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What She Wrote Next

Book 6 in the series Small Town Secrets

Angie Gregory put her job and even her life on the line to help out Michael Brewster, and he’d walked away with barely a thank you. Again.

How could she be so dumb?

He needed to be with his sons, he said. He’d call.

Then his sons were kidnapped. Angie had come to love them as if they were her own in such a short time. They should have been hers, a voice in her head wailed.

Well they weren’t, she told the voice firmly.

Michael had gone after his sons. He left messages on her office phone when he knew she wouldn’t be around to pick it up.

But things weren’t going well in Moscow either. Not that he seemed to care, she thought bitterly.

So she was doing public relations for her friend’s play. Doing legal research for her attorney Mark Briggs to pay off her legal costs — costs she’d incurred because of Michael, she thought, outraged.

And then she gets a letter. She may know where his sons are.

They should have been mine, wailed the voice in her head. It didn’t matter, really. They were 5 years old, and they needed a rescue.

Angie Gregory might not feel like risking her heart for a man again. But those 5-year-old twins are another matter.

Four women friends have each other’s backs. And really? There’s little you can’t do if you’ve got friends like that.
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Michael Brewster thought he probably looked more like the man he was hunting than he looked like himself. He was sitting in a bar in Garden City on the outskirts of Boise, Idaho. It was a working-man’s bar. The men came here after they got off their shifts, and they drank beer. No microbrews either. He was drinking a Heineken from a bottle, and the bartender looked at Michael with suspicion. What kind of a man was he, anyway, to drink a beer like that?

Well, he wasn’t Michael for starters. He was Mike Clemons. He came in at shift change — 3:30 p.m. — like the other men. He dressed like them: Wrangler blue jeans that bagged in the seat, a heavy-weight, gray T-shirt. Lace-up brown Cabela work boots he’d gotten from Goodwill so they wouldn’t look new. In fact, his whole wardrobe was from Goodwill. 

He drew the line at a chew can in the back pocket of his jeans.

Really it was like building a character for his next novel. Who is this person? How do you show who he is? Mike Clemons was definitely not Michael Brewster, tenured associate professor of English at University of Idaho in Moscow.

He wasn’t the author of a book, a science fiction novel, no less. 

No, he was a working man. Maybe someone who ran a forklift at one of the many warehouses in this area. Someone who was recently divorced, living in a small, barely furnished apartment, because she took everything. He stopped short of calling her a bitch, but the men he drank with nodded. They knew.

It was kind of true. Jennifer had left and taken everything that mattered to him — his twin sons. God, the twins were only 5 years old. Joshua, who was the imaginative one, would probably follow in Michael’s footsteps and become a writer. James, his sturdy soccer player, was Joshua’s fierce defender. They were quite the team. Michael smiled.

An asshole from Jennifer’s past had showed up in Moscow and kidnapped them, after apparently killing Jennifer in Seattle at her parents’ place. Cops were looking for him. 

Right. It had been two weeks. Two weeks! Two weeks that murderer had had his sons. Cops might be looking, but they weren’t finding.

Michael got another beer, watching the men who came in. Listening to them talk, adding his comments here and there. 

He’d grown his hair a bit longer, grew out a mustache. He hadn’t got a good look at Dave Clemons but he’d seen the mustache. Growing one might emphasize he was related. Dave Clemons had looked like he could be related, Michael thought. But then his wife had chosen Michael for that very reason.

Dave Clemons — the man he was hunting. Well that wasn’t quite true. He’d found Clemons, a 45-year-old ex-con, who owned his own auto shop not far from here. He was tall, blonde, brown eyes. Cold eyes. He’d seen him the day he’d kidnapped Michael’s sons. Kidnapped them from Michael’s backyard, and run with them.

Only they weren’t really Michael’s sons. Not biologically. Jennifer Angelo had been looking for a man who could pass as the father of her unborn children. She arrived on campus, ruthlessly surveyed the men she met, and she’d chosen him — Michael Brewster, young faculty member, engaged to a woman he loved. Well, that engagement blew up when Jennifer crashed a wedding shower to inform the two of them the paternity report showed Michael was the father of her unborn twins.

His fiancé broke things off, and he could still see the devastation in her eyes. She’d come to Moscow to be with him, a newly minted PhD in English herself. She was a lecturer in the department — a thankless job, and not what she’d dreamed of.

