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M aybe  driving  to  Augusta  for  bubble  tea  had  been  a  bad  idea.  If  I’d just gone to the little tea shop in Lester Cove and subsumed my craving into a regular tea rather than insisting on jasmine tea with salted cream top and extra popping pearls, Bonnie wouldn’t be a smoking heap on the side of the road, I wouldn’t be out three hundred bucks for the after-hours tow, and I’d be on time and dressed for the gala instead of schlepping my sweaty self to town in the hopes I wouldn’t be standing up the Renee Rhodes and making my craptacular day even worse.

I  could  practically  hear  my  agent  Rory  sighing  and  muttering  about harebrained choices. Joke ’s on you, Rory. Taking the part of Mimic Morton in Mimicry 2: The Mimicking was harebrained. This is just… stressful.

Chewing on my straw, I put my back to the Lester Cove sign and held up my camera, squinting at the screen. I was mussed, but not bad. Just a little shiny.  My  cheeks  were  pinker  than  I’d  like,  which  made  me  look  like  a teenager and not a man in his twenties. And my hair was flat, the product I’d put in that morning before I left Two Moons Bed and Breakfast no match for hours of sweat, dust, heat, and me raking my fingers through trying not to scream. My retro-chic ironic t-shirt—off-white with a big red crustacean and the words I Got Crabs in Maine between its claws—was visible  in  the  shot under  my  open  green  velvet  tuxedo  jacket,  making  the entire  scene  look  casual  and  pretty  devil-may-care.  It’d  do,  I  decided  and thumbed the record button and smiled. “Hey, folks! I’m finally here and super looking  forward  to  the  gala  tonight!  This  is  hella  exciting—some  of  you know how much I love theater, and getting to take part in this festival with Renee Rhodes is a dream! I’ll keep you updated this weekend!” I winked, blew a kiss, and shut off the app, still smiling until I was sure everything was closed. It wasn’t the Get Ready With Me that I wanted to film for my socials, but it was better than nothing.

A low rumble and whoosh of gravel was my only warning as a car passed close enough to send me sprawling, the front corner of the bumper catching my leg, the momentum knocking me forward.

For a moment, all I could think was, Well, I guess that settles that. I don’t need to worry about being late after all.

A soft-cheeked face appeared above me, plum-colored lips pressed into a thin line as their owner peered down, salt and pepper hair a riot of loose curls escaping from a headband and making a curtain over us. “Oh my god,

are you alright? I’m so sorry! Can you feel your legs? Oh my god!”

I struggled to sit up, a moment of panic hitting me when I couldn’t get a good breath of air before I realized my bag had become tangled around my

upper body in the tumble. “I’m okay,” I gasped, tugging at the strap. “Just…”

“Here, let me!” The woman started figuring out the twists and turns of my bag with its complicated faux leather strap, muttering at it until she finally got it untangled and in my lap. “Lord, I thought we’d have to cut you loose for a second! Me, I like my bags with those detachable straps. I can never decide between those long straps or a little handbag, so I figure, why not both in one?”

“A lady’s gotta have options,” I muttered, scrubbing my hands against my  thankfully  pre-distressed  jeans.  The  tumble  didn’t  do  much  damage  to them, just grunged me up a bit, but it looked like it’d wipe off for the most part.

“Now,  the  important  stuff:  did  you  hit  your  head?”  she  demanded, reaching to prod at the back of my skull.

“No! No, I’m fine. Just dusty. And sore. And hot. And thirsty.”

She rocked back to sit on her heels and offered me a kind, slightly harried smile. “Well,  that  doesn’t  sound  okay  at  all,  really.  I’m  so  sorry  I  clipped you. I was trying to get back to the shop to do a final check since Belinda closed tonight. She’s a good worker for the most part, but she does like to give away scones and such, and well, I understand some people might bat

their  eyes  pretty  and  you  want  to  give  them  a  little  something,  but  scones cost money.” She blinked, fingers fluttering as if she couldn’t decide to cover her  mouth  or  press  them  to  her  heart. “Oh,  listen  to  me  go  on!  You’re  at death’s door and I’m just pouring all this out! Let me help you into town, at least, and then I can see if Doctor Smithers has space in his schedule to see you.”

“I insist,” she added when I opened my mouth to protest. “I’m assuming you’re heading into town?”

“Um,  yes.  I’m  supposed  to  be  taking  part  in  the  Summer  Theater Festival.”

“Oh, well that’s exciting!” She offered me a hand up, which I gratefully accepted. “Are you staying at Two Moons Bed and Breakfast? Oh, what am I

saying? Of course, you are! Unless …” She glanced towards the town as if

expecting the entire populace to be waiting at the border to eavesdrop as she lowered  her  voice  to  just  above  a  whisper. “Unless  you’re  staying  with Renee?”

“Ah, no. I’m at Two Moons. Ms. Rhodes suggested it, though.”

