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The Show Goes On

Book 4 in Small Town Secrets

Jake Abbott, an injured Marine veteran, won a playwright competition with his script Afghanistan. The prize? A full-ride scholarship to the University of Idaho, and the chance to have his play performed that fall by the theater department.

He should be overjoyed. Instead he finds himself listening for the sound of the voice of a woman he knows he can’t have — theater professor Gail Tremont. She’s made that clear — it’s a conflict of interest, and she’s the producer of his play. And he accepts that.

Gail Tremont is under attack and not just in petty department politics either. There have been real attacks that put her life in jeopardy. But Gail is tough, and she’s not going to back down. They’re putting on Afghanistan, and no one is getting in the way of that — not even her wayward heart.

Four women friends, each with their own trilogy, braided together. They’ve got each other’s backs. And really? There’s little you can’t do if you’ve got friends like that — even take a chance on love again.

This is the sequel to Other Voices, book one in Gail and Jake’s trilogy. (And, don’t miss the companion novella, First Intermission!)

The Small Town Secrets are releasing in chronological order (roughly). If you’d prefer to read a trilogy at a time, check out the omnibuses!
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Jake Abbott needed a good night’s sleep, and he didn’t know when he would get one. 

He certainly hadn’t gotten one last night between the nightmare, the pain in his back and legs, and his regret that he was back in his dorm room sleeping alone in a single bed. Was that a song? If it wasn’t, it should be — a sad country-western song, befitting his new home in Moscow, Idaho. Although as Gail Tremont had told him, it was Pullman, just across the border in Washington state, that had the ranches and wheat. Moscow had trees and snow. 

There was no cow in Moscow, Idaho, he could hear her say solemnly. It was pronounced Mosco. Best not to forget it.

He set aside the memory and found coffee and breakfast at the cafeteria before heading in search of Professor Ron Carroll. He needed advice.

The department chair, Bill Call, had left a message on his dorm room phone, wanting to meet with him. Jake found that a bit alarming. Yes, he was the winning playwright of the Other Voices competition, and maybe it was in regards to that. But Jake didn’t think so. The message hadn’t even said congratulations.

Professor Carroll wasn’t in his office, and Jake didn’t want to go into the main office and ask. He hesitated, standing in the hall, trying to decide what to do. With his bad luck of late, he would bump into Professor Call, and have to deal with him, unprepared.

Or even worse, he’d bump into Gail Tremont. He closed his eyes briefly. Buck up, he told himself. You knew it was a loop out of time. A two-week fling, and then they would have to be professor and student, director and playwright. And neither of those relationships allowed for the one he wanted with Gail Tremont: lovers and friends.

He’d been enthralled with her since he first saw her in a honkytonk bar called Pete’s. And he had still been enthralled yesterday, right up to when she’d sent him to register for classes, and said good-bye. God, it hurt.

Hurt that she could do it. 

“Jake Abbott?” a voice said. “Is that you?”

Jake turned. Professor Call. See, he thought, my luck is shitty. “Sir. I was just coming to look for you,” he lied.

Professor Call was in his 60s, Jake thought. He was as tall as Jake’s own 6-foot height, but he was carrying 50 pounds more than he should. His brown hair was thinning on top, and his eyes had bags under them. He looked tired.

Well, given the last week, that was understandable. Learning your wife stalked your colleague had to suck. Stalked Gail and him, both. And took pictures. Apparently, Susan Call was having an affair with Andrew Blake, one of the playwrights here as Artist in Residence. She might even have been involved in the vandalism that had destroyed a lot of Gail Tremont’s home. She had to be hospitalized, and she probably would face criminal charges.

That would make a man look tired, all right.

“You’re an early riser,” Call observed, as he motioned for Jake to follow him. “Mostly, this department isn’t.”

“I probably won’t be either, once we get underway,” Jake said, as they entered the chair’s office within the front office. Jake smiled and nodded at the receptionist who smiled back. Call ignored her. Jake frowned slightly. That seemed rude.

“Well yes, that’s one of the things I wanted to talk to you about,” Call said. He closed the office door, and gestured to a visitor’s chair. He sat behind his desk.

A power play, Jake thought. He schooled his face to the bland, I’m listening, expression every Marine knew.

