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      EXTRAtainment Update!

      Damian Marshall in Expletive-Laden Rant at Cannes

      The Cannes Film Festival is known for its glamour and elegance, but that atmosphere took a turn to the profane this weekend when superstar Damian Marshall went off on a seemingly unprovoked tirade against director Anderson Lind while walking the red carpet with his co-stars for the premiere of Shadow League: Through Darkness. While the cast posed for photographers, Marshall broke away from the group suddenly and began to berate his director.

      The rant, which lasted over two and a half minutes, was captured by fans and reporters alike. It has already been seen over 20 million times online since it was posted yesterday and includes Marshall referring to Lind as a “f*cking sadist” and a manipulative liar before storming off. He did not return for the film’s premiere or subsequent Q&A session with the film’s cast and director.

      Asked after the fact, Lind could only express sympathy for the star. “Damian and I have worked together on three Shadow League films and our relationship has always been a great one. I have to assume it was only the stress of our promotional tour that caused him to say things he didn’t mean.”

      Lind, who won the Academy Award for Best Director last year for his work on 100 Miles Home, would not answer questions on whether this was the first time there had been conflict between him and his star, currently the highest-paid actor in Hollywood. But this rift, coupled with the lukewarm reviews from critics for the latest Shadow League offering, does reignite questions as to the future of the series. The release date for Shadow League: Through Darkness was pushed back twice last year, reportedly because Lind and representatives from New Film Cinema studios couldn’t agree on a final cut. Both Lind and Marshall are slated to work on the fifth Shadow League installment, set to begin shooting this fall.

      Neither Marshall nor any of his representatives could be reached for comment, either regarding the incident at Cannes or about his future in the world’s most profitable film franchise.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      No one tells you that the entire world watching your every move can be lonely as hell.

      It’s been ten days since I called my director a festering dog’s anus in public. Nine days since the studio sent me home from the promotional tour. Eight days since my agent said to lie low until she told me it was safe to leave the house. Seven days since a photographer tried to climb the bougainvillea in front of my pool house to get a picture of me. Six days since I’ve spoken to another human being face-to-face.

      Safe to say, my cabin fever is reaching epic proportions.

      “Put on your dancing shoes,” I say when Vin walks through my front door.

      “What?” He pulls off his sunglasses, even though the sun’s been down for close to an hour. My best friend is a slave to fashion. “No, come on. Roberta says we need to lie low.”

      “Since when did you do everything Roberta says?”

      “Since she said my name’s on the list for junior agent?”

      The statement makes me pause. Vin and I met close to a decade ago. I was so new to LA I wasn’t even a struggling actor yet. He’d been grinding it out in the audition trenches and background ranks for a year already and said he’d show me the ropes. In the end, his teachings worked so well, I landed roles I could only dream of, and Vin realized he was better suited to the business side of the industry. He’s been one part fixer, one part assistant for my agent, Roberta, for the last three years.

      “Then we need to go out and celebrate. Come on. I’m already dressed.” After I cycled through the same clickbait headlines for the seventh time in an hour this afternoon, I gave up and squeezed into the skintight jeans and Balenciaga jacket I was gifted at a photo shoot last fall. Time for a jailbreak.

      Vin sighs heavily. “But Roberta said⁠—”

      I’m done listening to Roberta. It’s been almost a week since Cannes, and I’ve barely been allowed to leave my house. The rant has gone viral about twenty times over. I’m a talking point, a meme, and a catchphrase. I tried to go for a run yesterday and got a block from my house before a car went by and someone hollered “you fucking sadist!” from the passenger window.

      But I can’t let them win.

      “I already called Jamari. He’s going to bring us in the back door. I’ll sit in the corner and drink. No one will even know we’re there.” Jamari is a bouncer at a dive bar we discovered not long after I first met Vin. He was also the object of Vin’s hopeless crush for a year after, so we spent a lot of time drinking there before it got too hard for me to go out and mingle with the general public.

      “No.” Vin slumps on the stairs that lead up to the second floor. “Please, you don’t want to piss off Roberta more than you already have.”

      “What Roberta doesn’t know won’t hurt her. How will she find out? Now, do you want to change or what?”

      He’s never one to be left out of a party, even a party he doesn’t want to go to, so by eleven we’re making our way to Highland Park. Vin, who always has a few clothes at my house, has found a mesh top and a pair of orange pleather pants that have been a staple in his wardrobe for as long as I’ve known him. Despite all his protests, he has no idea how to fly under the radar.