“I’ll bet,” she muttered. “Renee is very helpful like that. Well. Come on, let  me  at  least  give  you  a  ride  and  grovel  abjectly!”  She  waved  to  her  car, where a tiny little doggie face popped up in the rear window, all button nose and caramel-chocolate fur.

“Oh,  you’re  not  allergic,  are  you?”  she  asked,  hands  fluttering  to  her throat in dismay. “Oh! Well, maybe I can call someone. Ollie, he’s a good

kid, works at the pet store, he could come pick you up or—”

“I’m not allergic,” I assured her. “I’ve been around dogs on shoots and some people back home have those little purse dogs, you know?”

“Purse dogs?” She laughed. “Oh my lord, is that what my Tony is?”

Her cackle made me grin; she was so delighted at the notion.

“Well, he does seem tiny…”

She wiped her damp eyes with the side of her hand, smearing her mascara just a little. “Well, if you’re not allergic, is it you’re afraid?”

“No… I really don’t mind dogs one way or another,” I admitted. “Never had one myself—I’ve never been home long enough to feel okay with having

a pet, really.”

She made a sad noise at that. “Well, while you’re in town, you’ll have to come play with my Tony. He’s an absolute doll.”

I  smiled  thinly  at  that—a  playdate  with  a  random  dog  seemed  weirdly Hollywood,  to  be  honest,  one  of  those  Goop-approved  mental  health activities or something. And from what I knew about those tiny dogs, they

could be absolute terrors.

“So how about that ride?” she pressed, reaching for the passenger side door. “I promise Tony will snooze the whole way—car rides knock him right

out!”

I  hesitated.  Even  at  twenty-five  years  old,  the  whole stranger  danger thing was well ingrained thanks to my parents’ common sense and also years of having to be on guard for people who thought taking advantage of  a kid was an okay thing to do. But damn it, I was tired. And sore. And still had to hear from wherever they ended up towing Bonnie to find out what I could do next.  So,  ignoring  my  mother ’s  disapproving  voice  in  my  ear  and every set teacher I had from age eleven to seventeen, I nodded. “I’d love a ride. Thank you.”
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MARGIE WITTE TALKED a mile a minute and I kind of loved it. She  didn’t

even blink when I introduced myself, the name Damien Murphy not ringing

a single bell for her.

“Well, just because I’m not familiar with your work doesn’t mean you’re gonna  fly  under  the  radar  in  this  town,”  Margie  proclaimed,  turning  down yet another quaint little street that looked like something out of a 1950s TV

show but with Wi-Fi and better environmental laws. “If Renee invited you to be part of the festival, I bet you ’ll be beating fans off with a stick in no time!”

“Oh, I’m not here for that,” I said, offering a thin and uneasy chuckle.

Because I wouldn ’t mind people knowing who I was. It’d be one hell of an ego boost after this past year. “Ms. Rhodes invited me to help judge the plays and take part in some panel discussions, not sign autographs. ” Did that sound snobby? I’d heard my friend Max King say that in response to a pap cornering him  at  his  sister’s  wedding—I’m  not  here  to  sign  autographs

—and I’d low-key been waiting for a chance to say it myself ever since.

Margie  cackled,  coughing  for  breath  before  shaking  her  head  as  she slowed for the curve in the road. “Oh, Renee wouldn’t have invited you to

take part in her event if she thought you weren ’t famous enough to pull an audience!”

Part of me knew I should be at least a little offended at the idea of being used for my fanbase (cough) rather than my talent, but… “Really?” The ping of hope in my voice made me cringe, but Margie just smiled.

She reached over and patted my hand, giving me one of those motherly finger  squeezes  as  she  assured  me,  “I’ve  known  Renee  a  long  time.  She knows what she’s doing.”

I nodded. “Well. I hope this evening goes better than the afternoon.” “I’m guessing  car  trouble?  No  offense,  but  you  don’t  look  like  someone who likes to go on long roadside walks. ” She chuckled.

“And you’d be absolutely right. Unless the roadside is a sidewalk in LA or New York. ”

“Oh, big cities are so much fun! I did my time, though. Learned the hard way they’re just not for me. Did you get towed? I didn’t see anything broken down back there.”

“I  called  the  first  number  that  popped  up  when  I  searched.  They  sent someone but said since it was after-hours I’d have to call tomorrow and talk to someone. They’re local, though, so at least there’s that.”

“Bitty and Ron’s place?” At my blank look, she clicked her tongue and sighed. “Sorry, I forget sometimes not everyone is local. Live in a small town for decades and it becomes your whole world. Did you call O’Neill Auto and Nails?”

“I just called the first one that popped up when I searched tow services near me. Wait, what’s the and Nails?”

“Oh, Bitty was dying to run her own auto shop ever since, let me think…

Sophomore year of high school, I think it was. She’s just a few years older than my late Johnathan’s boy, Ben, and Ben’s thirty this year, so…”

She  rambled  on  for  a  bit,  telling  me  about  Bitty  and  Ron  O’Neill’s combination auto repair place and beauty salon (Ron had a knack for acrylics, apparently) as she navigated to the Palais Theater.