“Becca Stanford helped me register for everything yesterday,” Jake volunteered when it looked like the silence was going to drag on.

“Good, good,” Call said. He sighed. “First, I’m sorry for Susan’s behavior,” he said of his wife. “She’s back home and quite contrite, I feel. I hope you will find it possible to let it go.”

Jake was silent for a moment. Let it go? What did that even mean? Susan Call had stalked him! She had photographed him and Gail Tremont in quite revealing photos. She’d even lied to one of Gail’s neighbors about some night owl she wanted to photograph and used his rooftop to shoot photos through Gail’s second-story bedroom window. She’d followed them to Coeur d’Alene Lake! Let it go?

And then there was the police investigation.

Did Professor Call think he could just shrug it off and it would all go away? If he did, he was as delusional as his wife.

“Not my decision,” he said at last. It had been turned over to the police for one thing. And as far as he was concerned, it was Gail’s decision, for another.

Professor Call nodded as if that was an agreement to his request. “Good enough,” he said. “Now as to your play. Have you given thought as to who you might want for a director?”

What? Gail Tremont was supposed to direct it. That was why they’d split up yesterday, right? “I thought that was decided,” he said slowly.

“Well, yes,” Call said. “But it could be changed — if there’s cause.”

Jake was wary. That didn’t sound right. “I’m sorry? I don’t understand.”

“Well, as much as I regret my wife’s behavior, those photographs are evidence of some unseemly behavior on Professor Tremont’s behalf. If you want a change in director, or to file a complaint, you could, and those photos would support it.”

“Why would I want to do that?” Jake asked. “I have no reason to. I’m looking forward to producing the play with Professor Tremont.”

“Do you think that’s fair to you?” Call asked. “I would not ask a student to work with a professor they’ve had a relationship with. It’s not ethical.”

“I wasn’t a student at the time, Professor,” he said quietly. “And it was quite consensual. It’s your wife’s behavior that was out of line.”

“Well, I suppose that’s true, if you want to split hairs,” Call began, and then really looked at Jake, and swallowed.

“If that’s all, sir?” Jake stood up, and when Call didn’t say anything, he walked out.

Now he really needed Professor Carroll. He stopped at the receptionist’s desk. The name on the desk tag said Teresa Nelson. He thought her title was office manager, or something like that. “I need to find Professor Carroll,” he said with a quick look at the office he’d just come out of. “He’s not in his office. Ideas?”

She snorted. “You’ll never find that man in his office here,” she said. “Try his shop over in Hartung Theater behind the stage. That’s where he’ll be. He even holds his office hours there.”

Jake nodded his thanks and got out of the building before he had to face anyone else.

He wished Becca Stanford was back. She was the MFA student who had helped run the playwright competition Other Voices. But she’d helped him register for classes yesterday and then gone to Boise for a quick visit to her family. She was the savvy one. And a friend.

But Professor Carroll seemed like a sensible man. He was the man Gail had called for advice. If Carroll blew him off? Well, then he’d go to the gym, do his stretches and get lunch. Just because he was confused, upset and alarmed didn’t mean he had to do something. He could wait and see how the situation developed. Classes didn’t start until Monday.

Right? He snorted. He was a Marine: a see the hill, blow it up kind of guy. He went to find Professor Carroll.
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The University of Idaho campus wasn’t very large, but it did seem odd that the department offices were in Shoup Hall on the north side of campus, Hartung Theatre was on Stadium Drive to the west, and the Forge, where the first reading of his play Afghanistan had been done, was on the far east side. Good thing was that there were coffee spots in all directions. One thing he appreciated out here in the West was the coffee. A lot of coffee, all of it good, at least so far. But having things spread out like that? He shrugged. He was sure someone could tell him why if he asked. 

Sure enough, Ron Carroll was in his shop. He had a desk in the corner, and he was sitting at it, looking at something on his computer. He was about the same age as Bill Call, Jake thought, although he was in much better shape. Well, he built sets, and he taught theater majors to build sets. That would keep a man in shape. He was wearing a blue chambray shirt and blue jeans. It was all he’d seen Carroll in.  He looked up as Jake walked in.

“How are you? How’s Gail?” he asked.

“I’m OK, confused, but OK,” he said. “Professor Tremont? You’ll have to ask her, I guess.”

He saw Carroll wince at that. 