He done what everyone said was the right thing and married Jennifer. Which wasn’t the marriage he dreamed of either. He stopped those thoughts. They led nowhere good. But he had his sons, and they made it all worthwhile. 

Until Dave Clemons came looking for Jennifer. He’d been released from prison, and he wanted to know: What had she done to their child? Turned out Michael wasn’t the biological father of his twins after all. 

They are my sons, he thought fiercely. Biology doesn’t matter. I raised them. I changed their diapers, and I read to them each night. And I’m not going to lose them.

He’d actually done most of the parenting. Jennifer had problems. A lot of problems.

When Clemons showed up in Moscow, Jennifer had panicked and fled to her parents in Seattle. Dave Clemons had followed and apparently killed her. Then he returned to Moscow and kidnapped the boys. And disappeared.

Michael knew he wasn’t in a good mental space. If he was, he’d be back in Moscow, reunited with his former fiancée, Angie Gregory, helping the police search in any way he could. But he couldn’t sit idly by while that monster had his sons.

They were 5 years old, damn it. 

He wasn’t in a good place to be rebuilding a relationship with Angie, either, he acknowledged to himself. He knew his attorney and only real friend, Mark Briggs, thought he was a complete ass. And he was right — he’d taken the help and love that Angie had offered him. And then he’d pushed her away and left. 

In his defense, he was coming out of six years of an abusive marriage — where he had been the victim. How did you even talk about that? Especially when you’re the man? He needed time. Time to sort things out. Time to figure out who Michael Brewster was when he wasn’t trapped in a loveless and abusive marriage. 

Angie had given him herself, her help, and yes, her love. She’d taken in the boys when Michael had been jailed, accused of Jennifer’s murder. She’d done a better job of protecting them than Michael had — and he resented that too. He closed his eyes. Yeah, Mark Briggs had the right of it: he was a real bastard to treat Angie the way he had. And still? He couldn’t go back. 

Couldn’t abandon his sons to that madman.

“Another?” the bartender asked. Michael jerked a bit, lost in his thoughts. He nodded.

“Looking for someone,” Michael said, when the bartender brought him another Heineken. “I’ve got relatives in the area. A cousin. Looks like me, I’m told, but older. I’m in between things right now. Thought I’d look him up. But it hasn’t been as easy as I thought it would be.”

“Got a name?” the bartender asked.

“My last name is Clemons,” Michael said. “His too.”

“There’s a Dave Clemons, owns a repair shop on Main, about six blocks from here. Used to be a real regular. Then he went away, and when he came back, he’d ‘found the Lord,’” the man said with an eyeroll. “Don’t see him in here anymore.”

“A repair shop? Shouldn’t be hard to find.” 

“Yeah, just look for the one with the bikes out front. But, look. He may have found Jesus, but he’s bad news. If I were you? I’d stay away. Put your life back together by finding a job, not a lost cousin. Not that man.” He nodded at Michael and moved down the bar to another customer. Michael finished his beer. 

Another dead end. He left the bar and walked down the street to the apartment where he was staying. This was the sixth bar he’d visited in the last two weeks. And that was the best information he’d gotten from any of them. He already knew about the repair shop. He’d staked it out for the first week, but near as he could tell, Clemons didn’t have the boys with him. Not during the day, of course. But he lived in an apartment over the shop, and the boys weren’t there at night either. In some ways he was grateful. That shop was no place for kids. He didn’t know what Clemons’ clients had been like before prison, but now? As the bartender said, they were bad news.

Michael might not be all that savvy. College professors weren’t known for being streetwise. He’d grown up in an upper-middle class family. Both of his parents were attorneys. He’d gone to the University of Washington. So he knew he wasn’t street smart. But even he could tell those men who brought their bikes to his shop were trouble. 

He thought about what the bartender had said. Dave Clemons had found the Lord when he was in prison. Maybe he was looking for the man — and his sons — in the wrong places.

Angie had said something like that. Living Way Church in Moscow had targeted her as an adulteress whom they blamed for Jennifer leaving him, and then for her death. Angie wasn’t responsible for any of this — Jennifer had left him, taking the boys, before he crashed back into Angie’s life. But they weren’t listening. He felt another wave of guilt that he’d left her to face all of that alone. He shook it off, and tried to recall what she’d said. He’d been stunned by the kidnapping. But something. The minister of Living Way Church had said something about Dave Clemons being a good Christian man, and he wouldn’t be party to turning over a Christian brother to the police.