      The driver, who is used to the weird requests people like me make, has no problem pulling us around to the back of the bar, and Jamari opens the door to guide us through the narrow hall that stinks of piss and spilled beer.

      Inside, the drinks pour fast and freely. Everyone here is a regular, and no one cares who I am. Turns out it’s karaoke night anyway, so their attention is toward the front. Vin sings “Baby Got Back” to everyone’s horror and amusement. I sing nothing and keep myself out of trouble, focusing on enjoying the bar rail brown liquor that’s the staple at a place like this. See? Nothing to worry about.

      Until Vin’s hand lands on my thigh like a vise.

      “What?” I ask. I’m feeling warm and mellow and really glad we came out here tonight.

      “Look.” He points toward the bar.

      When I glance across the crowded space, Anderson Lind’s white-blond hair is unmistakable, as is the self-satisfied smirk on his face.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” Rage and annoyance immediately boil beneath my skin. I throw the rest of my drink back, enjoying the way its warmth spreads inside me, firing me up further. I was doing a good job keeping my head down. This asshole doesn’t get to ruin that.

      “Okay.” Vin wraps a hand around my arm and pulls, even though he’s nearly a foot shorter than I am, so he doesn’t have much leverage. “Time to go.”

      “What? No. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Damian.” He tugs again, nearly tumbling out of his chair. “Please. Roberta said⁠—”

      “No.” Maybe it’s whisky fuelling my determination, maybe frustration. Either way, I am a rock. A glacier. Moving me takes a force of nature, not Vin. “We were here first. He can go drink somewhere else.”

      “Shit.” Vin ducks down. “I think he saw us.”

      He did. He locks eyes with me, and even beneath the haze of alcohol, my brain goes on alert. Because in fact, Anderson is the last person I need to see right now. He’s been the director of the last three Shadow League movies, the franchise that has made my career.

      He’s also my ex. Ex-what is not totally clear. We were never serious enough to be boyfriends. But while we were in Cairo and Vietnam on the shoot for Shadow League 4, we certainly fucked enough that we’d been something. I broke things off with him once filming wrapped, but I guess Anderson was more into our arrangement than I was, because let’s just say he did not take it well. I’ve got the text messages to prove it. And the emails. The voicemails. The notes that basically said he’d end my career.

      What I don’t have is a recording of him leaning in to whisper to me while we were standing on the red carpet at Cannes, saying I’d never land another blockbuster if the studios knew I was gay.

      And then the world’s entertainment press corps got an all-access pass when I finally lost my shit right there in front of the Théâtre Lumière and the entire planet and called him, along with a sadist and a liar, such highlights as “a predatory fuck goblin.”

      Needless to say, the comment ruffled some feathers and got a fair bit of coverage. The rumor mills have been going ever since. Speculation has run from the truth—that it was a lover’s tiff—to me having an undiagnosed mental illness or substance abuse problem. It’s ugly and largely unfounded, and despite all my best efforts to pretend nothing happened, it won’t go away. So Roberta ordered me to lie low to see if the story drops if I’m out of the spotlight for a few days. Of course, it doesn’t help that Anderson has been happy to talk to anyone, saying he values what I’ve brought to the franchise and hopes I get the help I need without ever specifying what that might be.

      But he’s holding all the cards because a voice in the back of my head is still whispering that he might be right. That if I admit we had a relationship—that all the relationships I’ve ever had were with men—I’ll be quietly excluded from consideration for the next slate of big projects, and my career will slowly evaporate until I’m stuck doing medical procedurals on network TV.

      And now that asshole is here, and he’s walking toward me.

      I stand, and Vin mutters, tugging on my sleeve and still begging me to leave.

      I can’t let Anderson win.

      But he’s not even close enough to speak to when another voice echoes over the space.

      “Oh my God, it’s Damian Marshall!”

      The karaoke dies, and a bar full of heads all turn in my direction. I can practically hear the collective gasp.

      Then someone says, “I think that’s Anderson Lind.”

      I should probably be pleased that I’m instantly recognizable whereas Anderson is a guess at best, but instead, all I can feel is the panic finally breaking through the booze as people press toward us and a sea of cellphones is raised in the air, all hoping to capture whatever happens next.