“Have you heard of my walk-and-talk routes?” Carroll said, standing up. 

Jake laughed. “Is that what we’re going to do?” he said as he obligingly fell in step with the older man. 

“Unless you shouldn’t,” Carroll said, gesturing to his leg. 

“No, I’m sure my physical therapist would approve of your counseling technique,” Jake reassured him. It reminded him he needed to find a physical therapist here. And probably a counselor — he was sure his doctors would think so. 

“So, what’s on your mind?” Carroll asked as they headed east. To Starbucks, Jake thought.

He told him about his visit with Bill Call. “I was actually looking for you, to get advice before I talked to him,” he finished. “But I bumped into him instead.”

Carroll was silent. “How much of the politics of this do you understand?” he said at last.

“None of it,” Jake said with frustration. “And I thought the Marines could be convoluted. Well at higher levels, anyway. At my level it was pretty much see the hill, shoot the hill.”

Carroll chuckled.

Jake continued, “Becca Stanford explained tenure to me, and ethics and conflicts of interest on that Friday when Andrew Blake held Gail hostage. Becca is someone I always want on my side, by the way! She pointed out there was a window when I wasn’t a student, I wasn’t a contestant — I was just Jake, and Gail was just Gail — in case I cared, she said with a smirk.”

Carroll laughed again.

“But for all of our discretion, Susan Call managed to stalk us, take pictures, and now Bill Call is suggesting.... Hell, I’m not even sure what he’s suggesting!” Jake was sure his frustration was pretty obvious. 

“Just to clarify, you and Gail are not trying to continue a relationship at this time?” Ron Carroll asked. Jake didn’t think he sounded all that comfortable with the topic. Well, he wasn’t either. But the department chair had just upped the stakes, and he needed advice.

“A loop out of time,” Jake said softly. “No, she sent me on my way yesterday.”

“Do you understand why she had to?” Carroll didn’t look at him.

“No,” Jake said. “But why doesn’t matter. She ended it. I accept that. I’m not some creepy stalker. Seems like she has enough of those in her life right now.”

Carroll was silent, then he sighed. “Bill offered you a change of director,” he said. “And that’s exactly what Gail is trying to prevent.”

“I wish someone would just spit it out, then,” Jake said. “I’m getting tired of the games.”

“Get used to it,” Carroll said. “You’ve got four plus years ahead of you. OK, so I’ll spell it out. Normally I’d be pretending I know nothing about any of this, but obviously Susan Call has made that impossible with her stalking and photographs. Since Ron doesn’t have the sense God gave a goose, he’s going to try and use those photographs even if his wife could go to jail for them. F—king idiot. Both of them.”

Jake relaxed at the language. OK, here was a man he could relate to. He’d heard Ron Carroll was a veteran like he was. “So, spell it out,” he said.

“First, Becca is right. This is a bad time for Gail. She’s up for tenure review this year, and although she’s a stellar professor, there is some discomfort in the department. Actually, a lot of the discomfort is because she is a stellar professor, although some of it is because she’s a woman.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” Jake said, frustrated again. “They should want her because she’s stellar. And woman? Isn’t that illegal?”

Carroll laughed. Didn’t sound like he thought it was all that funny. “Try and prove that’s the cause,” he said. “Gail’s excellence makes them look bad by comparison. They want a colleague who they feel comfortable with. Gail really should be at a larger institution. But she’s loyal because we gave her a teaching position fresh out of her MFA program, and we’ve allowed her to develop the Other Voices competition. To our benefit, I might add. But that all rocks the boat a bit, and there are some who would rather the boat not rock.”

Jake nodded. “OK,” he said. “And having a relationship with a student who happens to be her age? That’s a problem? Tell me that Bill Call didn’t marry a student?”

“He did,” Carroll said. “He had an affair with Susan, who was a graduate student in our department. It broke up his first marriage. I gather you heard Gail and I talking about it?”

Jake nodded. “Gail wondered what she did to make people hate her so much? Andrew Blake comes after her ten years after she ran from him, and then Susan. I said they were people who hated, and she just happened to get on their radar. So, she told me about Susan going to Bill’s wife, and telling her about their affair.”

“It was pretty ugly,” Ron Carroll agreed. “Quite the scandal. But you note that Bill is still here. He’s even been promoted, and he’s department chair. But he’ll be the first one to use you against Gail. People are weird, aren’t they?”