“Oh my god,” I breathed as she pulled to a stop in the grand circle drive.

“This is not what I was expecting!”

Margie cackled, giving my arm a little slap. “Thought it’d be some boring black box thing, huh? Sitting in a strip mall somewhere?”

I barely managed to hold back my nod. “I got to town this morning and hadn’t  had  a  chance  to  swing  by  the  theater  yet  and… wow. This  is gorgeous.” Definitely not the pokey small town theater I’d imagined, by a long  shot.  Listless  concern  about  having  this  festival  in  some  church basement  or  high  school  auditorium  was  out  the  window,  replaced  by  an itching desire to get on the stage that was behind those glossy black and gold doors.

“You should see the inside,” she murmured, setting her parking brake as we both stared at the front of the Art Nouveau building. The parking lot was already  full,  and  a  few  people  were  lingering  by  the  open  double  doors, golden  light  spilling  out  into  the  growing  twilight,  a  mix  of  fancy  dress  and — thankfully for my ego—more casual wear evident from what I could see

through the open doors. “Now, it’s been lovely meeting you Damien Murphy,

but you ’re running late, and I’d best get back to the shop to make sure that girl’s locked up for the night—I love kids but I do hate leaving my shop in their hands.” She sighed.

I nodded, scrambling to get out of the car with a rush of excitement and anxiety warring in my chest. “Oh, shit. I mean, shoot! I should give you some gas money or—”

“Oh,  hon,  don’t  even  worry  about  it!  This  is  right  on  my  way  to  the shop—Witte’s  Teas.  We’re  on  Buttermilk—that’s  the  main  drag.  Right between Bull’s China and Paws for Pets. Stop by and have a cup and I’ll call us even!”

“Of course! I’ll—”

She was already speeding off, disappearing into the darkening evening and leaving me to face my first official event in months, all on my own.

Renee Rhodes was everything. She was the raspy-voiced, designer dud-wearing, theatrical queen I’d hoped she’d be in person.

It was like Liza Minnelli and Tyne Daly had somehow managed to have a  baby,  then  Tim  Curry  got  involved  somehow  with  Kander  and  Ebb  doing the score and— I stepped into the theater lobby, which was all done up for the reception with  swags  of  silver  and  gold  lame  bunting  and  huge  (fake)  flower arrangements in glossy black Art Deco style vases. I barely had time to take it in before Renee Rhodes, in all her elegant glory, came sweeping down on me from behind the buffet table, calling out in her kitschy Mid-Atlantic tones, “I was so worried you’d changed your mind! You’re late!”

Swept into a swirl of vintage Halston jersey, a heavy-handed application of  Fracas  with  a  soupcon  of  Bombay  Sapphire  cutting  through  it  all,  I couldn ’t answer for fear of asphyxiating on either a mouthful of fabric or the fumes. She released me after a tight embrace and a waxy-lipped cheek kiss

which I dutifully returned (sans waxy lips—my gloss was very light, thank

you, and not at all sticky), she did that old person thing where they hold you at arm’s length and give you a look.

“I,  ah,  had  car  trouble  outside  of  town.  Something  went  kaflooey  with the  engine,  I  think.  Or  maybe  the  oil  pan?  I  just  know  there  was  a  lot  of smoke.”

Ms.  Rhodes tsked,  looping  her  arm  over  my  shoulder  and  giving  me  a tiny  shake. “That’s  why  I  went  electric,”  she  pronounced. “It’s  the  only responsible way to get around these days, especially in a place like Lester Cove. No public transit, unless you count the ferry,” she added in a throaty stage whisper heard by pretty much everyone around us. “Now, come  along,

let  me  introduce  you  to  the  charming  playwrights  who’ve  submitted  their work for us to judge this weekend!” I had no choice but to follow her flowing jersey knit clad back towards the long refreshment table where she topped up her  drink  before  gesturing  towards  the  bottles  in  mute  offer.  I  nodded, reaching for a wine glass before she stilled my hand and redirected it toward the stronger stuff.

“You’re gonna need it,” she muttered. “Have you read the packet of plays yet? It’s a lot.”

“I had the chance to look at some of the entries on the way here,” I said, wincing  at  the  sharp  taste  of  the  gin  rickey  she’d  directed  me  towards.

“They’re really engaging and—”

Ms.  Rhodes  snorted  into  her  very  full  martini  glass  (the  vermouth  had been a mere whisper of an afterthought whisked away as soon as it entered

her  mind,  apparently). “Most  of  them  are  amateurish,  downright  juvenile, which isn’t surprising considering how Charlie treated the contest like some final exam for his students. The ones that aren’t high school efforts are so drab  I  wanted  to  scream,  darling.”  Something  in  my  expression  made  her pause, offering me a small, not at all apologetic smile. “Forgive me. After years  of  being  simply immersed in  the  craft,  I  find  it’s  hard  to  shake  the inherent snobbery. I appreciate their enthusiasm, but they don’t understand theater,” she said, this time keeping her voice low enough for just us two.

