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Chapter One: The Hyperbole of Hollywood
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Word of the Day: Verisimilitude (noun)

Definition:

	The appearance of being true or real.

	In literature, the quality of a text that makes the reader believe it could actually happen.

	In Hollywood, the expensive, labor-intensive process of making a lobster boat look “more like a boat” by painting it a color that no self-respecting fisherman would ever use.
Usage:
“The director demanded verisimilitude, which apparently meant importing plastic buoys because the real ones didn’t look ‘buoyant enough’ on camera.”


Diary Entry: September 10th

Location: The Perk & Pine (Occupied by men in black turtlenecks using iPads)

Mood: Cinematographic

There is a specific way a town changes when it becomes a “Location.” The light doesn’t change—the Maine sun is just as indifferent and sharp as it was yesterday—but the way people look at the light changes.

I walked into the Perk & Pine at 8:00 AM, seeking nothing more profound than a caffeine infusion and a quiet corner to grade papers on The Phonology of Old Norse.

Instead, I walked into a casting call.

My usual table—the one near the window with the slight wobble that requires a folded napkin to stabilize—was occupied. Not by Odette Pike and her police scanner, and not by Mrs. Higgins and her romance novels.

It was occupied by three men. They were wearing black turtlenecks, despite the fact that it was a humid sixty degrees. They had scarves draped artfully around their necks. They were looking at a bagel on a plate with the intensity of a bomb disposal unit.

“The texture is gritty,” one of them announced, squinting at the poppy seeds through a viewfinder formed by his thumbs. “It reads as ‘struggle.’ I love it. It’s authentic.”

“It’s an everything bagel,” I said, squeezing past their chair to get to the counter. “It reads as ‘breakfast’.”

The man lowered his hands. He looked at me. He looked at my tweed blazer, my glasses, and the stack of essays in my arms.

“Fantastic,” he breathed. “Look at that. The ‘Academic Spinster’ archetype. Very textural. Are you local? Or are you a prop?”

I blinked. “I am a Doctor of Philosophy,” I said. “And I am waiting for my tea.”

“Love the attitude,” he said to his iPad. “Write that down. ‘New England Frostiness.’ We can use that for the librarian character.”

I retreated to the counter. Finn Kline, the owner of the Perk & Pine and the town’s resident yeast-whisperer, was standing behind the espresso machine. He looked terrified.

“Isla,” he said. “They want to buy all the scones.”

“All of them?”

“Every single one. For ‘visual ambience.’ They aren’t going to eat them. They’re going to arrange them in a pyramid to signify ‘abundance in a harsh climate.’”

“Finn,” I said gently. “That is a waste of carbohydrates.”

“I know!” Finn cried softly. “But they offered me three hundred dollars. The sourdough is confused, Isla. It doesn’t understand why its children are being used as set dressing.”

I looked around the room. It wasn’t just the scones. The entire ecosystem of Bracken Cove had been disrupted.

The “Salt Flats” crew—Frank’s friends—were usually by the door, drinking coffee and complaining about the price of diesel. Today, they were gone. Pushed out by a rack of garment bags and a woman shouting into a headset about “color-grading the horizon.”

And then, the door opened.

Frank walked in.

My husband (a word I still rolled around my mouth like a sweet lozenge) was wearing his work clothes: oil-stained Carhartts, a flannel shirt with a tear in the elbow, and heavy boots that thumped against the floorboards. He smelled of saltwater and engine grease.

He stopped. He looked at the men in turtlenecks. He looked at the pyramid of scones. He looked at me.

“What,” Frank said, his voice flat, “is happening?”

The man with the scarf gasped. He actually gasped.

“Look at that,” the man said, pointing at Frank. “The texture. The grime. The absolute, unadulterated authenticity.”

He stood up and approached Frank like one approaches a wild animal one intends to domesticate.

“Excuse me, sir,” the man said. “I’m Simon Boylen. Location Manager. We’re filming The Tides of Time. A period drama about the harsh realities of the sea.”

Frank stared at him. “Okay.”