Was there a Living Way Church here? He could call Angie and ask. But he wouldn’t. He couldn’t cope with her emotions — legitimate ones, he acknowledged, but he couldn’t deal right now. He was barely holding things together. He left her voice mail messages on her office phone when he knew she was in class. Just enough so she knew he was OK.

And wasn’t that a shitty thing to do? He could try to say it was so she didn’t worry. But truthfully, it was more because he wanted there to be someone who cared that he was all right. 

He shook his head and let himself into his apartment with its barren rooms, and a mattress on the floor. Stop with the self-pity. Your parents care. Their concern felt like a weight too. He had been leaving messages for them when he figured they wouldn’t pick up too. There were a lot of people who cared.

All that caring was exhausting.

He pulled fixings for a sandwich out of his refrigerator, and made one with roast beef. He washed it down with another beer. And yes, this one was a craft beer. So sue him. He turned on the television. A big screen TV, and a mattress on the floor. Wasn’t that the stereotype of a man down on his luck? 

He opened up his laptop and did a search. There it was. Living Way Church — Boise. Today was Friday. He’d watch Clemons again tomorrow. But Sunday? Sunday he was going to church.
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Angie Gregory listened to the voice mail Michael Brewster had left on her office phone while she was in class. She started to hit delete, but hesitated. With a sigh, she hit save instead.

It had been two weeks since he’d left town looking for his kidnapped sons. 

Two weeks since he’d threw away what she thought was a promising new beginning for the two of them. 

Two weeks since he’d abandoned her with barely a thank you. And now? He left updates on her phone when he knew she would be in class and couldn’t pick up. He didn’t want to talk to her, oh no. Didn’t want to know how she was doing. She wondered if it even occurred to him to care about that. 

So why did he even bother with the updates? 

God help her, Angie was glad he did, but she didn’t understand why he did it. She grabbed her bag full of papers to grade — 150 freshman papers each week — and walked out the door of her office and down the hall. 

“They’re still out there,” the department secretary informed her when she stopped in to get her mail. “When are you going to do something about that?”

“Me?” Angie said startled. “What do you think I should do? And why me? Perhaps the department should file a complaint? I already have. It’s done me no good.”

“It’s your fault they’re here,” the woman said. 

Angie shook her head. “No,” she said. “It’s not. They’re protesting because a friend of theirs died. I had nothing to do with her death. I didn’t know her. Had no interactions with her. And for what it’s worth, I had no interactions with Michael Brewster until after she left him. Maybe Michael should be asked to do something about the protesters.”

The woman rolled her eyes. This wasn’t the first time Angie had said this to her. Might not be the last time either — given that they were both stubborn, enough so that the secretary asked the same question more than once, and Angie continued to give her the same answer. 

“Have a nice weekend,” Angie said. She grabbed her mail, and without bothering to sort it, jammed it into her bag with her papers to grade. She walked out of the office, down the stairs and out a side door. Usually, the picketers were only in front — maximum visibility — and Angie could escape. She was relieved when she saw no one. She walked across campus and down the street to the center of town where she had a second-story apartment above the shops and cafes that made Moscow such a pleasant place to live. She had a car. But she didn’t have a campus parking permit. Too expensive, and really? Why would she pay to park her car when she could walk the mile to her apartment? 

But today she wished she was driving. More picket signs were on the sidewalk below her second-floor apartment. She ducked down an alley, and trudged toward her own alley entrance. The store owners below her weren’t any happier than the department secretary. They kept demanding the building owner do something. Wanting her to do something.

No one called Living Way Church and demanded that they do something, she noticed. Of course not. Blame the victim, much?

She unlocked the door to the stairs that led up to her apartment. It didn’t used to be locked. Her apartment was locked, so why make it difficult for her friends to visit by locking the bottom door too? She’d have to go down and let them in then. But the second time someone spray-painted ‘whore’ across her door, the landlord insisted she lock the bottom door. Fine. So now, the words ‘the penalty for adultery is death’ was spray painted across the alley wall instead. 

And that was brick. Good luck getting it off. 

Not my problem, she chanted to herself as walked up the stairs. None of this is my problem.