The gala was more crowded than I’d anticipated for such a small town, the

press of bodies dressed in everything from smart-casual wear to what looked like prom get-ups on some of the younger attendees forcing us to the side of the  room,  near  a  door  discretely  marked Box  Office  Management. “They crave it, though. So many of them, especially the older generations, go all the way to the city for shows.”

“New  York,”  I  murmured,  not  quite  a  question  but  laced  with  a  bit  of disbelief. New York was at least a half day ’s drive from Lester Cove, quite a way to go for a play.

“Of  course.  I  certainly  don’t  mean Bangor,”  she  tittered. “It’s  a  lovely city in its own right, but the theater scene there is nothing like the city.” She exhaled  gustily,  pushing  one  of  her  brassy  curls  back  from  her  eyes  and glancing  about,  finding  her  angles  before  taking  another  sip  of  her  gin, making sure she was displayed to her best advantage like a true professional.

“Nothing is, really.”

“Renee!” A man giving young Kevin Kline vibes but when he was in In and  Out,  not  A  Fish  Called  Wanda,  strode  across  the  lobby  towards  us. Dressed  in  a  wine-red  three-piece  suit,  he  stood  out  among  the  browns, navies, and blacks peppering the crowd, though he didn’t seem bothered by the looks. In fact, he gave a few familiar nods and a quick smile or two on his way  over  before  stopping  short  of  Ms.  Rhodes  and  folding  his  arms. “It’s been three months! I’ve been patient but—”

“Charlie!  You  absolute doll!”  She  leaned  in  and  gave  him  a  smacking kiss on each cheek. Charlie blushed and, somewhat awkwardly, returned the

gesture, not quite meeting her skin but giving a little mwah sound.

A for effort, really.

“Damien,  this  is  my  dear  old  friend,  Charlie  Arnold.  Well, old,”  she tittered. “He’s a few years my junior, but shhhh, don’t let on. Everyone thinks I’m at least ten years younger than I really am!”

I nodded, smiling. No one thought that, I was certain, but cultivating a certain mystique was so old Hollywood of her. “I’ll never tell.”

Charlie  Arnold  shifted  a  bit  uncomfortably,  tilting  his  head  in  the direction of the office behind us. “Do you have a moment? We need to talk

about—”

“Charlie darling, now is not the time,” Ms. Rhodes protested, patting his arm with the very tips of her brightly painted fingernails. “We’re in the midst of a gala!”

Charlie  followed  the  direction  of  Ms.  Rhodes’  waving  arm.  His  lips tightened and his shoulders stiffened as he turned back to face us. “That might well be, Renee, but the fact remains you made a promise, a legally binding promise, and—”

Ms.  Rhodes’  smile  was  fixed  and  bright,  but  distinctly  unpleasant.

“Charlie,” she gritted out. “This is not the time. Save your speeches for  your students.”

“Renee,” Charlie said, straightening, shedding some of the deference he’d carried  over  just  moments  before,  “you’ve  been  dodging  me.  Every planning  meeting,  every  casual  drinks  evening,  you’ve  been  avoiding  the subject. It’s past time you dropped the charade.”

“You’re embarrassing me,” she whispered. “We’ll talk tomorrow!”.

“I’ve given you forty-odd years of tomorrow, Charlie and later, Charlie,”

he snapped, “I’m tired of waiting, Renee. You owe me this much.”

“And,”  she  said,  shooting  me  an  apologetic  eye  roll, “we  can  talk tomorrow, Charlie. I assure you, you will not be disappointed.”

She  gave  his  arm  a  firm  pat  then  and,  turning  her  back  on  him  with  a swish of jersey and perfume, took me by the elbow and steered me away from Charlie Arnold. “I’m so sorry about that little scene.” She sighed. “Charlie’s a dear old friend, but he just can’t accept the fact some things are just done.”

“A  lot  of  folks  are  upset  about  your  retirement,”  I  demurred. “You’re quite the performer.”

She  snorted  delicately,  giving  me  a  nudge. “I’m  an  old  broad  who should’ve retired five years before I did,” she chided. “I just hung on because I wasn’t ready to admit my critics were right. I’d gotten to the point where I was just playing versions of myself, you know?”

My face warmed as I nodded. “I’m familiar with the feeling.”

“We all are, at some point. Some of us just a bit sooner than others.”  Her sympathetic  murmur  made  my  blush  even  worse,  if  at  all  possible.

“It’s not often I talk with someone who isn’t trying to convince me I’m giving up too soon,” I admitted.

Her brow arched, and she peered down her nose at me. It was very Bette Davis in Faces of Eve. “Are you giving up?”

“Maybe?” The word wavered, drawing out one beat too long. She shot me  a  knowing  glance  and  waved  to  one  of  the  attendees. “I  mean,  I  don’t really know anything else.”

“Do you love it?”

There’s the million-dollar question. I’d been asking it myself for a year or so now. “I think. Sometimes at least.”