“We need background artists,” Simon continued, gesturing to Frank’s grease-stained chest. “Men of the soil. Men of the salt. You have a look that money can’t buy. That oil stain? It’s poetic. It tells a story of labor and loss.”

Frank looked down at his shirt.

“It tells a story about a leaking gasket on a ‘98 Evinrude,” Frank said.

“Brilliant!” Simon clapped. “The dialect! The brevity! Would you be willing to stand in the background of a shot? Just holding a rope? We need someone to look... weathered.”

I stepped forward. The protective urge flared in my chest—part wife, part translator.

“He is not a prop,” I said, moving to Frank’s side. “He is a mechanic. And he charges ninety dollars an hour.”

Simon looked at me, then at Frank. He seemed to realize we were a unit. The Texture and the Spinster.

“We can pay double,” Simon said. “For the rope holding. And if you have a boat that looks... tragic.”

Frank laughed. It was a dry, rusty sound.

“My boat runs fine,” Frank said. “If you want tragic, check the transmission on that Prius you parked in the loading zone.”

He grabbed my arm gently.

“Come on, Teach. Let’s get out of here. The air in here is too... filtered.”

We walked out.

As we stepped onto the sidewalk, I looked back through the window. Simon was taking a photo of Frank’s retreating truck.

“They’re going to be a problem,” Frank noted, unlocking the passenger door for me.

“They’re invading,” I agreed. “They’re trying to edit the town, Frank. They want to turn us into a metaphor.”

Frank climbed into the driver’s seat. He started the engine—The Beast roared to life, a sound that was definitely not period-appropriate.

“Let them try,” Frank said, putting it in gear. “But nobody touches my scones.”

We drove down Main Street.

And there, blocking the fire lane in front of the library, was a massive white truck. The side panel read: CRAFT SERVICES: A CURATED EDIBLE EXPERIENCE.

It was parked directly on Mrs. Higgins’ prize-winning petunias.

“Oh no,” I said.

Frank sighed. “I’ll get the tow hook.”

The invasion had begun. And unlike the Vikings, these invaders brought vegan wraps and very strong opinions about lighting.

To Do List:

	Explain the concept of “fire lanes” to a man wearing a beret.

	Reassure Finn that his scones are valued for their taste, not their visual metaphor.

	Find a way to protect my husband from being cast as “Sad Fisherman #3.”
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​Chapter Two: The Location Scout
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Word of the Day: Logistics (noun)

Definition:

	The detailed coordination of a complex operation involving many people, facilities, or supplies.

	The military science of procuring, maintaining, and transporting material, personnel, and facilities.

	The romantic language of Harper Linwood, wherein "romance" is defined as a perfectly executed Gantt chart and a permit filed in triplicate.


Usage:

“Most people flirt with their eyes; Harper and the Location Manager flirted with their logistics, engaging in a mating dance that involved decibel meters and liability insurance.”

Diary Entry: September 11th

Location: Main Street (Currently designated as ‘Zone A’ by the invaders)

Mood: Statistically Improbable

There is a popular scientific theory that if a particle meets its exact antiparticle, they will annihilate each other in a burst of pure energy. I have always believed this theory also applies to people. Specifically, to people who own label makers.

It was 9:00 AM. The invading force—now identified as the production crew for The Tides of Time—had set up a base camp in the town square. What was usually a peaceful patch of grass occupied by a bronze fisherman and a few pigeons was now a labyrinth of white tents, cables, and production assistants sprinting with the desperation of soldiers under fire.

I was standing on the sidewalk with Frank, watching the chaos. Or rather, Frank was watching the trucks.

“That’s a nice generator,” Frank noted, pointing to a massive, humming box the size of a shipping container. “Diesel. Whisper-quiet. Industrial output.”

“It’s blocking the crosswalk,” I pointed out.

“Yeah, but look at the intake manifold,” Frank sighed admiringly.