      “Damian. So good to see you. How have you been?” Anderson’s voice is soft and lightly accented, a remnant from a childhood spent in Stockholm before his parents got divorced and his mother moved him to the States.

      Maybe we were in a relationship. I know more about his history than an average fuck buddy would. But it’s weird when you’re away from home for months at a time and see the same handful of people over and over. Things happen. We never promised each other anything.

      He holds out his hand for me to shake, and too late I realize I’m already screwed. Because either I shake it and we can say we buried the hatchet, in which case Anderson wins, or else I tell him to fuck off and continue to look like the asshole.

      I go to step around him, and he puts a palm on my arm. On reflex, I grab his wrist. “Don’t you touch me,” I say, then fling his hand away. He stumbles back maybe more than justified and crashes into a table behind us, looking surprised.

      “I was just trying to say hi,” he says.

      The rapid-fire repeat of a camera shutter pulls my inebriated attention off Anderson’s smug face, and a man with a ridiculously huge camera lens smiles as he tries to get a better angle.

      “Parasites,” I mutter.

      “Got anything to say, Damian?” he calls. “Want to double down on your comments from Cannes?”

      “Okay.” Vin puts his hands on my chest and shoves for all he’s worth. “Time to go.”

      “Don’t go on my account.” Anderson smirks.

      “Are you so much of a hack that the only way you know to get some attention is to ride my coattails?” I ask. The shutter repeats again, and what feels like a million phones bob in the corner of my vision. I hold my arms out. “See that? They’re here for me. Without me, no one would even know who you are.”

      “Damian,” Vin says urgently, “this is the exact opposite of keeping a low profile.”

      “Damian,” the guy with the camera says. “What set you off in France? Was it drugs? Stress?”

      “Yes, Damian.” The light in Anderson’s eyes says he’s only too happy to play this game. “What was that about? I still haven’t received an apology.”

      “You asshole.” I lunge for him, but Vin gets in front of me. He’s not tall, but he’s big enough and I’m drunk, and I bang into a table instead.

      “Okay.” Vin puts an arm around my waist. “Time to call it a night.” He leads me toward the kitchen door as the shutter goes again.

      “He’s such an asshole,” I say, shouting the last word over my shoulder.

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. I’ve already called the car. Let’s go.”

      But someone’s tipped off the press that I’m here, because even as we push open the back door of the bar, shouted questions volley toward us.

      “Damian! What’s your relationship with Anderson Lind?”

      “Damian! Is it true you’ve been kicked off Shadow League 5?”

      “Damian!”

      I put a hand out so the flashes don’t blind me and barrel through the scrum. Paparazzi are like leeches, practically clinging to me. Vin scrambles to keep up. The car is waiting at the end of the alley, and we dive through the door as reporters continue to shout questions.

      “Roberta’s going to murder us.” Vin sighs as the driver pulls away from the curb. “We should have stayed home.”

      “She doesn’t need to know,” I say, head spinning.

      “Are you kidding? She knows everything. She’ll have called me before we get back to the house, just watch.”

      “Let her call,” I say, watching a darkened LA roll by.

      She can’t murder us if my career is already dead.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m sending you to Alaska.”

      The next morning, Roberta glares at me from behind her desk. The expression is one hundred percent do-not-fuck-with-me, and I resent it to the core of my being. If anyone’s been fucked with, it’s me.

      “Alaska?”

      “You’re lucky it’s not somewhere farther,” she says. “After your outburst last night, the studio is very unhappy. A bar fight with your director is not the kind of publicity they want right now.”

      “It wasn’t a bar fight. He was being a drama queen. And I’m not exactly tap dancing with joy either.” In fact, I’m pacing on the rug. Sitting still is impossible. My whole body feels electric with anxiety.

      “Yes, but you don’t stand to lose three hundred million dollars when this film flops. The premiere weekend box office numbers aren’t good.”

      “That’s not my fault. If they hired someone who knew how to write dialogue better than a middle schooler, we’d be in much better shape.”

      “That may be.” She knows as well as I do the script for Shadow League 4 was written and rewritten by no less than nine people over the last two years. Over the course of a bloated nearly three-hour final cut, my character, supposedly a mafia son out for revenge, had done everything from drive a tank through the jungle to perform open-heart surgery on his assassin girlfriend while they were hiding out from the bad guys on a glacier. It was nonsensical. “But you calling your director a”—she glances down at a legal pad on her desk—“‘talentless prick jockey’ in front of the entire world means it’s easy enough to pin the failure on you. And then you decide to pick a fight with him at a dive bar.”