She  smiled,  her  expression  beautifully  calm  as  she  waved  to  another supporter. “It’s what I love best in life, truly. The art of performance, the craft of make-believe. If I’d never fallen into acting in the first place, I’d likely be some poor old retail worker right now, grouching about what could’ve been

if I’d only been brave enough.”

“Sounds like you speak from experience.”

Her  smile  was  sour  as  she  eyed  her  empty  glass. “You  think  of  me  as Renee Rhodes.” She said her name with all the gravitas and drama it had in my  head,  darting  me  a  small,  speaking  glance  as  she  spoke. “But  I  was  a jobbing  actor  once,  and  before  then  just  a  hopeful,  going  to  audition  after audition. And before that, just Renee Trent. ” Her laugh was sudden, throaty and loud, making some close to us jump in surprise and others start to turn our way, curious as to what made our hostess so merry. “Back in the day,

you  could  just  show  up  to  some  auditions  without  even  being  on  the  call sheet. Just walk in, write your name down, and wait to be called. I got some of my first jobs because I didn’t hang back. I fought for ‘em.” She made an underhanded stabbing motion with her empty hand as she added, “It’s what

I told all the chorus kids and understudies, once I started getting real name parts. Fight for it. You can’t be nice about it. If you want that dream to come true, you gotta push hard.”

“Ah.” I took a sip of my gin rickey, feeling the warmth of the liquor burn down into my nearly empty stomach. Was she trying to say I should try harder to make my name? That I wasn’t doing enough to climb out of the oh yeah, what’s his face rut I was in with my career? I took another sip and forced a small smile, the thoughts sitting heavy for me.

“Damien.” Her voice was soft, free of the thea-tah cadence she’d had  all evening, a murmur barely loud enough to be heard over the rumble of  the

crowd. “Whatever you’re thinking, you’re likely wrong.”

I chuckled, a tinge of moroseness in my voice when I replied. “Are you sure  about  that?  I’m  assuming  you’re  at  least  passingly  familiar  with  my background…”

“But I’m not familiar with your future,” she said staunchly. “And you’re not  giving  up.  Know  how  I  know?”  Before  I  could  answer,  she  looked around, then back at me, and smiled. “Look where you are.”

I smiled tightly. “Thank you for inviting me,” I began, but she waved me off.

“Now,  no  time  for  that,  darling.  Tonight’s  for  festivities.  Tomorrow, we ’re serious. Where’s my baby? Oh, here we are!” Ms. Rhodes suddenly

cried,  throwing  her  hands  wide  and  sloshing  the  last  of  her  martini  on  my vintage jacket, which I was pretty sure had once been a costume piece on a sitcom back in the day.

Damn it. I dabbed at it with a cocktail napkin embossed with the theater’s name and a funny squiggle I realized after a moment was meant to be Ms.

Rhodes’s signature.

Or autograph, as the case may be.

Ms.  Rhodes  continued  cooing  and  the  general  rumble  of  apprehension and  some  excitement  in  the  assemblage  drew  my  attention  away  from  my sodden jacket (sure, I got it at a resale shop but a resale shop in Los Angeles, right  off  Rodeo!  I  checked  out  in  line  behind  two  Oscar  winners  and  a Hearst!). “Here’s my best beloved,” Ms. Rhodes trilled, bending dangerously low considering the neckline of her gown, and holding her arms wide.

A sturdy beast that was either a small pony or a large dog came loping out from beneath one of the buffet tables, tail whipping back and forth as it headed  our  way.  A  bright  pink  diamante  collar  shone  against  the  liver-colored fur, a heart-shaped gold tag the size of a silver dollar jangling at the dog’s throat. Most everyone cleared a path, some nervously, as the hellhound trotted  towards  Ms.  Rhodes,  pink  tongue  lolling  wide  and—ew— moist as the dog’s path took it towards the other buffet table to snag some treats from the nearest tray. The creature was so big, it didn’t even have to stretch  to  reach  the  tabletop,  just  lop  out  with  that  tongue  and  snaffle  the nearest  pig-in-a-blanket  for  its  troubles.  The  teenage  girl  behind  the  table made a face and snagged the tray, promptly dumping it in the trash as the

beast resumed its path toward Ms. Rhodes, trotting the last few steps. Swear to Cher, its footsteps sent tremors through the floor! Or maybe that was my knees knocking because who has a dog that big?

“Are you sure that’s not a bear?” I demanded, recoiling as the dog grinned up  at  Ms.  Rhodes.  It  sat  at  Ms.  Rhode ’s  feet  and  accepted  the  lavish  head scritches  and  compliments  she  doled  out  before  dropping  onto  its  side, yawning, and setting to work cleaning itself. A few partygoers cooed over it, familiar with the demon dog, but most gave it a wide berth.