Her problem was she had 150 papers to grade. Plus class prep for five sections of Writing 101, and the science fiction literature class she’d picked up when the department put Michael on bereavement leave — a term she’d suggested instead of administrative leave, which had sounded like the university believed he might have killed his wife. University Information had been grateful for her advice — enough so they’d offered her a short-term gig — one that paid her better than her full-time teaching job did.

She shook her head. Something wrong about that.

It was 4 p.m. She would be going to Pete’s tonight at 5 p.m. for women’s night out with her friends. That was non-negotiable. She poured herself a glass of wine, and looked at the pile of papers. It used to be that she got in an hour of grading at this point. Might eat a sandwich even. Instead, she sighed and called Detective Anderson.

“Hi, Carl, I got another message from him.”

“And?”

She shrugged even though she was on the phone. She repeated the message verbatim. “Nothing new, really. I don’t know why he bothers. Not like he cares, right?” She grimaced, that last sounded a bit bitter. She tried not to let that escape. “It looks like the boys aren’t actually with Clemons. I suspect you already knew that?”

“We did,” Carl Anderson said. “The Boise police checked immediately. He denies knowing anything about it. They’ve done some drive-bys. They aren’t there. Good thing. That’s no place for kids, from what they told me.”

“So where are they? Do you think Michael is right? That the church might produce leads?”

“He might be,” Anderson said. “But it’s a large church, Angie. Larger than the one here, and this one has 2,000 members — pretty impressive for Moscow. But yes, the Boise police suspect he’s got someone in the church taking care of the boys for him. They may not even know they’ve been kidnapped. Or if they do, they may think it’s righteous — that’s the word the pastor here used when I questioned him — because the boys are his biological sons.”

“But not legal sons,” Angie clarified, a bit anxiously. 

“But not legally his sons,” Carl agreed. “No, Dave Clemons kidnapped them. If he wants to sue in court for parental rights, he can try that route. But he has no legal right to the boys.”

Angie took a long shuddering breath. “Speaking of the church, I still have pickets outside my office building. And pickets outside my apartment building.”

“I know,” he said dryly. “Believe me I know. Have they violated your restraining orders?”

“No,” she said. “And no, they’re legally where they’re supposed to be. But everyone is unhappy with me! Not them. They walk softly around them. I want that kind of clout!”

“You and me both,” Carl said. Given he was a cop, that was quite the admission, Angie thought sourly. “I’m sorry, Angie. I wish there was something I could do about it.”

“I wish there was, too.”

Angie hung up and dialed a second number. “Hi Mark,” she said, faking the cheerful tone to her voice. “I got another message.”

“Bastard,” said Mark Briggs, her attorney. Michael’s attorney. The attorney for all of her friends, and probably half of town. 

She laughed, and felt some of the tension leave her shoulders. “He is,” she agreed. “He truly is.” She told him what he’d said. “And I still have picketers,” she finished.

“Do you need more restraining orders?” he asked. He sounded concerned, and Angie knew he was. He just didn’t have any solutions to offer either. Except for restraining orders — at least then, the police could bust someone for violating the restraining order.

“No, they’ve got that down now,” she said. “They keep their distance from me. They harass the shops below my apartment, and they annoy my department on campus. But none of them will say anything directly to the protesters, or call the church, or call the police. Much easier to vent their frustrations on me.”

“I’m sorry,” Mark Brigs repeated. She started to apologize for dumping on him. She didn’t pay him enough for that. Paying him at all was going to be a problem. She set that aside. 

“Have you thought more about working for me?” he asked. “I was serious. I need a legal assistant. Someone to do research, writing, and make trips to the courthouse to file more restraining orders.”

“Mark, tell me honestly. Do you mean it?” Angie asked. “Because I might do it, to work off my legal fees, if nothing else. But I don’t have a lot of free time.”

There was a pause, then he asked, “Are you hurting for money?”

“Of course, I’m hurting for money! Do you know what the university pays us to teach these classes? Peanuts. Stale ones at that,” Angie exclaimed, reaching for her wine glass. “It’s just that I’m in class from 8 a.m. to 3 p.m. most days. But I could work for you from 3 p.m. on, if that would be useful for you.”

“It would,” he said. “A lot. I don’t leave until 6 p.m. at the earliest. But, Angie, I couldn’t pay you much. Probably $15 an hour. Maybe an increase, after I start billing out your time.”

Angie rolled her eyes. “You really don’t understand how little lecturers get paid,” she said. “Mark, I’m eligible for food stamps, and some summers I’ve had to use them.”

