like me to go with him. Very Firth but with a slight Boston accent. So off I went, dressed in an outfit Max, my ride or die bestie and international superstar heart throb Oscar winning bad ass, helped me pick out over a video call, both of us hoping against hope that I didn’t find one freaking dead body during the course of the evening.

One hour into the party and all was going well.

“You look more relaxed,” Ben noted, appearing at my side with a plate of nibbles and a glass of lower shelf champagne, offering me both.

“No bodies,” I murmured, popping one of Carmel Moon’s homemade petit fours into my mouth with a grin. Ben huffed a small laugh, sipping his own champagne rather than reply aloud. 

“Night’s still young,” he said under his breath, making me gasp then choke on a bit of blue icing.

“Oh my god,” I managed around a few more coughs. “Benjamin Witte! You’re awful!”

His expression was enigmatic but maybe a little pleased with himself. With Ben, it was difficult to tell how he was feeling sometimes. Not that I’d had a lot of experience with him one on one. After everything with his stepmom, he’d stayed in Lester Cove long enough to get me set up in Witte House as a sort of glorified house and pet sitter, taking over care of Margie’s little purse dog, Tony, and keeping an eye on Witte House in Ben’s absence. I knew it was partially a pity move—I had nowhere to go and nothing to do when I got there—but I jumped on the offer when Ben made it and hadn’t regretted a moment of my new duties. Ben came and went between Lester Cove, keeping an eye on the family’s tea shop on Buttermilk Road, and his job in Boston working for a legal firm that specialized in contract law.

Very respectable. Very... normal.

I was kind of into it.

Ben took one of the pastries off my plate and examined it with a slight frown. “I don’t get why she put lobsters instead of boats or something nautical themed.”

“Carmel said she can’t do boats, and all her anchors came out blobby. But she’s really good at making marzipan lobsters.” I took the pastry from his loose grasp and popped it into my mouth, grinning at Ben’s affront. I’d spent a few hours on Wednesday afternoon helping Carmel make row upon row of tiny little crustaceans. I hadn’t given it much thought at the time but on the walk back to Witte House I realized it’d felt comfortable. Friendly. She had zero expectations of me outside of just being there to hang out. No subtle jabs about stardom or questions about famous people I knew. Just... marzipan lobsters and some gossip about Sienna possibly seeing someone in Malm’s Corner but Carmel wasn’t sure who yet.

We both suspected the vet assistant who sometimes did Muffin’s checkups.

“We all have our strengths,” he muttered, taking the last pastry. His grin was boyish and quick, his wink even quicker. My face heated all the way to my ears and, unfortunately, he noticed before I could turn away and pretend to be fascinated by the sheer variety of crustacean-based dips on the long table by the window. Ben cleared his throat, moving a tiny bit closer. “Damien, I was wondering if you’d—”

“Ben Witte! I’ll be damned!”

“If I’d what?” I whispered as he winced, already turning to face the older man beelining our way. “Ben, if I’d what?”

“Ben Witte, I thought that was you! It’s been an age!”

“Lloyd,” Ben said, slipping into Lawyer Voice. “How’ve you been? How’s Carrie?”

“Amazing,” Lloyd promised in his Boston Brahmin cadence. He looked over at me expectantly, a flicker of recognition in his expression. “I don’t think we’ve met. Lloyd Weld.”

“This is Damien Murphy. He’s a new transplant to Lester Cove.”

The wattage on my smile amped up and I cut Ben a look. “Moved here from LA this past summer. I may stay a while, may not.”

Weld nodded thoughtfully, his expression assessing for a moment before it cleared and became amused. “Oh! I remember your name! My wife loves the gossip rags. You were the former child star involved in the murders!” He paused, giving Ben a sympathetic grimace. “Sorry to hear about Marge. Such a shock.”

Ben’s lips disappeared into a thin line and he gave Weld a short, sharp nod. “It was quite upsetting.”

“Quite upsetting?” I repeated, my brows creeping up of their own volition. Which, honestly, was kind of nice because I’d gone through a Botox phase the year before and I kind of worried I overdid it and would never be able to make an expression from the nose up again.

Ben’s smile curdled. “Quite. Upsetting.”

Ah. Ben in work mode. Like. work-work mode. He shot me a sideways, apologetic glance as Weld started to ramble about some documents Ben had worked on for him and  mutual acquaintances of theirs in Boston. “Excuse me,” I murmured, touching Ben’s elbow so he’d know I was leaving. “I see someone I’ve been meaning to speak to.”