“They are,” Jake said, laughing. “So, I get it. Gail doesn’t want to risk tenure for me.”

Carroll shook his head. “No, I don’t think that’s it,” he said. “She’s worried about you and your play. She really wants that play produced this fall, Jake. And I’ll support her all the way.”

Jake frowned. Confused again, he thought. That didn’t take long. “I don’t understand.”

“Bill offered you the chance to file a complaint against Gail for a conflict of interest, and let you know you could ask for a change in director if you thought she would be unfair to you because of your relationship — or the ending of it, for that matter.”

“OK,” Jake said slowly. “I wouldn’t do either. Why would I? It was consensual, which I told Call when he brought up the photos. And Gail will be an outstanding director for that play.”

“Oh, but Call is salivating that you might be convinced to,” Carroll said grimly. “Jake, who would be the director if not Gail?”

Jake shrugged. “No clue.”

“Sure you do,” Carroll said. “Andrew Blake.”

Jake stopped and stared at the older man. “What the hell? He thinks it would be a conflict of interest with Gail because we had a relationship, but it would be OK to have the man I shot to protect her do it?” 

Carroll chuckled. “Nothing in the union contract about shooting someone being an unacceptable conflict of interest,” he observed. Jake snorted.

“It would solve a problem for Bill of what to do with Blake,” Carroll continued. “Blake refuses to let the university out of his contract. So, he’s going to sit and get paid, because, among many reasons, Gail has a restraining order on him so he can’t come on campus. And he can’t leave town, because he’s out on bail for threatening to kill her. The dean is furious. But if Andrew Blake were to direct your play? Problem solved.”

“Professor, Andrew Blake held Gail at gunpoint, and I shot the man! How the hell could anyone think he could direct my play?” Jake demanded.

“You wouldn’t have any say in it,” Carroll said. He stopped talking to order his coffee, and then waited while Jake got his. He sat down at a table in the courtyard under an umbrella. Even at mid-morning it was already hot today. Jake joined him. “You could file a complaint and get Gail removed. But you don’t have any say over who she would be replaced with. In fact, any student could file a complaint against Gail for conflict of interest over the performance class, because you’ll be in it, and that might make her grading suspect. But Gail is very popular with students, and performance class is pass/no pass; so Bill knows that’s not likely. So, unless he wants to go to the dean with his wife’s stalking photos himself, he’s stuck.”

“Why doesn’t he want Gail to direct the play?” Jake asked quietly.

“He doesn’t want the play performed at all,” Carroll said candidly. “At least not in its current form. And Andrew Blake would happily gut the hell out of it, wouldn’t he?”

“He would,” Jake said. Not for the first time, he wished he hadn’t pulled his shot to just wound that bastard. Andrew Blake had broken into Gail’s house, and held her at gunpoint, intending to kill her. It would have been a justified shot. And it would have saved them all so much trouble. But he’d had his fill of death, especially death at his hands. Deaths he felt responsible for. And so, he’d shot the bastard in his leg.

Carroll just watched him, as Jake sorted through what he knew. “Is Gail risking her tenure to produce my play?” he asked at last.

That question seemed to surprise and please the professor. “Not yet,” he said. “But I think she’s decided your play needs to be produced, and it needs to be produced here. If that puts her tenure on the line? She’s decided so be it. We haven’t talked about it. But that’s my guess.”

“So, she won’t risk her tenure for a relationship, but she will for a play?” Jake was exasperated, and a bit hurt.

“I don’t think you completely understand what happened to her ten years ago,” Ron Carroll said slowly. “I’ve spent a bit of time this last two weeks thinking about it.” He grinned at Jake. “You may have been busy doing other things during that time.”

Jake laughed.

“So. Here’s Gail, this bright student, with a great play for her senior project, and Andrew Blake comes along and promises her that her play will be produced on Broadway. Well, off-Broadway, but still. And then he betrays her, producing the play all right — as his. Brutal betrayal. But here’s the thing, Jake. Her professors had to have known. There were people who knew that was her play. And not a one of them stood up for her. Not a one challenged Andrew Blake’s claim on that play.”

They’d come to a stop. Obviously, this wasn’t coffee shop talk.