      “How many times do I have to tell you it wasn’t a fight? He made it⁠—”

      She cuts me off. “And that, in turn, will make it very difficult for you to work on any future franchises at this level again. How badly do you want to keep your job, Damian?”

      She’s right. It’s already starting. The headlines this morning when I checked them still included recaps from the Cannes incident, but also featured new eye-catching titles like “Damian Marshall in Barroom Brawl” and “Is it Time to Cancel Damian Marshall?”

      I sink into a chair. “Hawaii is farther. I could go to Hawaii.”

      Unfortunately though, Roberta is bulletproof. She’s been around the block too many times to be swayed by my appeal. Instead of melting and booking me a jet to Honolulu, she arches a perfectly plucked eyebrow—quite the feat considering her face hasn’t moved in at least the last thirty years—and says, “Would you rather it be North Dakota?”

      I cross my arms over my chest. “No need to say hurtful things like that. I thought we were friends.”

      “I’m never friendly with the talent. Wouldn’t want you to get the wrong idea about how this relationship works.”

      “I don’t understand.” I’m trying not to whine, but I’m not succeeding. Roberta is the kind of woman who makes men revert to their childhood selves. Her lipstick is a slash of red across her mouth, and the rock on her left ring finger is enough to give most people arthritis. I’ve never heard of or seen any trace of the man who might have given it to her. She probably bought it for herself a long, long time ago.

      “Of course you understand.” She smiles softly through her lipstick. Despite her she-wolf reputation, she’s actually one of the kindest people I know. “You were to keep your head down and you didn’t. Desperate times. It’s Alaska or you find another way to divert their attention.”

      Another way. She isn’t talking about adopting a rescue puppy or letting the paparazzi take pictures of me in my sweats on the way to the grocery store. She means something big. An official announcement. A 60 Minutes confessional. A man on my arm on the next red carpet like I have nothing to hide.

      I shudder.

      “I know.” Roberta smiles again. Things must be pretty rough if she’s willing to crack her paint twice in one day for me. “And that’s why I’m not pushing it. Even with all this commotion, you don’t owe them that if you don’t want to.”

      My agent is the grande dame of La-La Land gatekeepers, but the thing that has kept us together for the last eight years is her heart of gold. Roberta always has my back. She knows I’m gay. She flat-out asked me the first time we had lunch together and then, as I stammered through an answer, told me she’d never ask again, as long as my penis didn’t show up anywhere public that she hadn’t pre-approved. It’s an agreement that’s worked for us. Roberta’s got a foolproof formula for my career, and she’s never steered me wrong.

      “It’s only two weeks,” she says. “And then we’ll see.”

      “Sure.” Dread spreads down my sternum. The uncertainty is the worst part. Hollywood is fickle, and what barely makes the news with some people is a career killer for others. The video of my outburst might be buried within a week, or it might bury me for life.

      Roberta taps a pointed nail on her desk like a judge with a gavel. “Good. Go home. Don’t talk to anyone. Pack your parka, and we’ll see you in fourteen days. Enjoy your vacation.”

      I groan involuntarily. I haven’t had a proper vacation in . . . God, I can’t even remember. Before the most recent Shadow League press tour, there’d been the junket for The Iron Machine. Before that, filming for both. That takes me back almost two years. There was the two months in Malaysia filming God of Simple Pleasures, even though we still haven’t heard anything about a release date on that. And before that, I was doing another Shadow League.

      So yeah, maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all.

      “Don’t get that look.” In another era, Roberta would have taken a drag from a cigarette in a long holder to punctuate her scowl.

      “What look?”

      “The one where you’re planning the kinds of shenanigans you and Vin get up to without me to hold your leashes. He has his marching orders. I’m sending him to keep an eye on you, not to party with you.”

      “Vin’s coming?”

      “If I sent you alone, you’d hitch a ride with the first burly dogsledder you found and be back in my office by the end of the week.”

