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By Lois Breedlove

Sign up for Love Notes, a newsletter specifically for the series written under the Lois Breedlove name. Get announcements of new books and stay abreast of what is what is happening among the four friends in Moscow, Idaho, who believe in a second chance at love, and that anything is possible if you’ve got women friends who have your back.
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Copyright 2023

License Notes

This story is for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this story with another person, please send them to my website for their own copy. Thank you for respecting the work of this author.

Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. While place descriptions and news events may coincide with the real world, all characters and the plot are fictional.

Contact Information

For more information about this author, please visit http://www.ljbreedlove.com/. Email address is lois@ljbreedlove.com.
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Book 4.5 in Small Town Secrets

Deborah Blessing is a German Baptist who has chosen to play a devout Muslim woman in the play Afghanistan. She’s in awe of the playwright, a Marine veteran named Jake Abbott, and hero worships the professor for the play’s production, Gail Tremont. They’re two of the reasons she’s standing up to pressure from her community to act in the play. 

But mostly, it’s the character herself. A devout woman of faith who risked her life for some strangers deserved to be played by a woman of faith. Who else could give her voice?

This novella continues the story of Gail Tremont and Jake Abbott, following after book 2, The Show Goes On. While the novella isn’t necessary to the plot of the trilogy, it offers some steamier romance between the two — and a side-journey into Deborah’s story.

Small Town Secrets features four women friends (and a few others), 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.

The series released in chronological order (roughly). If you’d prefer to read a trilogy at a time, check out the omnibuses!
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A Small Town Secrets novella
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Scene I
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Deborah Blessing

Deborah Blessing escorted her family into the theater Saturday night before going behind the stage to get ready for night three of Afghanistan. She only hoped it wasn’t as exciting as night one had been. She rolled her eyes. Having someone try to burn down the set while people are at a reception on the other side of it was more excitement than she ever wanted to experience again.

Night two had been calmer, although she kept hearing bits of gossip and snatches of conversation. She ignored it all, time for that later when she wasn’t so nervous about her part and her lines. But she kept smelling gasoline, and while that might have been a bit of verisimilitude, she really hoped the smell wasn’t there tonight. She was nervous as it was.

She was going to perform on stage in front of her family. And not just her mother and father. Oh, no. Uncle Jacob and Aunt Deborah, and Uncle David and Aunt Sarah were also here. And Her sister Ruth and her cousin Mark had also been deemed old enough to see it too. 

It made her nervous, not just because they’d be here to watch her, but also because they would stand out among the audience, dressed as they were. Even though the men were wearing their Sunday-best black suits, the beards marked them as German Baptists. The women were wearing head scarves and simple cotton dresses that fell to mid-calf.

Just like she was dressed. It was a way to bear witness, the church taught, that they were in the world but not of it. She didn’t mind, not really. Most of the clothes the other girls wore in her classes were too revealing and looked like they’d be tight and uncomfortable.

But there was no denying her family stood out., and the German Baptists were known in the valley as pacifists. This was a play about war, about soldiers and veterans. The first two nights, there had been a lot of ROTC students and veterans as well. 

So she worried.

Jake Abbot had told her he would join them and sit with her family. She looked around for him. There he was, she thought gratefully, coming from the backstage area. She thought he was a good-looking man, and blushed a little at the thought. He had dark hair, and a beard, although it was nothing like the beards of the married men in the church. But he was kind to her and respectful. And that was a relief. 

Most of the male students were neither.

“Jacob,” Jake Abbott said as he came toward them. “It’s good to see you again.” He shook her uncle’s hand. Uncle Jacob spoke highly of Jake — as a firefighter, a Marine and a leader — after the role Jake had played protecting the Dupont Ranch from the fire earlier in the fall. She’d take his word about all of that. 

What she knew was that Jake Abbott was an amazing playwright.

She felt her family relax. Here was someone they knew, and she wasn’t abandoning them, not completely. She smiled at Jake gratefully, and then she went back to the dressing rooms where the costume instructor would change her from a conservatively dressed German Baptist girl, to a conservatively dressed Muslim woman.

***
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Jacob Blessing introduced Jake to all of Deborah’s family who were there. Jake knew Mark, and Jacob’s wife, another Deborah. He shook the hands of the men, nodded politely to the women, without staring at them or meeting their eyes. They were lessons he’d actually learned with the Muslim women, the few who still went out in the Afghanistan cities, at least. Interesting the similarities. Deborah had pointed that out one night. It was in part why she was determined to do the play.

“Come,” Jake said. “You get the good seats tonight.”

“Thank you for taking the time to do this, Jake,” Jacob said. “But we don’t want to keep you from your duties.”

Jake laughed. “I’m useless at this point,” he admitted. “And my nerves make them nervous. No, the actors are all grateful you’re here to occupy me and keep me out of their hair.”

They all laughed with him. “Really?” Deborah Blessing asked. “You’re the playwright!”

Jake got them seated in the VIP seats, and he leaned on the balustrade in front of them to face them while he talked. “My job was really done when the play was selected,” he said ruefully. “Professor Tremont told me that, but I didn’t really believe her. You know her, right? Gail Tremont? One of Marilee Dupont’s friends?” 