“I thought professors made the big bucks in town,” Mark said, and he sounded honestly confused.

Angie sighed. “They do. But here’s how it works. There are professors. They come in three kinds. Full professors, and they make big money, have tenure and a job for life. Some of them make 6 figures, right? Almost as much as administrators do.”

He laughed a bit. Administrative pay was a sore point among faculty; apparently, he’d heard.

“So Marilee? She’s a full professor, although she’s not in the top tier of pay, she’s young. Good thing, because I think that ranch costs her money, rather than run a profit.”

Marilee Dupont was one of the women she’d be meeting at Pete’s shortly. She was a professor in agriculture and owner of Dupont Ranch. One of the youngest full professors ever, they said. Angie had been her friend through those times. They’d been rough. She turned her attention back to Mark.

“Associate professors have tenure, but they aren’t paid as much. Rebecca? Do you know her? She’s an associate professor, went through hell last year to get tenure in political science, but that’s what happens to women on campus. Go through hell for tenure, or work in the pink-collar ghetto of the lecturers,” Angie went on. Rebecca would be at Pete’s too. She glanced at the clock on her wall. Pete’s on Fridays kept her sane. She wouldn’t be late, even for a job offer. “Michael is an associate professor, too.” And that was a sore point for her too. She sighed. She seemed to have a lot of sore points.

“And then there are assistant professors like Gail Tremont,” Angie continued. “They dance to the tune of the older professors so that they can get tenure, and that pay increase.”

Gail was going through a tenure process that would probably rival Rebecca’s — with the addition of death threats. She’d get the latest update in a few minutes. “And even she makes three times what I do. She teaches three classes a semester, and I teach five.”

“And you are eligible for food stamps.” He said, as if to confirm it.

“I am,” she said. “There’s a lecturer in agriculture Marilee sent my way who is looking at starting a union for us lecturers. I’m thinking about helping her. So Mark? $15 an hour would be a pay increase over the university pays me.”

There was silence. “If you union organizers need legal work, I’ll do it for free,” he said. “So can you start work for me on Monday?”

She laughed, a bit startled by his offer of legal work. She would pass that on. “I can,” she said. “I’ll be there as soon as I can after class.”

“Good,” he said. “Maybe I’ll get caught up.”

She hung up the call, finished her glass of wine, and headed to Pete’s. She thought legal research would be interesting. Even if it wasn’t? It couldn’t be as bad as 150 papers to grade by Monday. 

Pete’s, she chanted to herself. Forget about papers to grade. Go be a human being with real friends for a while.

And who knew? Maybe she could find a cowboy who would remind her that she was a desirable woman as well.
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Pete’s was basically a honkytonk bar — gussied up a bit for a college town. It had pool tables down the center, and an old-fashioned wooden bar to the right of the door when you came in. It was made of dark, burnished wood and brass fittings, and had a large mirror behind it — just like a honkytonk bar was supposed to have. Booths lined the walls circling the pool tables, with tables and chairs scattered about. In the back, there was a dance floor where a live band was setting up.

But its claim to fame was 60 microbrews from area microbreweries. A typical 21st birthday stunt was to start at the top and see how far you could go down the list before you had to be carted home by your friends. Microbreweries were a thing in the Palouse — the region that spanned the Washington-Idaho border and included two universities, 50,000 college students, and probably 10,000 faculty and staff. Both universities offered degrees in microbrews — fermentation science, they called it. They meant beer.

Pete’s was one of those places where faculty, students and community all felt comfortable coming and mingling. That was a rare feat. Most other bars in Moscow, and in Pullman on the Washington side of the border, picked an audience. There were bars she wouldn’t go to. And bars where she went, but you never saw students. And so on. 

Angie could feel some of the stress of the day drop from her shoulders just stepping into the place. Marilee already had a booth staked out in the back. Gail was getting a beer at the bar. And Rebecca wasn’t here yet. Good, she wasn’t the last. She went over to get a glass of wine from the bar. Wine was an easier choice to make. Hank, the owner of Pete’s — named after a previous owner — kept a selection of two boxed wines: white and red. She got a glass of white. It was still happy hour, so she’d drink it fast, and then nurse the last one for the rest of the evening. The small cost-cutting strategies she’d mastered that horrible first year, and barely thought about at this point. 

