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			Valerie Lambert squinted at the beach, but the Oregon Coast still looked nothing like Florida’s Space Coast. The tide was out and the Pacific had left a wide strand exposed, but the sand was too tan and coarse. The sea cliffs loomed higher than anything on the Florida Coast other than the condos, the Vehicle Assembly Building, or the occasional assembled rocket. And everything on the cliff top was so damned green. The air reeked of things growing so fast you could almost see them do it.

			“You heard about The Royale?” Lindsay broke the companionable silence of their walk along the beach. They’d moseyed through their thoughts on the latest bookgroup book, and chatted about a half dozen other forgettable topics. 

			Valerie tried to picture the gantry towers, ready for a launch, so that she could compare those to the height of the sea cliffs. But after just three short weeks in Oregon, even a memory as deeply ingrained as that was already distant.

			A little distance was exactly what Valerie needed at this point, and was why she’d come to visit her sister on the opposite coast. A thriller writer happily married to a small town electrician was supposed to be the perfect cure for a blown-up-in-her-face career. However, Valerie wasn’t feeling as good about the visit as she’d hoped. 

			First, Eric was a really decent guy who was loving and supportive of her sister. Valerie’s career had never allowed time for more than the occasional fling. So one of the main things she’d given up was now right in front of her every morning, evening, and most weekends. Second, her sister’s career was taking off. A couple of good reviews, an obscure bestseller list, and a new contract for the next three “Dee Lambert” novels. It all provided a crappy counterpoint for Valerie, where everything she’d dreamed of and fought for over the last decade had been lost twenty-three days ago.

			Lindsay was clearly getting used to Valerie’s distracted moods and repeated her question.

			“The Royale?”

			Valerie didn’t have the hang of these kinds of questions yet. They were tricky. You couldn’t miss the old Royale. The tiny three hundred-seat movie theater was right in the center of the remaining strip of old-town Siletz Bay. It still sported its 1930s art deco marquee and was a beauty among too many touristy shops stuffed into classic buildings that had once had a purpose beyond selling things to tourists. 

			The trick that Valerie never quite got a hold of on the coast was how to discern if she’d heard “whatever the latest” was? 

			That was a key question in small town life. Either you were a useful source of local information, or, if you hadn’t heard, you were hopelessly out of date. And the transition happened so fast. They weren’t touchy about it, like a press briefing where you didn’t have the latest news before CNN. Instead, they just looked at you sadly as if you were a lost puppy who just needed a doggie treat. Maybe a new squeaky toy in the shape of a Pacific seal.

			As one of the top PR people at NASA, there was only one topic that anyone cared about other than hurricanes, and that was the defunding of NASA. She’d been completely on top of that story right up to the moment she’d been defunded out the door. Being a McKenna undergrad in Government and a George Washington grad in Public Relations hadn’t saved her. Even captaining the Claremont Debate Union up to winning international competitions hadn’t helped.

			She’d done absolutely everything right for the perfect career, until NASA shut down the shuttle program and the government funded nothing to replace it. She’d hung on too long. By the time they downsized her, Bigelow, Branson, and Bezos, the three Bs of the new tourists-to-space endeavors, and everyone else even with a slim chance of making it out of the atmosphere, already had their key spokespeople in place. Half of them her former assistants. Even those connections hadn’t been sufficient.

			Now she was walking the stupid beach here in the outback town of Siletz Bay on the Oregon coast, with a mighty population of three thousand. Not knowing the latest local news was probably a crime punishable by withholding of saltwater taffy. 

			“They got the projector.” Her sister finally had the grace to fill the painful silence.

			“The projector.” Valerie tried to say it as if it meant something. The look from a seagull, who barely deigned to pace aside, made it clear that she was being infinitely dense.

			“I know I told you.” 

			But Lindsay always told her so much that Valerie had trouble keeping track. She learned as a kid to tune out her younger sister, and had never found sufficient cause to change that habit.

			“The projector?” She conceded defeat and didn’t like the bitter taste of it. Valerie would be careful to pay more attention in the future. Not that she planned to be here that much longer. Just until she found somewhere else to go.

			“Sure. The film distributors aren’t distributing film for much longer. Now it’s go digital or die.”

			“And that takes…”

			“A forty-thousand dollar projector. Hans and Nancy were going to have to shut down, but I helped them do one of those crowd-sourcing fundraising things online.”

			“Maybe I should have done that for NASA.”

			Lindsay stopped. Valerie walked on several paces before she noticed her sister was no longer beside her. She had to face into the damp wind and backtrack along her own barely visible footprint impressions in the sand to stand beside Lindsay.

			“I’m trying to be serious here. This is great news for me, for my friends, and for this town. So what do you do? You bring it right back to yourself and beat it into the ground. Sure, losing your job sucks Val, but you’ve got to stop wallowing in it.”