      She’s not wrong on one front anyway. The rugged look is awfully appealing. I wouldn’t say no to a ride. But with the man-of-the-land image often comes the “you can take my gun from my cold dead hands” attitude and a conviction that the gay agenda is slowly disintegrating the fabric of society. I know because I grew up with those people. The ones who told me to be ashamed of who I was. When I left, I said I was going to be famous, and they laughed and said no one would ever want to see someone like me on the screen.

      So yeah, the exterior may be nice to look at, but the inside is rotten.

      Just like Hollywood when I think about it, which I try not to most of the time. No sense peeling back the covers on the cesspool that gave me a career and a name known around the world. Because if I look too deeply at the celebrity machine, what will I find about myself?

      I laugh quietly.

      “Something funny?” Roberta says.

      “Nothing. Sorry. I must be tired.”

      “Then this will be perfect for you. You rest. Commune with nature. Go fishing.”

      “Fishing?”

      “You’ll love it.” Roberta stands from her desk and walks around to her office door. That’s the signal, the international sign that this conversation is over. When Roberta Feuerstein opens her office door, you are dismissed. Many hearts have been broken this way, and today I’m left defeated.

      Yet as I pass her, she reaches out to pat my cheek affectionately.

      “I’m sorry it’s come to this, David.”

      I flinch at the sound of my real name. Very few people use it anymore. To the public, my fans, even my friends—except Vin—and colleagues, I am Damian Marshall, the world’s highest-paid actor and current reigning Sexiest Man on the Planet. David got left behind in North Dakota, and I don’t miss him even a little bit.

      I give Roberta a tired smile because she didn’t call me David to be cruel, only sincere.

      “You better have booked us somewhere nice,” I say, throwing an accusatory finger her way.

      She purses her lips, and not a single wrinkle appears. “The Regal Beaver Inn or something like that. Ivy did the booking. She said it was the best she could find. Oh, and it’s a floating hotel, so it’ll be nice and quiet, away from everyone and everything.” She opens the door wider.

      Normally, Roberta walks her best clients across the lobby and ends their meetings with a kiss on each cheek. It’s a pageant, meant to impress whatever bigwig or wannabe is sitting in her lobby. There’s always someone. Sometimes I see people I know. Often, precious newbies with dreams in their eyes and hope on their lips watch me, speechless as I make my way through the space like I own the place. I don’t. Roberta does. But her commission on my work has paid for a lot of the upgrades to the office since we teamed up.

      And we have been that. A team.

      Today though, I walk alone.
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      My bed at the Wild Eagle Lodge is more comfortable than my bed at home, and it annoys me. The food is better too, though that’s hardly surprising since I’m not much of a cook. Still, the fluffy waffles and perfectly crisp bacon taunt me as I load up my plate.

      “Okay, everyone!”

      I nearly drop my meal as Harper, the lodge’s general manager, strides into the staff kitchen. She’s blonde and perfectly pressed, from her collared shirt to her brown deck boots that don’t have a single scuff on them. “Today is the day. Our guest will be here at three this afternoon, and I want everyone on the dock to greet him.”

      “And you still won’t tell us who it is?” Marci, who works at the front desk, asks.

      “Now,” Harper says, like Marci was only joking, “we’ve talked about this. You are to call our guest ‘Mr. Morgan.’ Nothing else. He is paying for our discretion and⁠—”

      I tune her out and stuff a chunk of waffle into my mouth. She’s given us this speech at least three times since announcing yesterday we would be moving up the lodge’s opening to accommodate a request from a very important VIP guest who wanted the place to himself. That’s how she always says it too. “A very important VIP.” Like he’s so important we need to be reminded twice. She also likes to remind us that we signed nondisclosure agreements when we applied to work here. She never says what will happen if we violate the terms of the NDA, though I’m pretty sure it involves giving up at least one kidney and any future offspring.

      “So let’s put on our best Wild Eagle faces and make sure he feels welcome!” Harper finishes, and a cheer goes up around the room.

      I hate working here, and it hasn’t even been a month. I should have known it was a mistake when they told me I had to come up before the lodge opened for training. I’ve been fishing my entire life. What could they possibly teach me that I don’t already know? And sure, the first aid and CPR training were nice refreshers, but the seminars on something called the “Wild Eagle Way” were unbelievably boring and the title still feels suspiciously like cultural appropriation. Actually, this whole place does, designed and built as it was by a firm from New York City who think they know what the “real” Alaska is supposed to be. Hardly any of the people I’ve met on staff so far are even from here. Apparently, this kind of resort attracts people who move from one seasonal property to the next. Marci’s done whale watching cruises in Mexico and worked at some kind of adult summer camp in the Catskills. I’ve heard other people talking about dogsledding in Wisconsin, or spending the off-season snowboarding in New Zealand. They’re like eco-tourism robots. Why they need to invade my corner of the world when I’ve never crashed their party is beyond me.

