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




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




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




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




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




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




    “The Royale?”




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




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




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




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