Suddenly, the air pressure on Main Street dropped. It wasn’t the weather. It was the arrival of a predator. Harper Linwood was marching down the street. She was wearing her “Crisis Blazer” (navy blue, sharp lapels) and wielding a binder that was three inches thick. She walked with the aerodynamic purpose of a heat-seeking missile.

“Oh no,” I said.

“This is going to be good,” Frank said, leaning against a lamp post. “Five bucks says she cites the municipal noise ordinance within thirty seconds.”

“I’m not taking that bet,” I said. “It’s a certainty.”

Harper didn’t look left or right. She walked straight up to the man in the scarf—Simon Boylen, the Location Manager—who was currently shouting into a walkie-talkie about “blocking the sightlines.” Simon didn’t see her coming. He was too busy directing a grip to move a fake lobster trap three inches to the left.

“Excuse me,” Harper said.

Her voice wasn’t loud, but it cut through the cacophony of the set like a scalpel. Simon turned around. He looked down at Harper (he was tall and lanky; she was compact and terrifying). He smiled a dazzling, Hollywood smile.

“Hi there,” he said, turning on the charm. “We’re a closed set right now, darling, but if you want an autograph, the talent hasn’t arrived yet.”

Harper stared at him. The smile did not work. It bounced off her like a rubber ball hitting a tank.

“I am not here for an autograph,” Harper said. “I am here for the permit.”

“The permit?” Simon blinked. “We have permits. We have all the permits. We bought the town, essentially.”

“You have a permit to film,” Harper corrected, opening her binder with a snap. “You do not have a permit to park a Class A generator in a pedestrian zone designated for ‘Leisure and Transit.’ Municipal Code 4B, Section 2.”

Simon’s smile faltered. He looked at the generator. He looked at Harper. “It’s essential equipment,” he said, his voice tightening. “We need power for the cameras. The director wants to shoot the arrival scene at noon.”

“And Mrs. Higgins needs to cross the street to get her blood pressure medication at noon,” Harper countered. “Currently, she would have to vault over a power cable. Mrs. Higgins has bad knees. If she trips, the liability falls on the town. And by extension, on you.”

Simon pulled out his own clipboard. It was sleek, black aluminum. “I have a liability waiver,” Simon said, tapping a document. “Signed by the Mayor.”

“The Mayor signed a waiver for ‘standard production activities’,” Harper argued, pointing to a highlighted paragraph in her binder. “Blocking a fire lane with a craft services truck—specifically the vegan wrap station—constitutes a ‘public safety hazard,’ not a production activity.”

They stood there, nose to nose. The Clipboard vs. The Binder. The Hollywood Logistics vs. The Small Town Bureaucracy. It should have been a massacre. But then, something strange happened.

Simon didn’t dismiss her. He didn’t call security. He looked at her binder. He looked at the color-coded tabs protruding from the side—red for danger, yellow for caution, green for zoning compliance. His eyes dilated.

“Is that...” Simon started, his voice dropping to a hush. “Is that color-coded by urgency?”

“Obviously,” Harper said. “Red is immediate threat to municipal order. Blue is noise pollution.”

Simon looked at his own clipboard. It was a mess of loose papers and scribbled notes. He looked back at Harper’s pristine, laminated organization. “And the font?” Simon asked. “Is that Helvetica?”

“Arial Narrow,” Harper corrected. “It maximizes data density per page.”

Simon let out a breath. It sounded like a whimper. “That is... incredibly efficient,” he said.

Harper blinked. She had expected resistance. She had prepared for a fight. She had not prepared for admiration of her font choice. “Well,” she said, straightening her blazer. “Efficiency is the backbone of civilization.”

“I agree,” Simon said. He stepped closer. “You know, this generator puts out 60 decibels. The legal limit for a residential zone is 55.”

“I measured it at 62,” Harper said, pulling a digital decibel meter out of her pocket like it was a pistol. “Before the wind factor.”

Simon stared at the meter. He looked at Harper. “You carry a decibel meter?”

“I carry the tools of my trade,” Harper said.