      I head back to my room, mostly to avoid any more pep talks or team building. I have to be on the dock at three. The rest of the day is mine.

      I start by calling Stef. The lodge has spotty cell service. They advertise it as a perk, a chance to get away from the outside world, but they also know that being completely cut off would be a fate worse than death for many of their very important VIPs, so the entire building is equipped with flawless satellite internet.

      I hadn’t expected that to matter to me too much, but it means I can video call Stef and Robbie without the usual crackle and lag.

      My sister’s smiling face greets me when the call connects.

      “Hi!” Her grin makes my chest ache. I haven’t seen it enough since she came home.

      “Hi there. Hi, Robbie.” My ten-year-old nephew is standing just behind Stef, eyes focused on something beyond the webcam, before he wanders out of view. He doesn’t reply to my greeting, but that’s typical Robbie. I’m glad to see them.

      “How’s it going?” Stef asks.

      I nod. “Yeah, fine.”

      “Got your first guest yet?”

      “Today, yeah.” I carefully step around any details that might tip her off as to who our VI-VIP might be, even though I have none. “Any word from Graham?”

      Her smile slips like I knew it would. I hate to upset her, but I need a reminder about why I signed up for Harper’s hype squad.

      “He’s still in Guatemala.”

      My jaw tightens. “They don’t have phones in Guatemala? Fax machines? Mail?”

      “Jack.” Stef sighs.

      “No. Isn’t this the point? That he’s never around? That his career is more important than his family?”

      “It’s not that simple. He’s still Robbie’s father. I can’t push too hard. I’m not . . .” Now she looks miserable.

      “Sorry. I know. I know. I’m just . . .” I echo her sigh. We’ve been trying to get Stef’s almost ex-husband to sign the divorce papers for more than six months, but he works with a charity medical group that sends him all over the world. In fact, he spends more time abroad than at home with Stef and Robbie, and eventually Stef realized that wasn’t really much of a marriage. Without the divorce finalized though, she’s still his wife and technically has access to his money, even though—despite his outwardly benevolent lifestyle—Graham isn’t the kind to share. And that leaves Stef with bills to pay with money she doesn’t have.

      Which is why I’m here, itching in a designer polo shirt. I am so not a polo shirt kind of guy.

      “Hey, I was thinking,” Stef says, drawing me out of my head.

      “Yeah?”

      “When you get home⁠—”

      “In four months?”

      “Yes, in four months, at the end of the summer. I was thinking, if it goes well where you are, maybe you could get a job at one of the winter resorts? There’s a bunch near Anchorage.”

      “I don’t know anything about skiing.”

      “Not just skiing. You can take people out on snow machines or⁠—”

      “I’m a fisherman.”

      She purses her lips. She looks so much like our mom when she does that. I wait for her to say something, because I’m not going down that rabbit hole with her again. She’s always trying to find me a job. Suggesting I try something new. Stef may be younger than me, but sometimes it feels like she’s done a lot more living than I have. She left Alaska as soon as she finished high school. She met Graham in college, backpacked through parts of South America, then got married when she had Robbie and Graham was done with med school. Her life has been so much bigger than mine, and it’s almost like she feels guilty about that, so she tries to make amends by keeping me employed. But I can handle myself, thank you.

      “Robbie made something for you,” she says.

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah.” She glances offscreen. “Robbie. Come show Uncle Jack what you drew.” Soon, Robbie reappears. This time, he holds a sheet of paper. He lifts it to the screen, and the drawing on it is spectacular, even through a hundred miles of digital signals.

      “Is that a fish?” I say, voice full of astonishment even though all Robbie ever draws is fish.

      “It’s a king salmon,” he says.

      “It’s amazing, buddy!”

      Robbie is on the autism spectrum. He isn’t great with people, particularly strangers, but he loves Stef to death and has learned to tolerate me in the months since they left Massachusetts. But what he loves most in the world is fish. He’ll be a marine biologist someday. Or a fisheries scientist. He knows things I didn’t know after a lifetime in and near the industry. And his drawings are always perfect.