Ms. Rhodes lifted the dog ’s massive paws and set them on her shoulders, doing  a  little  dance  with  the  creature  as  it  panted,  grinning  a  loose  canine grin and thumping that heavy tail side to side, kneecapping the younger man who’d been trying to talk with Ms. Rhodes earlier. He glared at the dog, doing a  little  hop-step  to  the  side,  avoiding  another  whack  with  the  dog’s weaponized  tail.  Ms.  Rhodes  laughed,  looking  up  at  her  audience  before giving the hellhound a smacking kiss on its shiny black snoot and letting it stand on all fours. Which it only did for a moment before flopping over on its side and rolling onto its back, twisting on the carpet with some happy huffs.

“Ladies,  gentlemen,  neither,  and  undecided,”  Ms.  Rhodes  projected, eliciting some chuckles from the crowd. “Your presence this evening is so

meaningful  to  me.  To us,”  she  waved  one  hand  grandly, “the  burgeoning theater community here in Lester Cove. This festival might be small this year, but in coming years it will certainly grow to include theater luminaries both local  and  national.”  She  turned  a  wide,  toothy  smile  to  me. “I’m  beyond thrilled  to  have  you  as  our  guest  this  year,  Damien  Murphy.  He brings  over  a  decade  of  experience  to  our  little  festival,  and  a  youthful perspective on the ever-changing art of performance!”

There  was  a  smattering  of  applause  and  I  smiled,  acknowledging  Ms.

Rhodes with a nod and my raised glass.

She  turned  back  to  her  admirers. “I  cannot  begin  to  thank  all  of  you enough for supporting this festival and the gala! Theater is such an important part  of  our  history—not  just  here  in  Maine,  but  as humans.”  She  dabbed delicately at her (very dry) eyes before adding, “I won’t take up all your time with my meanderings, but I encourage you to stop by the sign-up table by the door,  and  if  you  haven ’t  already,  put  your  name  down  for  some  of  the workshops that still have spaces available this weekend. Support your local theater! Embrace the ancient art of performance!”

More applause and Ms. Rhodes swept into the crowd to begin her rounds, everyone resuming their chatter in little groups and knots.

A  willowy  teenager  with  her  hair  in  a  severe  updo  and  dramatic  eye makeup was edging closer, trying to look nonchalant with an older woman

who  bore  a  strong  resemblance  in  tow.  As  soon  as  Jerome  was  out  of  my immediate orbit, she swept in, smile wide and bright, the older lady looking somewhere between awkward and suspicious. When the girl spoke, it was all

in one breathless rush and a pitch that made Ms. Rhodes’s dog twitch. “Hi, I’m Belinda! I’m super excited to be here; this is my first gala, and is it okay if I take a selfie with you? Oh my god, you must get that all the time! But is it okay?”

“Belinda.” Her mother sighed. “Breathe.”

Belinda’s  cheeks  turned  pink,  and  she  held  out  her  phone  awkwardly.

“Sorry, that’s my mom, and she’s cool, but, you know, moms. She drove me

so that was pretty cool of her, you know? My boyfriend said he’d drive me, but he had a late class and oh my god these shoes are not made for walking too far and I had to bring a bunch of stuff anyway because I volunteered in the theater club to bring flowers, and anyway. Um. So, is it okay?” San Francisco and got good reviews, and does that mean you’re making the I nodded, my own face feeling a bit warm. No one had asked me for a selfie in LA since Leaving Iowa got canceled and I stopped getting  mistaken for  Luke  Bourne,  star  of  that  long-running  show.  Despite  my  fairly  active socials, the incidents of me getting recognized were pretty low unless I was in very specific situations, like with my BFF Max King. And in that case, it was more him being recognized with a friend, played by Damien Murphy.

“I’d love to. Come here.” Belinda did a little hop and scooted up beside me. Her mother took her phone and shot a few pictures of us smiling like it was the best day of our lives, flashing peace signs, and one of me  pretending to ask Belinda for her autograph. “Tag me if you post ‘em, okay?”

Belinda nodded fervently. Tucking her camera back into the tiny, beaded handbag dangling from her shoulder, she asked, “So, are you here to judge

the plays? The website said the plays would be judged by real professionals.”

“Well,  not  just  that.  I’m  also  giving  a  few  workshops,  and  I’m  also excited to hear Ms. Rhodes talk about her time on Broadway.”

“Oh  my  god—I  mean  gosh,  sorry  Mom,  I  meant  gosh!—that  is  so,  so cool.  I  saw  you  on  that  Friendly  Channel  show,  the  one  about  the  animal shelter that puts on a talent show, and the kids get signed to a major record label but the guy from the label was really trying to steal the dogs… What was that called?”

A hot mess. “Ah, that was Reigning Cats and Dogs. He was trying to steal the dog that had belonged to the King of Lorainia…” I trailed off, reverting to my practiced, studio-approved speech about movies that sucked. “It was a lot of fun to make, and I’m glad you enjoyed it.”

“I loved it. Totally adorbs. Oh, and I googled you because I didn’t know what  you’d  been  in  lately,  and  I  found  an  article  that  said  you  did  a  play  in 


move to theater now? That’s so bold!”