For a moment, nobody moved. The tension was thick, electric, and deeply weird. It was the tension of two people who realized they were the only ones in the room who understood the eroticism of a well-enforced rule.

“Okay,” Simon said. “If we move the generator ten feet back, behind the statue, the sound will be baffled by the bronze fisherman. That should drop us to 54 decibels.”

Harper considered this. She looked at the statue. She calculated the angles. “Acceptable,” she said. “But you’ll need to lay a rubber mat over the cables. For Mrs. Higgins.”

“Done,” Simon said. “And I’ll have the vegan wrap truck moved to the loading zone behind the library.”

“The library loading zone is for deliveries only between 8 and 10,” Harper warned.

“We’ll be out by 9:55,” Simon promised. He held out his hand. “Simon Boylen. Location Manager. And apparently, your new best friend.”

Harper looked at his hand. She hesitated. Then, she shook it. One firm pump. “Harper Linwood. Town Council. And I’ll be watching the clock.”

“I hope so,” Simon said. And he smiled again. This time, it wasn’t a Hollywood smile. It was a terrifyingly genuine smile of a man who likes a challenge. He turned and shouted at his crew. “Move the genny! We’re obstructing a pedestrian zone! Let’s go, people! Efficiency!”

Harper watched him go. She stood there on the sidewalk, clutching her binder to her chest. I walked over to her.

“Harper,” I said cautiously. “Are you okay?”

She didn’t look at me. She was staring at Simon, who was currently berating a production assistant for using the wrong gaffer tape. “He’s... organized,” Harper said.

“He’s the enemy,” I reminded her.

“He uses a caliper to measure the tape width,” she said. “Did you see that? Precision.” She shook her head, as if clearing a fog. “He’s a menace,” she stated firmly, opening her binder. “I’m putting him on the Watch List. Code Yellow: Highly Competent Interloper.”

She marched away. But I noticed she didn’t walk toward the library. She walked toward the bronze fisherman, presumably to check the acoustics of the new generator placement. Frank walked up to me, shaking his head.

“Well,” Frank said. “I owe you five bucks.”

“Why?”

“She didn’t cite the ordinance,” Frank said. “She negotiated a treaty. I’ve never seen anyone stand up to the binder before.”

“I think,” I said, watching Harper and Simon arguing in the distance about the structural integrity of a rubber mat, “we are witnessing the beginning of a very complicated subplot.”

“Romance?” Frank asked.

“Logistics,” I corrected. “Which, for Harper, is the same thing.”

Observation Log:

	Subject A (Harper): Status: Intrigued but defensive. Defense mechanism: Arial Narrow font.

	Subject B (Simon): Status: Smitten by bureaucracy. Defense mechanism: Scarf.

	Conclusion: If they ever join forces, they will either save the world or organize it into a totalitarian regime.
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​Chapter Three: The Dialect Coach
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Word of the Day: Diphthong (noun)

Definition:

	A sound formed by the combination of two vowels in a single syllable, in which the sound begins as one vowel and moves toward another (as in coin, loud, and side).

	A linguistic concept entirely missing from the screenplay of The Tides of Time, which seems to believe that the dialect of the Maine coast consists entirely of dropped ‘g’s and the word “Y’all.”


Usage:

“The screenwriter believed a Maine accent was simply a Southern drawl wearing a beanie; I had to explain that our diphthongs are clipped by the cold, not stretched by the heat.”

Diary Entry: September 12th

Location: The Mobile Production Office (A silver Airstream trailer parked illegally on the pier)

Mood: Grammatically Offended

There are crimes against humanity, and then there are crimes against syntax. I am not sure which one carries a heavier prison sentence in the court of my own mind, but currently, syntax is winning.

I had been summoned to the “Creative Hub”—a gleaming silver trailer that smelled aggressively of sage and expensive cologne—by Simon Boylen. Apparently, my outburst in the coffee shop regarding the “Academic Spinster” archetype had flagged me as a “Local Expert.”

I sat across from the screenwriter. His name was Dashiel St. James. He was wearing sunglasses indoors and a scarf that looked like it had been knitted by a visually impaired spider.