      “He worked hard on it,” Stef says.

      “I can tell.”

      Robbie pulls on her hand, attention already elsewhere again now that show-and-tell is over.

      “We should probably go. Time to get ready for school.”

      By school, she means homeschooling. We tried sending Robbie to the local public school in our small fishing town, but they weren’t equipped to accommodate his needs, no matter how many times Stef went in for meetings. The teachers did their best, but after the third time he up and walked off school property during recess without any warning, they asked if he could be educated elsewhere. Stef argued that he found outdoor recess overwhelming with all the other kids running around and shouting. She suggested he stay inside, but there didn’t seem to be any flexibility on the school’s part.

      Much like Graham. He seemed to think his job was to find Robbie referrals to specialists and to send Stef research articles to read, and then leave her to do all the day-to-day work of teacher meetings and therapy appointment while he was off in other countries helping other people’s children. And even when he was home, things weren’t great because his comings and goings would set Robbie off. Robbie likes it best when everything is on a predictable schedule, and Graham never seemed to know more than a week in advance when he was leaving again, or he would come home with very little warning. Stef tried her best, but Graham wouldn’t bend or cut back on his work schedule, and finally she gave up and came back here.

      There’s a great school in Anchorage. With a little help from Graham, Stef could move there, and Robbie could go to school with teachers and therapists who could help him succeed and become a marine biologist or anything else he wants to do. Or, if the divorce was final, Stef could apply for financial aid and get him in.

      But Graham won’t sign, and the school won’t change their position until Stef is officially a single mom. So she’s stuck at my house trying to do the best she can for Robbie, and now I’ve left them alone for the next four months. One thing I will say for the Wild Eagle Lodge: they pay well. And money is something we need right now.

      “You okay?” I ask.

      Stef gives me a brave smile, the kind she used to give me when we’d go cliff jumping as kids. “I’m fine. You?”

      I still hate it here. But I have to stay. “Yeah.”

      “Call me when you know what famous person you’re carting around this week.”

      She knows I can’t. She likes to needle me.

      “Love you,” I say.

      “You too.”

      And so I stay.
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        * * *

      

      At ten past three, I’m standing on the Wild Eagle Lodge’s main dock, trying not to itch. I’m at the end of a long line of staff, all dressed in matching polo shirts and down vests. At least I was allowed to wear my own boots. It was the only thing that had passed muster when I arrived.

      This is not a fishing lodge. Fishing lodges smell of mice, mold, and stale beer. They sleep ten if you didn’t mind sharing the floor with someone else or sleeping in the top bunk of a rickety bed that’s older than you are. In comparison, this place is a plastic Alaskan theme park catering to the rich, famous, and bored.

      “Who do you think it is?” Marci whispers. She bounces on her toes, making the mirrored sunglasses perched on her forehead wink in the sunlight. The sunglasses are also part of our official uniform. Oakleys. I looked them up online. A new pair costs more than a month’s worth of groceries.

      “No idea.”

      In the distance, a single prop plane hums, and like she’d been waiting for it, Harper appears in the lodge door.

      “Showtime!” She claps her hands and we snap to attention. “I don’t need to remind you that this first impression will set the tone for the rest of our very important VIP’s stay. And that you’ve all signed NDAs, so not a word about anything for the duration of his time with us.”

      As if we could forget the NDAs.

      “I feel like we’re at Downton Abbey,” Marci says.

      “Is that another hotel?” I ask.

      She glances at me like I’ve grown another head. “You don’t know Downton Abbey?”

      Whatever. I slide my sunglasses into place so she can’t see me roll my eyes. Humiliating. People who stay somewhere like this don’t need a fishing guide. They want someone to do the fishing for them while they take photos and ask if it really is dark all the time in the winter. And do I own a dogsled? And is it true that the polar bears are all homeless now thanks to global warming?

      The floatplane appears over the west side of the cove, circles once, and lands smoothly.

      Marci practically vibrates next to me. “Maybe it’s a movie star. I heard Diego Pascal came up to the Royal Alaskan Resort last summer. My girlfriend is a housekeeper there. She said someone was on call to bring him fresh pillows twenty-four hours a day.”