“I know one of her former professors,” Carroll continued, and it sounded like he was having a hard time talking about this. Jake waited, letting him take his time. It pissed him off too. “I thought about calling him and asking him what the hell? But I haven’t. Gail didn’t. And it’s not my place to do it when she obviously let it go.”

“That’s what she does,” Jake said. “She doesn’t confront. Me? I would have marched over to the Call house and confronted Susan with those photos. She just turned them over to the police.”

Carroll nodded. “Probably the right thing to do, actually,” he said. “But I’m like you. And I probably would have blackened Bill’s eye on the way in the door. He had to have known what Susan was doing.”

Jake considered that and filed it away for later.

“But Gail isn’t going to be the kind of professor who looks the other way while this department savages your play,” Carroll said. “Especially because she runs Other Voices and the promise you were given is that the winning play will be produced in the fall. See the similarities?”

Jake winced and nodded. 

Ron Carroll continued, “She knows Call doesn’t want to produce it — he told her so. She knows it makes people in the department uncomfortable. Jake, Gail has finally drawn the line in the sand. She’s going to produce your play the way it should be done, and she doesn’t care what price she’s asked to pay personally. Because she isn’t going to be like the bastards who hung her out to dry ten years ago.”

Jake sighed. “Well, shit,” he said.
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Gail Tremont painted until she ran out of taped rooms to paint — the whole downstairs, basically. Yellow in the kitchen and dining room, blue in the living room, bathroom, hall and even up the stairs. A French color scheme was going to be just fine. Wednesday was a sleepless night, but she assured herself it would get better.

Thursday, she had bought fabric for slipcovers for the slashed couch. A bright blue velvet — on sale no less — and turned her study into an upholstery shop. She couldn’t face going on campus yet. She should. She needed to get syllabi ready, get her office set up, and to check in with Bill Call about her schedule. 

And ask about Andrew Blake’s schedule. Instead of going in person, she called up the course schedule online and looked. Her classes were what she expected, and there was no mention of Blake anywhere. She felt overwhelming relief. But she didn’t know what it meant. At some point, she was going to have to look Bill Call in the eye and say ‘What the hell, Bill?’ but she didn’t want to do that either.

Everything was such a mess, she thought miserably. How was she supposed to participate in a department when the chair’s wife had stalked her and took pictures? And probably she’d been a part of the vandalism of her house? She should call Detective Carl Anderson, the police officer handling this case, and ask him for an update.

She snorted. Sure. Carl? What’s the status on Andrew Blake, the man who threatened me with a gun and was going to kill me? Carl? Have you figured out who broke into my house and vandalized every room? Carl? Carl?  

She sighed. Still, she needed to do that. She had to be a responsible person. And truly talking to Carl was nothing compared to talking to Bill Call.

Maybe she should talk to her mentor first? That had merit.

Instead, she spent Thursday making the slipcovers. Friday, she thought. Friday, I’ll deal with it.

She only remembered to eat when her cat insisted she be fed. Normally Gail ate everything in sight — three meals a day, plus snacks, and still stayed slim. At her height they called it lanky. She rolled her eyes. And here she was, not eating? Her friends would never believe it. 

She made an omelet, using up any veggies that looked a bit over, and cheese. It would do. Maybe Friday she’d feel like eating again.

Thursday night, she didn’t sleep well either. She lay in the stripped-down bedroom and tried to think about what it should look like. Finally, as she was drifting off to sleep, she had this vision of a room swept clean: White walls, light wood floors, white cotton curtains blowing in a breeze through an open window. A fresh start, she thought. She could work with that. She’d need white paint. Paint the whole upstairs white? Maybe she should do a Day of the Dead study....

She woke up a couple of hours later, shaking from her reoccurring nightmare. She’d been seated on a chair on a stage. Off-Broadway, she thought. The audience was in the dark, but she knew they were there. She was supposed to perform, but she couldn’t remember what. Usually, when she had the dream she could wake herself out of it, but not tonight. Tonight, she sang “This little light of mine, I’m going to let it shine,” while the audience tittered and then laughed. She stood there and sang all the verses, in spite of their ridicule. 

In spite of the fact that she desperately wanted to wake up.

She lay there in bed, and listened to Tinkerbell purr in her ear. 