I smiled, a little charmed by Belinda’s breathless excitement. “Are you signed  up  for  the  improv  workshop?”  The  keystone  of  the  festival  was Renee’s expected performance of a medley of hits from the musicals she’d

been in plus some monologues selected from her extensive time on the Great White Way, followed by a Q&A, and an improv session with select audience

members.

“Oh, no! I could never! I’m not an actor like you,” she rushed, cheeks a deep pink. “I’m a playwright. Or, I’m hoping to be! If my one-act is in the top five, Ms. Rhodes’s friend in New York is going to look at it. Mr. Grady.

Do  you  know  him?”  I  shook  my  head,  but  she  bulldozed  onward.”  She squealed, doing a little dance. “Can you imagine? I mean, I know it’s like a one-in-a-million shot, but… ugh, you know? My words may be getting seen by an actual Broadway producer?”

A  producer?  Ms.  Rhodes  hadn’t  mentioned  that  being  a  possibility  for the  winners.  Just  that  the  plays  would  be  produced  during  the  theater’s regular season as special one-night events. Belinda was so excited, though, so on the verge of bursting into a fountain of sparkles, that I decided to leave that  be  for  now.  Instead,  I  focused  on  the  rest  of  her  word-waterfall. “It’s hard, putting yourself out there like that. People will say it’s all pretend, or that it’s just acting or just writing, but it’s really a huge part of yourself you’re letting people see.”

She nodded, eyes wide. “So true. Is that how you feel still, when you act?

Or do you get used to it?”

“Oh, I definitely still feel it,” I fibbed. In truth, I hadn’t felt like I was doing anything but going through the motions for several years now. How

much  of  myself  could  I  really  bring  to  a  tertiary  role  in Lucky  O’Leary: Leprechaun  PI,  after  all?  (Though  the  residuals  were  nice,  and  I  could expect  a  nice  boost  to  my  checking  account  every  spring  thanks  to  St Patrick’s Day re-runs).

That seemed to mollify her, and also open the gates for a few other people to ask me about my time in Hollywood, about roles, about what I was going

to do next. Thankfully, no one seemed to catch on. Not only did I have no

idea,  I  was  pretty  much  a  has-been  on  metaphorical  life  support  at  the moment.  The  party  seemed  to  ebb  and  flow  as  the  night  went  on,  people arriving  in  waves  and  departing  in  trickles.  Finally,  things  started  to  slow down and thin out near ten, with everyone but Ms. Rhode and I leaving by

eleven. “That was lovely,” I told her as soon as the doors were closed behind the last person and the muffled sounds of the cleanup crew in the wings got started. “I’m excited for tomorrow!”

She smiled, patting me on my arm again and giving me a slight shake.

“You’re gonna be great, darling. I invited you for a reason, you know. Not just  because  I  needed  a  warm  body.”  She  winked  at  my  startled,  guilty expression. “We’re a lot more alike than you think.”

“Hardly! I don’t have near the career you do,” I added—that last mule was possibly a bad idea. I could feel my gears slipping and that last vestige of filter ready to dissolve. “I’m just a jobbing TV and movie actor trying to get by.”

She huffed softly and shook her head, her dyed-red curls bouncing with the movement. “Darling, if I might be crass,” she husked in that raspy voice she was so famous for, “you have to reach out and grab your opportunities

by  the  short  and  curlies!”  At  my  sputtering,  startled  laugh,  she  looped  her arm around my back and gave me a sort of sideways hug as she led me to the doors with Muffin at our heels. I kept a weather eye on that dog—I was pretty sure it could fit my entire head in its mouth if I wasn’t careful. “Muffin’s a sweetheart,”  Ms.  Rhodes  chuckled,  noticing  my  wariness. “A  total

creampuff!”

“If you say so.”

She  clicked  her  tongue,  shaking  her  head  in  amusement  as  she  waved Muffin past to get settled. “We’re more alike than you think. We’re the ones who make the magic. We’re the ones who really make it all work. Without

our work, our talent, our skills? They’d be nowhere.”

Her words made my stomach give a funny lurch. “Well,” I said slowly, “without them, we wouldn’t have anyone to enjoy our talent and skills.”

She chuckled, rummaging in her cleavage to produce a bedazzled vape pen. “There’s always an audience, darling. The trick is making sure they’re on your side.”



TWO
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D ay  one  of  my  reset…  So  far  so  good,  I  think?  The  chill  air  of  the coastal  evening  had  a  slight  scruff  of  moisture  to  it,  making  me  speed  my steps just in case that meant rain. I was only a mile from the B&B, an easy walk  from  the  theater,  and,  in  my  romantically  inclined  mind,  a  perfect opportunity to decant my feelings about the entire thing. This was meant to be the start of my grand renewal. Or reset. Or start over. Whatever. A chance to get out of the Hollywood rut, step away from my LA life, and really figure out what to do next. And Renee Rhodes was part of it all! That alone had me doing a little skip-hop thing as I passed under the sole streetlight. She’d been everything I’d imagined. Well. Almost. She was a bit more acidic than I’d

pictured, a skoche more acerbic, but it was charming.