Ben’s expression clouded for a moment, but when Weld laughed, he joined in, whatever funny story the older man had relayed obviously hilarious if you knew what was what and who was who.

So I wandered a bit, giving tight smiles to the ones who liked to think I was the next Jack the Ripper and more genuine ones to the handful of folks I actually knew and spoke with. As I wound through the room, a familiar, throaty laugh caught my ear and before I made a conscious choice to do so, I was heading for Gwendolyn Terhune holding court in front of the plate glass window overlooking the yachts.

I accepted a drink from a passing server—one of the community college aged students who helped stock the grocery, I think, a goth young woman with the most amazing purple gradient hair who had the tray balanced on one hand and was sneaking peeks on her phone held in the other—and put on Professional Smiles Number 317: Polite Interest plus I Belong Here, Do You? Drifting between knots of people, most of whom knew one another or wanted to know one another. I nodded and murmured about the weather, complimented outfits, chuckled a few times when people asked if I was going back to Hollywood any time soon.

Though, to be honest, I was pretty sure it wasn’t a polite interest that led them to ask but more of a go home now please inflection I heard.

Finally, I wound my way around to where Gwendolyn Terhune and Pamela Sommers were holding court in one corner with Nate fuming by Ms. Terhune’s side, tapping away at his huge smart phone and scowling at whatever he saw there. Glancing up, he noticed my approach and rolled his eyes before murmuring something to Ms. Sommers and heading for the open doors leading to the long pier behind the yacht club. Ms. Terhune saw me approach and broadened her smile. “There you are, Damien! I was worried you’d changed your mind. Gerald, you know Damien! He’s such a sweetheart!”

A sparkplug of a man with a shock of white hair that seemed to go any way but down peered out from behind Ms. Terhune where he’d been skulking, double fisting drinks. It took a moment for me to recognize him—he’d aged quite a bit and was thicker now, more bull-necked and broad—but when it clicked, my eyes widened and stomach dropped. “Mr. Tubbs,” I said with a polite, stiff nod, stomach threatening to leap from my throat. “It’s been a while.” Not long enough... 

“Damien Murphy,” he huffed, eyeing me like I’d look at something Muffin had just rolled in. “Thirteen years, to be exact. So you’re, what, a server now? Janitorial staff?”

Pamela Sommers made a strange, choking noise that I realized was a laugh. My neck felt hot as I regarded my one-time director and abuser with a narrow glare. “There’s a problem with having an honest job? Or do you just think that because you’ve never had one in your life?”

Another choking laugh from Ms. Sommers as Tubbs, face dangerously red, set his glasses down and drew himself up to his not considerable height. His voice boomed when he spoke, drawing the eyes of everyone in the club. “Last time you graced me with your presence, I said I never wanted to see you again. What did I say I’d do if I ever laid eyes on you, squirt?”

The silence racing through the party was almost as loud as the blood thumping in my ears. “I believe you said you’d kill me.” Smiling sweetly, I added, “Yeah, that’s right. You told a twelve-year-old kid that you were gonna kill him. Very professional. Very... sane.”

“Now, boys,” Ms. Terhune said coolly, a strange look on her face. Something between amusement and...was that excitement? A sick feeling bubbled in my stomach, the gnawing worry that I was a joke for these people I’d admired growing heavier by the second. “Calm down. Gerald, why are you so mean to poor Damien here? He’s such a lovely young man. We had the best chat earlier. And,” she added with a small smile in my direction, “he’s a remarkable young actor. I’m absolutely shocked he never took off like he so deserved.”

The compliment, such as it was, hid a sharp barb. Setting my glass down on the nearest windowsill, I gave Ms. Terhune a tight little nod. “My apologies. I thought this was going to be a cocktail party, not a roast. I’ll be leaving.”

Tubbs shoved his drink at Ms. Terhune, motioning for me to stop. “Wait, wait. I’m an ass. Listen to me for a sec, Damien. I know you need work, yeah? We’re in similar boats here.” He grinned like he thought he was hilarious. “Boats. Get it?”

“Uh...”

His smile was wide and weird and made me feel like I’d stumbled into some alternate universe where Gerald Tubbs Junior wasn’t my boogey man. The goth server popped up at his side, her smile wide and polite with her tray held out hopefully, but Tubbs ignored her, nudging me with his elbow instead. “Walk with me, you won’t regret it.”