“This little light of mine,” she sang softly. “I’m going to let it shine. Let it shine. Let it shine.”

She made breakfast and ate hungrily, wondering when was the last time she actually ate a full meal. Her metabolism didn’t allow for this meal skipping of the last few days. She fed Tinkerbell. Then she found her phone and looked at the messages for the first time since Jake had left.

There were more than she expected.

Becca. Nope.

Bill Call. Nope.

Carl Anderson.

She called the police officer back. He picked up.

“I was about ready to come find you,” he said. “Are you OK?”

“More or less,” she said vaguely. “What news do you have?”

“Susan Call admits she took the pictures. But she denies she had anything to do with the vandalism or the note to Jake,” he said. “She says Andrew Blake asked her to do them because he was laid up. Blake told her he was looking for proof that Jake had an unfair advantage in the play competition and shouldn’t be the winner. According to Susan, Blake will be challenging the results of the competition to prevent Jake’s play from being performed, and will be filing an ethics complaint with the university for your behavior. Since she doesn’t like you, and thinks the department would be better off without you, she was willing to do that for him.”

“Was she having an affair with him?” Gail asked, trying to absorb all of that.

“Yes,” Carl Anderson said. “She’s the one who brought him here. Or had her husband bring her here. Can Andrew Blake do all of that?”

Gail shrugged. “He can try,” she said. “He has already tried. But first of all, it’s false. Second, Jake’s play was declared the winner of the competition and will be performed as the competition guidelines state. And third? Andrew Blake is hardly a credible source for an ethics complaint. He’s charged with threatening to kill me. He’s got a plagiarism suit pending back in New York, and the department has already seen proof that he plagiarized my senior play ten years ago. Can he make things ugly? Sure. Can he win? No.”

And she should check with her attorney to make sure he couldn’t. 

“Good. Is Jake there? I need to update him too.”

Gail winced, closing her eyes against the sharp pain that brought. “We’re done, Carl,” she said softly. “He’s now a student. I’m his professor. It was always only going to be two weeks out of time, and now it’s done. It has to be. Or I am in violation of the conflict-of-interest policy.”

“I’m sorry, Gail,” he said. “I wouldn’t have asked, if I had known.”

Well, duh, Gail thought suddenly amused. “No problem. What about the charges against Andrew Blake for threatening me?”

“It moves slowly. They all do,” he said. “Courts are clogged. I wouldn’t expect any movement until December to be honest.”

Damn, Gail thought. “Marilee said she felt like there were two vandals — one using a knife, and one throwing things,” she offered.

“Interesting. We’re running the fingerprints we got off the dining room window and chairs. I hope early next week,” Carl said. He hesitated. “Gail? Are you staying there alone? With just a tarp over the window?”

“Well I have been,” she said. “Doesn’t sound safe, does it?”

“It’s not safe,” Carl said. “I thought.... Well, anyway, I think you should stay somewhere else until your carpenter has that fixed.”

“I’ll give that some thought,” Gail promised. “Maybe I’ll go back out to Marilee’s for the weekend.”

“That would be good,” Carl said with relief. He promised to keep her informed, and he hung up. She looked at the others in her messages. There was one from her carpenter. Glass would be in on Monday, he’d be there Monday or Tuesday to install it. Did she want him to board it up?

She thought about that as she moved on through her list of messages. There were text messages from Marilee with increasing urgency. A gentle one from Rebecca, and a funny one from Angie. Just checking in on her. Other messages from friends who had heard about the vandalism. It was overwhelming, but she was comforted by the knowledge that there were people who cared. She didn’t know what to say to them. But she was comforted.

There was a message from Ron Carroll. She hesitated. Did she have to? She looked at the time. She needed to go get white paint. She’d call him first, and then reward herself with a trip to the paint store. She wondered if she had any white fabric that would make the curtains of her late-night vision.

You’re using restoring the house to avoid thinking about the department and work, she scolded herself. To avoid everything outside these four walls. And you can’t.

She called Ron back. “I thought you might be ready for some coffee,” he said. 

She smiled. Trust Ron not to get all sappy on her. “Ready or not, the semester starts Monday,” she said. “Coffee it is. Where?”

“Starbucks? In 30?”

Gail looked down at herself. “Better make it 45,” she said. She needed a shower. She had blue and yellow paint streaks on her hands and legs.