Gail looked at her, sympathetically. “I see you still have picketers,” she said. 

“I do,” Angie said. “And you?”

“Not yet,” Gail said, laughing. “But the season is young. Dress rehearsal is next Thursday. We’ll see then.”

Gail Tremont was the faculty producer of the fall theater production of the winner of the Other Voices playwright competition. This year, the winner was controversial — a play called Afghanistan, written by a young veteran, who asked ‘why are we here, does anyone know?’ The competition itself had been wild — Gail had her own set of Mark Briggs restraining orders after she got threatened with a gun by a man from her past, stalked by the wife of her department chair — who took pictures — and had her house vandalized.

“Well I guess I should be thankful, no one’s threatened me with a gun,” Angie agreed. “At least not yet.”

They took their drinks to the booth where Marilee was sitting. “I have a job,” Angie announced. “Mark Briggs wants me to be his legal assistant. A few hours a day after I finish teaching. It should be really interesting.”

Gail frowned. “I thought you were going to do our publicity for the play,” she said. 

“Been pretty easy so far,” Angie teased. “So I grabbed this. This fall got a bit expensive. But never fear, I will juggle it all!”

“Because work is better than booze to drown one’s problems,” Marilee said sympathetically. She was pregnant, and so she was drinking iced tea these days. Hank kept some just for her on Friday nights, at her request. Small towns. There was a lot to love about them, in spite of picket-wielding Christians who thought she should be stoned for adultery. 

That would reduce the town’s population in a hurry, she thought with a giggle. She wondered if she could get the band tonight to play Harper Valley PTA. Did anyone ever listen to that old one anymore? She thought she might try playing it out her window for her picketers.

And maybe she should slow down on the wine.

“Well, we haven’t even done dress rehearsal yet,” Gail said dryly. “But then? We’ll keep you busy. Actually, come by rehearsal Monday, if you can. We should probably talk.”

“Tuesday?” Angie said. Gail nodded. “Good, then I want to teach that cowboy with the hat that girls can too shoot pool — before I’ve had too much wine to beat him.”

Everyone grinned. Angie and Marilee had a running line about teaching the boys that girls could beat them at pool, and it didn’t even hurt — since they claimed a kiss as their prize. And sometimes a dance. Angie grinned. It was the best pickup line ever.

She did win, and she claimed her kiss, and a promise of a dance, before picking up another glass of wine at the bar. She went back to the booth. “So. What am I going to do about the picketers?” she asked her friends. Rebecca was here now, and that was good. People listed her as one of the sharpest professors on campus.

She was one of the quietest, too, Angie thought affectionately. 

“I was just thinking about the song Harper Valley PTA when I walked in,” Angie went on. “I wonder if it would make a difference if I played it out my window on repeat when they show up downstairs.”

Marilee giggled. “I know the shop owner below you. She might go for that. She’s beyond furious, but she knows it’s not your fault. But no one wants to take on that church.”

“No,” Angie said, sobering a bit. “I don’t blame her. I’ve heard some scary things.”

“Are you taking precautions?” Rebecca asked. 

“Restraining orders,” Angie said with an eyeroll. “Why do you think I’m going to work for Mark Briggs? But they’re protesting legally. So I have to get creative, because if this goes on it will escalate. And then we’re in trouble.”

Rebecca nodded. She chewed on her lip like she did when she was thinking. “You know any students who would stage a counter-protest?” she asked. “Because a Harper Valley PTA themed protest might be more effective than you think. Laughter is usually the one thing groups like that can’t stand.”

Gail looked thoughtful. “Street theater?” she said. “Music? Mimes? Our own pickets?”

Angie considered it. “Do you think it would work?”

“A major protest one day,” Marilee said. “Then? Just a mime showing up would do it. Mirroring them. Carrying a picket. And I like the Harper Valley PTA song! My mom loved it, she’d play it on the record player at the ranch, and sing along and dance to it.”

Everyone looked at her. “Your mom was what ten when it came out? And she was still playing it 15 years later?” Gail asked.

Marilee shrugged. “She grew up in Pullman,” she said. “It’s a catchy tune. And growing up in the ‘70s in Pullman? I suspect she could relate.”

Angie giggled. Marilee raised an eyebrow and glanced at her glass. Angie didn’t take offense. If anyone had a right to be her spotter it was Marilee. “I was thinking about seeing if the band tonight knew it,” she said. “What do you think?”