#
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TWENTY FEET AWAY, TUCKED into an awkward alcove that had been meant for payphones but was now hidden behind one of those lattice work room partitions covered in fake ivy, I was very much regretting it.

Tubbs stared at me with that weird smile, eyebrows raised and eyes wide. I had the distinct impression he was trying to look friendly, inviting.

He looked like he was about to turn me into a skin suit.

The unsettling silence stretching out like goopy tar between us made me feel like I’d missed my cue and was about to get shouted at. Again.

I cleared my throat, motioning vaguely with the drink still in my hand. “So...”

“I know we have a shit history,” he said, practiced smoothness rounding out his usual staccato speech. I imagined him reciting his lines in front of a mirror, down to the expressions on his ruddy face because whatever mask he was wearing, it wasn’t the infamous Gerald Tubbs Junior scowl and furrow. It was unsettling. “And I take a measure of responsibility for that. You were a very young man when we had our incident and—”

“Whoa,” I blurted, so startled I sloshed my drink onto my cuff, damn it. What gets bottom shelf bubbly out of thrifted Versace? Shit. Focus, Damien. “We don’t have a shit history. We have an acrimonious situationship, at best. I was a kid, Tubbs. Not a young man. I was twelve when you got in my face and humiliated me in front of my peers. And,” I cut him off, well aware my voice was creeping up in volume and pitch, “you got me blackballed from pretty much every role I auditioned for over the next five or six years.”

For just a moment, his careful mask slipped and he was sneering at me. It was back in place after just a snap but I still saw the real Tubbs behind the façade and it was oddly comforting, knowing I wasn’t losing my mind and he was still a huge jerk. “If you think I had the power to get you blacklisted for roles, then maybe you really were the soft-headed little putz I called you.” He made an abortive movement, realizing belatedly he’d left his drink with Ms. Terhune. “Have you really spent the past six—”

“Ten.”

“Ten?” He let out a low whistle. “Well, that answers that. You really have spent a decade dwelling on a childhood monster.” Tubbs spread his hands wide and, for one horrible moment, I thought he was asking for a hug. But he was just in his big physical gestures stage, I guess, because he kept going, sweeping his arms back and tucking them at his lower back as he started to pace in tiny, heavy steps the width of our little alcove. “And I’ve come to understand that being that monster, giving you reason to doubt me and, no doubt, be wary of other directors, producers, hell, just men for nearly half your life.” His sympathetic wince was almost too much to handle and he knew it, his smirk fleeting as he glanced at my balled fist, clicking his tongue. “Now, I’m here in peace, Damien. And I’ve even come offering you a gift. A role. A lead role, at that.” Tubbs rocked back on his heels, expectant.

“Uh.”

His expression froze, then slid into practiced, uncomfortable politeness. “Ah. So you really have retired then? This isn’t just a flail for relevance before bowing to the inevitability of character roles and possibly a side gig as a special guest speaker at local community college theatre classes.”

“There’s nothing wrong with any of that,” I protested, though maybe not as vehemently as I should have. I mean... okay, let’s be real here for a sec. The majority of young (or not so young) hopefuls trying to make it in the industry aren’t setting out thinking gee, I really want to be remembered as that one guy who was in that show with those people whenever your family sits down to watch something I’m in.

“Tch! I know, I know,” he soothed—badly—stepping in close to bring the distance between us down to an uncomfortable degree. “Listen, you and I both know it’s an ugly world we’re in, Damien. I don’t mean politics,” he added with a sneer. “Who case about that shit, right? Like anything we do will help or hurt. But no, our world. It’s ugly. It’s made out of tissue paper, and people are obsessed with it. They’re quick to forget once a new shiny thing comes along, but crazy for nostalgia.”

Both of us look past the edge of the fake ivy trellis to see Ms. Terhune and Ms. Sommers drifting regally through the assemblage. Gwendolyn Terhune’s head is high, shoulders back, a queen who knows her worth and accepts nothing less. Pamela Sommers, though... She was softer, quieter. Subdued but no less proud as she trailed in Ms. Terhune’s wake, a sweet and quiet drift of pastels and familiar smiles that drew everyone’s eyes as she passed. Murmurs followed them as they moved and I recognized the quick, whispered conversations as they were recognized, the sudden excitement hidden behind polite, social masks as old fans felt those
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