			“I didn’t just lose my job. I lost my whole career.” Valerie could feel her voice going to that strident place she only used for especially ugly breakups, but she couldn’t turn it off. “All I ever wanted to do, you remember, was to fly. I wanted to be an astronaut. Remember how many years I did babysitting so that I could pay my own way to Space Camp? The Simpson triplets for crying out loud. I was always bragging about how I was going to be the first Lambert in space. Well, all that went to shit. Something wrong with my inner ear so I couldn’t stay oriented when weightless, too many ear infections as a kid. So I thought, hey Valerie, you’re a smart, pretty girl. Become the voice of NASA.”

			She hoped that facing into the wind hid her tears of rage at the injustice of it all. Let them blow hot underneath her dark hair rather than trickling pitifully down her cheeks.

			“I did everything,” her voice broke painfully. Reaching deep for strength born of a thousand briefings, she steeled her gut to steady her words and continued to face her sister. “I did everything for them and this is how they repay me? They fired my ass.”

			Lindsay rested a hand on her shoulder and Valerie shrugged it off in a fit of pique. Lindsay didn’t curse in her face, instead she kept her thoughts to herself and walked past Valerie. 

			Valerie didn’t want to be soothed, she wanted her job back. With a sigh, she relented. There was no point taking it out on Lindsay. 

			She turned, but her sister was already down the beach far enough that Valerie would have had to run to catch her. Lindsay’s back was straight, her blond hair flying like a streamer in the wind. She was clearly well past sick of her sister’s whining.

			Valerie let her go. It was probably for the best. Truth be told, Valerie was getting pretty damned sick of her own whining.

			So, The Royale had bought their fancy digital projector. That was good. Now they could remain open rather than becoming another soft serve ice cream and pizza parlor. 

			Forty grand. Her mind, which cataloged everything so neatly, offered up several moments too late. So, she had heard after all. Forty-four thousand, seven hundred and eleven. Numbers had been a part of her job and she’d always dazzled the press corps with how easily she had them on tap. Not a good enough trick to keep her job though. Or to send her into space.

			Obama had crowdsourced his way to two election wins. He’d raised six-hundred-and-thirty-seven million the second time, seven-hundred-and-fifty million the first time.

			NASA on a bad year ran about half a percent of the federal budget, a percent on a good year like during the shuttle program, and four percent to gear up the Apollo program. At one percent, NASA would still be in space and she’d still have a job. But you couldn’t crowdsource eighteen billion dollars a year.

			Valerie looked up and down the beach, now deserted by her sister. Dark clouds low in the west were building over the ocean. The first drops of rain caught on the strong wind indicated that yet another storm was inbound. Probably enough to cause a delay of launch…if there was anything to launch.

			Only she and the glowering seagulls remained. They all stood beak-to-wind so that their tail feathers weren’t getting all ruffled. She wished she knew how to do that.

			The only question was what the hell was she going to do now?
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			Dee Lambert’s local, you know?”

			Valerie tilted her book, without dipping it into her oversized mug of hot chocolate this time, so that she could look at the cover indicated by the pointing finger. It was her sister’s latest, which she hadn’t had time to read yet. Maybe her interest would make it up to Lindsay who was still kind of pissed.

			“No. No, I didn’t.” First rule if you know a local author, never admit it to a tourist. Authors were a generally reclusive lot and the last thing they wanted was some rabid fan hunting them down. 

			Of course, the guy telling her that fact about the author of Twelve Seconds to Death meant that she herself had been pegged as the out-of-towner. Locals might not give away how to find a well-known local author, but they were always glad to brag about them.

			She looked up at the guy. He was dressed like a local. She’d tried, but even her dress-down wardrobe was too fancy for this coast. She’d need jeans fading to white, a cotton turtleneck, and a fleece jacket that didn’t say…

			“NASA.”

			She’d accuse him of staring at her breasts but the logo was hard to miss, and besides, he was looking at her face. 

			He smiled. He needed a shave. “Noticed it when I came in. Always was a fan.”

			She could feel her defenses rise. “They’re still there,” she pointed just east of southeast. NASA was still there three thousand miles away from this wintery coast, even if she wasn’t.

			He nodded and the smile didn’t fade in the least. “So they are. May I?” He aimed his croissant at the other seat across the tiny table. 

			The Beach Café was almost rattlingly empty at two in the afternoon. Someone communing with his laptop, might be a writer or a game developer, the intensity was similar, sat several empty tables away. Another local slouched in one of the old armchairs by the window facing the highway, deeply involved with his newspaper. He’d been asleep with it across his face since she’d arrived.

			“Lots of empty tables.”

			He didn’t take the brush-off.

			“None of them have a beautiful woman who reads thrillers and defends NASA.”

			She shrugged and tucked in her bookmark indicating he could join her.

			“Dag,” he held out a hand.

			“Nab it!” Valerie responded as they shook.

			“Lady’s quick,” he crunched white teeth into his croissant sending crumbs scattering onto the table and releasing the rich smell of steaming butter pastry.

			“I was reading some of my grandpop’s old comic books when I was kid. Went to school one day and tried out, ‘Dag Nab It!’ on the playground, little knowing I’d be labeled for life.” His easy shrug revealed that he’d comfortably resigned himself to it and also that he had the muscles of a man who made his living with
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