      I grunt in reply. First off, I have no idea who Diego Pascal is. Secondly, what a life. Imagine a pillow valet just for him. It’s ridiculous.

      The plane’s engine cuts as it lines up with the dock. Everything falls quiet like the whole world is waiting for what comes next. Even the gulls and crows hold their breaths.

      A dark head wearing darker sunglasses appears first. His hair is shaved on the sides, longer on the top and squashed at a weird angle, like the body underneath it was asleep until very recently . . . or maybe it had been squished against the top of the plane’s cabin, because as the rest of the man attached to it emerges, it isn’t that he climbs down the ladder so much as he extends one endlessly long leg down to the pontoon below, then finishes unfolding his frame as he steps onto the dock. A few staff members offer him a hand across, but he ignores them, stuffing his hands into the pockets of his heavy parka, which is too warm for this time of year. He doesn’t take his glasses off or acknowledge the people in front of him at all.

      A bodyguard? I’ve never actually seen a bodyguard in the flesh, but this guy has that don’t-fuck-with-me look that I would expect. He also has a jawline that could be used as an anchor in a pinch.

      Not that I’m paying attention to that kind of thing. It’s not the Wild Eagle Way. We are here to serve and make every experience exceptional. We don’t get to have an opinion about our guests’ appearances.

      “Oh my God.” Marci has her hands to her mouth, and her eyes are wide.

      Even before the next person exits the plane, their voice is audible. “And you wouldn’t even believe me if I told you where we were. The plane? It was like a toy! So tiny! And noisy, which is why I couldn’t call sooner.”

      “It’s him!” Marci squeals.

      A flurry of color erupts through the door like a tropical bird crash-landing somewhere it has no business being. This new man is small, thin, and clad in a screamingly pink shirt. His conversation cuts off midsentence with a shriek, and he flails wildly, missing the first step of the ladder. Harper and her guest services staff are on it though and manage to get him onto the dock before he or the phone in his hand can hit the water.

      “I’m fine. Fine. But everything is wobbly.” He bounces his knees up and down, making the dock sway under him. He giggles. “Or else it’s the mimosas they served on the way to Anchorage. But Ivy!” He steps away from the plane, and the tall, silent man falls in behind him. “You should see this place. It’s like Hannah Montana without the Hannah.” His pink shirt is printed with beach balls, and his pressed baby blue pants don’t quite reach his ankles. Did he not pack a jacket?

      He keeps talking into his phone, the rubber soles of his green deck shoes smacking against the boards as he goes. “And did I tell you about the guy on the plane? Lord, that flight attendant had the best ass when he pushed that drink cart by me. Those uniform pants are usually a disgrace, but that boy knew how to work it!”

      His giant bodyguard shadow follows silently, and they disappear inside the hulking shape of the lodge with Harper trailing after.

      “Can you believe it?” Marci nudges me. “He’s even better-looking in person.”

      “Sure.” Honestly, I don’t see what the fuss is about. Mr. Cellphone isn’t my type at least. He obviously takes care of his appearance, but with the money someone like that has, he could afford to do it. He definitely doesn’t look like the kind of guy who would have any interest in fishing though. So I get two weeks to lie around and earn some money on the off chance our guest feels like a boat ride.

      As jobs go, this one is humiliating, but at least it’ll be easy.
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      EXTRAtainment Update!

      Damian Marshall Runs From Hollywood

      Damian Marshall is on the run. After his recent meltdown in Cannes got a sequel at a Highland Park bar, Marshall was seen this morning boarding a private jet. Destination: unknown. The actor, usually not one to shy away from the spotlight, has been surprisingly closemouthed about his recent behavior. His most recent encounter with director Anderson Lind could hardly be called friendly, though Lind did his best to appear cordial. Marshall, on the other hand, referred to Lind as a “hack” who was riding Marshall’s coattails to fame.

      Once again, Marshall and his representation refused to comment on recent incidents or where the star might be headed. It’s rumored the rift between actor and director was sparked by a disagreement over the script for Shadow League: Deep Shadows. Apparently, Lind felt Marshall’s time at the head of the franchise was coming to a natural end and had campaigned hard for his character, Dex Russo, to be killed off at the end of the upcoming film, which won’t begin shooting until early this fall. Marshall, who stands to make $25 million in each of the next two Shadow League installments, was understandably disappointed with the move and fought back, both behind-the-scenes and, apparently, in public.
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