“Isla,” Dashiel said, leaning forward. “Simon tells me you’re a Doctor of Words.”

“A Doctor of Philosophy in Linguistics,” I corrected.

“Right. Words. I need you to look at the dialogue for the scene where Captain Caleb confronts the ocean. I feel like it lacks... grit. It lacks the salt of the earth.”

He slid a packet of pages across the lucite table. I picked them up. I adjusted my glasses. I read the first line.

EXT. DOCK - DAY

CAPTAIN CALEB looks at the storm clouds gathering.

CALEB: “Well shucks, fellas. I reckon a big ol’ storm is a-brewin’. Y’all better skedaddle before the waves get to fussin’.”

I stared at the page. My left eye began to twitch. It was a small tic I hadn’t experienced since my thesis defense.

“Dashiel,” I said slowly. “Where do you think Maine is?”

Dashiel blinked behind his sunglasses. “North? Near Canada?”

“Correct,” I said. “So why does Captain Caleb sound like a cattle rancher from 1890s Texas who has suffered a minor head injury?”

“It’s rustic!” Dashiel insisted. “It conveys folksy charm.”

“It conveys that he has never seen the ocean,” I said, pulling a red pen from my blazer pocket. I uncapped it with a lethal click. “First of all, no one in Bracken Cove says ‘shucks.’ If a storm is coming, they say ‘Looks like weather.’ Or, if it’s a bad storm, they say ‘Gonna blow.’”

“That’s it?” Dashiel looked disappointed. “Where’s the drama? Where’s the internal monologue?”

“The drama is that they might die,” I said, slashing a line through skedaddle. “They don’t have time for internal monologues. They are too busy securing the lobster traps so they don’t lose their livelihood. And ‘Y’all’ is a plural second-person pronoun used in the South. Here, we just nod. Or, if we are feeling particularly loquacious, we say ‘You guys.’”

I spent the next twenty minutes dissecting the script. I removed seven instances of “Darn tootin’,” three “Landlubbers,” and a soliloquy where the Captain compares a crab to his own soul.

“He wouldn’t talk to the crab,” I explained, crossing out a paragraph. “He would boil it. Ideally with Old Bay seasoning and a side of melted butter.”

Dashiel looked horrified. “But the crab is a metaphor for his shell!”

“The crab is dinner,” I said firmly. “That is the tragedy of the sea. It feeds you, or it kills you. There is no middle ground for metaphors.”

The door to the trailer swung open.

The air in the trailer changed instantly, shifting from the scent of sage to the sharp, grounding smell of diesel and sawdust.

Frank filled the doorway. He was holding a wrench, which I suspected he had brought along for moral support. Behind him stood Simon, looking flustered.

“He won’t sign,” Simon said, throwing his hands up. “Dashiel, talk to him. He won’t sign the Vehicle Release Form.”

Dashiel looked at Frank. Frank looked at Dashiel. It was like watching a wolf look at a poodle.

“The Beast stays anonymous,” Frank said.

“But it’s perfect!” Dashiel cried. “That truck is a masterpiece of neglect! The rust patterns! The dent in the fender! It screams ‘Blue Collar Melancholy’!”

Frank crossed his arms. His biceps strained against his flannel shirt. I saw Dashiel’s eyes flick to Frank’s arms, then quickly away, as if looking directly at manual labor might burn his retinas.

“I read the contract,” Frank said. He pulled a crumpled piece of paper from his back pocket. “Clause 4, Section B: ‘Production reserves the right to alter, distress, or modify the Vehicle for aesthetic consistency.’”

“Standard boilerplate,” Simon assured him. “We might just add a little more rust. Maybe paint the door a different color to show ‘economic hardship.’”

“The rust,” Frank said, his voice dangerously calm, “is structural. You sand that down to paint it, the whole quarter panel falls off. And the door is green because the original door fell off in ‘08 and the junkyard only had a green one. That’s not ‘economic hardship.’ That’s supply chain pragmatism.”