“See you then.”

Gail signed and went upstairs to take a shower and get cleaned up. She’d go have coffee. Then she’d buy white paint. She should get some white trim paint, too, she thought. And go back to the fabric store. She wanted to look at lightweight semi-sheer white cotton for those curtains.

Nothing wrong with distracting herself. A bit of self-care. Right?

She looked at the messages from Marilee. The last one said she was expected at Pete’s for drinks. No, she thought. Not there. She sent back: Some place different: How about we meet you in Pullman instead?

Marilee: Rico’s. At 6 p.m. I’ll tell the others. You OK?

Gail thought about that question as she took her shower.

She sent back a reply before she drove to Starbucks: No. 
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Chapter 4
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Gail didn’t think she’d been too far off her guess of 45 minutes, but Ron was inside Starbucks with coffee in front of him when she got there. He’d staked out a booth toward the back. They didn’t sit inside often. Maybe because it was going to be a scorcher of a day — a phrase she’d picked up from him — maybe because he thought they’d need privacy.

Or maybe because the booths were comfortable and the picnic benches weren’t, she thought laughing at herself a bit. She got her coffee and slid in across from him.

“Bill Call asked Jake to meet with him yesterday to discuss whether he would file a complaint against you, or request a different director for his play,” Ron said without any of the usual preamble. She appreciated it, because if he asked her if she was OK, she’d scream. Still it took her a moment to process what he did say.

“Ron? What the hell is Bill doing?” she asked, truly perplexed.

Ron shook his head. “I’m going to ask him that very question,” he said grimly. “But I wanted to check with you first. How committed are you to doing Jake’s play? That’s a multiple part question, by the way. 1. Committed that Jake’s play should be done. 2. Committed to being the director of it.”

Gail frowned. “I thought I made that pretty clear. Jake’s play is clearly the winning play, and it deserves to be performed this fall as the winning play. And I’m committed to being the director. Committed enough that...,” she choked up and couldn’t finish that sentence.

“Jake told me,” Ron said. “Bill doesn’t want controversy, and so he doesn’t want to do the play. And I suspect he’s still trying to get Susan back on balance. But Bill asked the wrong question. If he told Jake instead, if you ask that someone else direct the play, Gail won’t be your instructor and the two of you can pursue a relationship, Jake’s answer might have been very different.”

He looked at her for a moment to let her absorb that. “Would yours?”

Gail sighed. “Maybe,” she conceded. “But it’s not that simple, is it? If I don’t direct it, who does? Bill? He hasn’t directed a play in years, and as you say, he doesn’t want to see this one performed. All kinds of ways to make that happen if you’re the director. Who else could do it?”

Ron nodded, approvingly. “My guess, and the one I shared with Jake yesterday when he sought me out, is that Bill would have Andrew Blake do it. Same outcome — Blake would maliciously gut the play — and Bill recoups some of the money from the contract that Blake is holding the university to.”

“In spite of the fact that he is got threat charges pending against him,” Gail muttered. “But yes, that would be another nasty alternative. If you directed it? I might be tempted. But that’s not something you would do, is it?”

Ron shook his head. “No, and this isn’t the play for me to start on either,” he said. “And I don’t have any names to suggest to you. There are other faculty who do direct plays, of course, but none of them have tenure.”

“I don’t have tenure,” Gail pointed out. “Ron, the wife of the chair of my department stalked me for a week! Took pictures of me with a lover. She told the police that Blake asked her to do it to gather evidence for allegations he’s going to present challenging Jake’s win, and supporting an ethics complaint against me. And that’s Bill’s preference for directing the play? Because Jake and I had a consensual relationship? How does this make sense?”

“Blake doesn’t lack for balls,” Ron muttered. He sighed. “We both know neither of those complaints will go anywhere. There are a dozen people who will testify to that last meeting. We chose the winning play, and I outed Blake as having plagiarized your student play a decade ago. But Andrew Blake doesn’t care, really. He wants there to be rumor and innuendo. He wants to lessen your credibility. If he could jeopardize your tenure, so much the better, for his purposes. He just doesn’t want you to be an expert witness against him in that plagiarism lawsuit. A professor? Talking about his theft of your play ten years ago? He loses that lawsuit against him, and he’s done.”
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