I  mean,  all  those  years  in  the  industry  and  it  had  to  give  her  a  bit  of  a tough  hide,  right?  And  she’d  doled  out  those  words  of  wisdom  and compliments! My knee-jerk reaction was to return the flattery, to brush her off with a turn of phrase and a well-practiced tell me more. That always made people  feel  good  and,  in  turn,  meant  I  didn’t  have  to  be  as  on  as  might otherwise be expected. Besides, you found out so much about other people

and goings-on if you just gave them free rein and nodded and smiled every

once in a while.

We’re more alike than you think.

“Not really,” I sighed, tripping a little on the uneven shoulder. “A thirty-year stage career, hundreds of plays, and a one-woman show off-Broadway.

I’ve  got  fifteen  years  of  second  and  third-string  forgettable  roles,  no marketable skills, and a tendency to get carded when I buy my box wine at

the corner store.”

The  crush  and  thrum  of  a  car  speeding  up  behind  me  reached  my  ears just in time for me to slope sideways, off the road, and into the shallow ditch beside  it,  stumbling.  My  knee,  still  sore  from  earlier,  buckled  and  I  went down. The lack of streetlights and the moon hiding behind clouds meant it

was  too  dark  for  me  to  see  the  make  and  model  clearly  (okay,  the  mules might’ve been partially responsible too) but the car was definitely white.

Like about a million other cars in the world, even in Lester Cove.

I fumbled for my phone with the notion of calling the police to report a reckless driver, coming up empty with a sickening lurch.

“Damn it!” I turned to stare back up the road the way I’d come. The faint lights of the theater were visible through the thick stand of rhododendrons at the curve, someone’s landscaping run wild in this older part of town. I could just go back and get it tomorrow. Who ’s gonna call me tonight?

Though I do still have Max listed with his real name and not his ridiculous safety name. And I ’ve got those pictures from Kim K’s pool party on there from last year…

Damn it.
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THE LIGHTS WERE STILL on when I got back, the small parking lot empty

save for a closed dumpster in the corner of the lot and Renee Rhodes’ electric car.

I  trudged  past  the  little  bright  red  car  and  sighed  to  see  the  front  door propped  open  with  one  of  the  smooth  gray  rocks  that  seemed  to  make  up about ninety percent of the Maine coastline. “Ms. Rhodes?” I called, slipping in and leaving the door ajar. The lobby smelled like lemon cleaner and a dusty vacuum someone needed to empty, the faintest trace of Fracas and those tiny crab cakes lingering beneath it all. But it was dead silent save for the ticking of  the  relatively  new  HVAC  unit  overhead. “Ms.  Rhodes,  it’s  just  me, Damien! I think I dropped my phone here. ”

A soft sound came from the theater itself, past the bright green Art Deco doors leading to the seating area. I moved closer, squinting in the gap between the doors. The footlights were on, but otherwise, the place was dark.

Probably  haunted,  I  decided.  It  was  over  a  century  old,  and  it  was  a well-known fact that old theaters were haunted.

I mean, a million ghost-hunting shows couldn’t be wrong.

Don’t be a scaredy cat. It’s just Ms. Rhodes. Hell, you saw her car sitting out there! She ’s probably just… vibing or making sure everything is ready for tomorrow.

The  silence  was  expectant.  Heavy.  A  thousand  jump  scares  danced through  my  head  as  I  hurried  to  the  restroom  to  check  under  the  sink,  the bang of the door behind me making my skeleton want to flee without the rest of me. As I hurried back into the lobby, a waft of perfume—something cheap and  too  sweet  with  hints  of  alcohol—tickled  my  nose,  making  me  sneeze twice, loud in the empty space.

The not-alone vibe  was  strong  in  the  lobby,  spinning  up  thoughts  of ghosts and serial killers, lurking in dark corners and waiting to turn me into a movie of the week where I’ll be played by some straight, middle-aged actor in a bad wig who’ll get an Emmy for their brave portrayal of a gay man cut down in his prime.

Bitter? Me? Never!

I took one more slow lap around the room, forcing myself to look under things  in  the  dark,  a  tiny  part  of  me  expecting  to  see  claws  and  red  eyes, drooling mouths and god knows what else waiting for me.

Stephen King was from Maine, after all. There had to be a reason he set so many stories in the state, and I was betting it was because the place was a hive of monsters and ghosts after dark.

I didn’t find any killer clowns from outer space or number one fans with a  mallet,  but  I did find  my  phone,  hiding  under  one  of  the  buffet  tables.

“How’d  you  get  there?”  I  muttered,  crawling  underneath  to  grab  it.  A  flat black rectangle on a flat black floor. I’d been lucky to notice it at all before giving up and fleeing into the night. I mean, walking sedately back to the inn and not running in terror at some imagined horror in the darkened theater.

I might not have run, but I definitely speed walked my way toward the doors, bringing up my rideshare apps one by one.
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