I smiled. I couldn’t help it. I loved him so much in that moment.

“Also,” Frank continued, pointing to the bottom of the page. “You want to cover my bumper sticker.”

“It says ‘Honk if you love Sylvia Plath’,” Simon pointed out. “It’s... confusing for the character. Captain Caleb is illiterate.”

“Then Captain Caleb shouldn’t be driving my truck,” Frank said. “Because my truck has taste.”

He crumpled the contract into a ball and dropped it on the lucite table. It rolled next to Dashiel’s oat milk latte.

“I’m leaving,” Frank announced. “I have to go replace a timing belt on a sedan that doesn’t have an identity crisis. Teach, you coming? Or are you staying to teach these guys how to speak English?”

I looked at the script, currently bleeding red ink. I looked at Dashiel, who was mourning the loss of his crab metaphor.

“I’m almost done,” I said, standing up. “Dashiel, I’ve fixed the dialogue on page ten. Instead of the Captain saying, ‘The sea is a cruel mistress who takes what she wants,’ he now says, ‘High tide’s at four.’”

Dashiel sighed. “It’s so dry. It’s so... minimalist.”

“It’s Hemingway,” I lied.

Dashiel perked up. “Really?”

“Sure. Let’s go with that.”

I walked over to Frank. He held the door open for me. As we stepped out into the salty air, leaving the sage-scented madness behind, Frank bumped his shoulder against mine.

“Did you really quote Hemingway?” he asked.

“I appealed to his vanity,” I said. “It was the only way to save the crab.”

Frank chuckled. “You’re good at this, Teach. You’re like a...” he struggled for the word.

“A Cultural Translator?” I suggested.

“A Bullshit Filter,” Frank corrected. “And you’re hired. I’m not letting them near the garage without you.”

To-Do List:

	Burn page 42 of the script (The scene where the Captain dances a jig).

	Teach the leading actor that “Wicked” is an adverb, not an adjective, and certainly not an exclamation of joy.

	Buy Frank a beer for defending the literary integrity of his bumper sticker.
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​Chapter Four: The Casting Call
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Word of the Day: Extra (noun/adjective)

Definition:

	A person engaged temporarily to fill out a crowd scene in a movie or play.

	Added to an existing or usual amount or number.

	(Slang) Behavior that is excessive, dramatic, or over-the-top; the baseline personality setting of Mrs. Higgins on a Tuesday.


Usage:

“The casting director asked for ‘subtle background movement,’ but the town took this as an invitation to be distinctly extra, resulting in three impromptu sea shanties and a fistfight over a prop buoy.”

Diary Entry: September 14th

Location: The Town Hall Gymnasium (Designated ‘Holding Area B’)

Mood: Theatrically Disturbed

There is a concept in physics called the Observer Effect: the act of observing a phenomenon inevitably changes that phenomenon.

I am currently witnessing the sociological equivalent. The moment the cameras turned on, Bracken Cove stopped being a town and started being a performance of a town.

It was 10:00 AM. The Town Hall gymnasium, usually reserved for heated zoning meetings and the occasional bake sale, had been transformed into an audition space for “Background Artists.”

The entire population seemed to be present. And everyone was acting weird.

Finn Kline was standing in the corner, aggressively kneading a lump of dough he had brought from home. He was frowning deeply, trying to look like a Tortured Baker.

“I’m channeling the angst of the yeast,” Finn said as I walked by. “Do I look like I’m contemplating the futility of rising?”

“You look like you’re strangling a cat,” I noted.

Further down the line, Odette Pike—our police dispatcher—was staring at a production assistant with the intense, unblinking gaze she usually reserved for out-of-state drivers.

“I’m giving them ‘Stoic Authority’,” Odette said. “I’ve practiced this face in the












































	Subject: The Town of Bracken Cove.

	Current State: Performative Hyper-Reality.

	Note: We have successfully avoided a harpoon incident, but I fear we have emboldened a diva. Mrs. Higgins is currently signing autographs for the grip team. She is signing them "The Duchess of the Dock."
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