“I think you’ve lost your mind,” Marilee said affectionately. “But I bet I still have the record at the ranch. God forbid we ever threw anything away out there.”

“And a record player?” Angie asked. The idea was beginning to appeal. Maybe she had had too much to drink. 

“Probably,” Marilee agreed. “Shall I ask Mary Anne if she’ll play it in her shop one day this week?”

Gail looked at the two of them, then she looked around the bar. “My cast and crew are here tonight,” she said, nodding to a large booth and table combo closer to the door. “Want me to talk to them? About street theater? Can’t let you be distracted this week, after all. It’s dress rehearsal. We need your full focus on us!”

Angie felt that sense of mischief rise inside of her brain. It had been awhile since she’d cut loose. Beating the boys at pool was about as mischievous as she got these days. She glanced at Marilee, and saw the laughter in her eyes. “Well?” she said. 

“Do the picketers come on Saturdays?” Marilee asked.

“Every day but Sunday,” she agreed. “But there’s no way we can get it organized by tomorrow!”

“Let me call Mary Anne,” Marilee said. “Do you know her?”

Angie shrugged. “To say hello to? And to apologize for this mess?”

“She liked your idea of posters in the window,” Marilee said, laughing. “They’re still there.”

Angie grinned. She’d suggested to her landlord that Judge Not, That You Be Not Judged posters might be useful. Mary Anne had promptly put them in her window — that one, and Thou Shall Not Bear False Witness. The other shops had signs now that said, ‘Wrong Address, Try Next Door.’ 

“The signs would be good slogans for pickets,” Angie said, repeating them for the others who might not have seen them. Everyone was laughing now, even Rebecca. Angie glanced at the bar clock. Time for her last glass. She looked at Marilee and grinned. “Give Mary Anne a call.”

Gail got up to go talk to her students. When she returned, she said, “They’re in. Richard Raven has even done mime work. Says he has the makeup at home. He used to hire out for kids birthday parties.”

Richard followed Gail back to the booth and pulled up a chair. “So,” he said. “Let’s get this planned. I’ve got a show to put on, starting next Friday. Tomorrow? Let’s do the whole shebang at 4 p.m. Gives them a face-saving reason to leave. And they don’t come on Sundays, right? So, Monday after rehearsal, we’re back.”

“And on campus?” Angie asked, laughing helplessly. 

Richard considered that. “It’s centered around your classes? I need a schedule. And best you know nothing about any of this.” 

Angie scribbled down her schedule on a piece of paper from Rebecca’s over-sized purse, and handed it to him before she had second thoughts about any of this. She told him about the signs in the windows, and he grinned before returning to his table. Angie and the others looked at each other.

“Huh,” Angie said.

Richard came back. “Did you say you’ve got an old record of Harper Valley PTA? And you know the store owner?” he asked Marilee.

She nodded.

“Can you set that up with her? She can start the music around 4 p.m. when she sees me?”

“And you’ll be in mime garb?” Marilee asked. “White makeup, black clothes?”

“Even the white gloves,” Richard said. 

“I’ll tell her,” Marilee promised. He nodded and went away again. Marilee looked at the others. “OK, if I have to bring that into town, we’re going to have a picnic upstairs at Angie’s so we can listen,” she announced.

Gail shook her head. “No I want to see this,” she said. She thought for a moment. “One World Coffee. They’ll have the best view.”

They all grinned at each other. And Angie went to claim her dance from her pool partner.
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Chapter 4
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Saturday morning was rough. Angie had a hangover, and she had to get papers graded if she was going to sit with her friends at One World, drink coffee, and watch the show. That was just non-negotiable — of course, she was going to be there! So hung-over or not, she was grading papers.

Angie treated the papers like a scavenger hunt. She was on a mission to find good writing. A promising sentence even. She sincerely wanted her students to become proficient writers, no matter their majors, but she also wanted to find the ones who might someday become a writer. Who had a flair for it. 

Someone like she once was, back before things went to hell.

Six years? Seven? Had it really been that long ago? She shook her head. Her life wasn’t what she thought it was going to be when she came to Moscow with Michael. They’d gotten their PhDs together, and agreed not to compete with each other for the same job. Whoever got a tenure-track position, they’d both go. And this one had looked promising — between University of Idaho and Washington State University, something was bound to open up for her. 
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