They nodded.

“She’s going to join us in a bit,” Jake said. “But really, I’ve learned so much from the actors! Especially Deborah.”

“Why is that? Deborah said the play was based on your real experience over there,” her father said. Paul Blessing, Jake thought his name was. And his wife was Ruth? Paul was a sheriff’s deputy. Ruth was also Deborah’s sister’s name. He thought. They reused the same names and it made it confusing.

“It is,” Jake said. “But, I wrote it because I didn’t understand what had happened. My mental health therapist suggested I write about it, because I was having nightmares. The disrupted sleep interfered with my healing. So, I did. Journaling first, then I tried a short story. But somehow it seemed like it needed to be a play. I don’t think I’d seen a play since the sixth grade, but I researched it. A doctor saw what I was doing, and she encouraged me. That led to the Other Voices competition — she’s the one who found the competition announcement, actually.”

Jake made himself pause. He wanted to get this right. To set the stage, as it were, for what they would see. “But I still had unanswered questions. Still do,” he said slowly. “Even after I wrote it. One of them is obvious when you watch the play. But the second one? I never have understood why the woman, a strict Muslim woman in a remote village, would risk her life for strangers. For four soldiers at war with her own people. A woman whose faith practices restricted her from interacting with men outside of her own family. It was watching what Deborah brought to the part, both in her acting, and in the discussions the cast had about the play, that made me understand Imama for the first time.”

“No greater love than this, that a man lay down his life for another,” Jacob Blessing murmured. 

“Did she die, then?” Ruth Blessing asked.

Jake shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said with difficulty. “I don’t know.”

***
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Gail Tremont came up to greet the Blessings. She knew most of them from the ranch and from working in the kitchen to keep the crews fed during the fire. “They threw me out,” she complained, laughing.

“I hear there was a problem Thursday night,” Paul Blessing said. “Someone tried to set the stage on fire?”

Gail nodded. “A young man whose play wasn’t chosen,” she said. “He thought if he burned the set, then we’d be forced to put his play on instead. That’s not the case, but he believed it.”

Was led to believe it, Jake thought grimly. Andrew Blake had a lot to answer for, but this wasn’t the time or the people for that discussion.

“The police are taking care of him,” Gail went on. “Last night was much calmer.”

Jake grinned.

“But not completely?” David Ram asked. Jake wasn’t sure how he was related to the rest of them. Maybe Deborah Blessing’s brother?

“Well, you remember that horde of ROTC cadets that helped with fire control?” Jake said, laughing. “They came to see the play last night — at the insistence of their commanders. And then we had a discussion afterwards.”

“And how did that go?” Jacob asked. 

Jake grinned at him. “About how you’d expect. They all knew more than the experts about why we are in Afghanistan, why we should be there, and oh, how plays should be written and performed. They don’t lack confidence.”

The men grinned. They’d all dealt with them at Dupont Ranch in one way or another. “Hard workers,” Jacob allowed. “And idealism? Well, that will wear off. Eventually.”

Jake nodded. He’d been a gung-ho Marine when he went in, he conceded. He came from a family of Marines. Third generation. His brothers were Marines. He really didn’t know what he was doing here, and sometimes that freaked him out. Dad sent emails weekly suggesting it wasn’t too late to come home to San Diego and learn a trade. A man made good money as a plumber, Dad kept hinting.

The auditorium was filling up. Gail twisted around to sit in a seat, and Jake sat by her. It felt like a privilege to do so. They’d been so careful to keep their distance for the first 12 weeks of the term. But Gail was done with it, done with keeping up appearances. Jake figured that was her decision. He’d been hired by the department to protect her. If anyone asked him, that’s what he’d point to. 

It was anyone’s guess what Gail would say to someone who had the balls to ask her about the two of them. He grinned at the thought.

Angie Gregory joined them, another person the Blessings knew. She had someone with her, who Jake didn’t recognize. Then Marilee Dupont came in. She was noticeably pregnant, and he wondered what the Blessings thought of that. Trent Williams followed her. The Blessing men stood up to greet him.

Another woman walked in, she looked familiar, but it took him a moment. Rebecca Jones, the other woman in ‘Marilee’s squad.’ She was quiet; he wasn’t sure he had ever heard her speak, although she was a professor, so she must. And she was stacked, although Jake wouldn’t ever admit he noticed.

Cathy Morgan, the costume professor, came up and joined them. 

When Naomi Ford and her partner showed up, Gail went to greet them. She brought them down to sit with her. Naomi reached over and patted Jake’s hand.

“Have you thrown up yet?” she asked.

He glared at her. “No,” he said. “And thanks for planting that idea in my head.”

Naomi laughed.

Jake noticed the Blessings were now surrounded with people they knew, or who knew Deborah. Good enough, he thought, and he turned to watch the play.
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Scene 2
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Jake

Jake didn’t think he would ever be unmoved by seeing his play produced. Tonight though, he was tense, wondering how the people behind him were seeing the play. Did the language offend them? It was mild by Marine standards, but.... Did it bother them to see their daughter dressed as a Muslim woman? Did it bother them to see her on stage at all?

Deborah had said the German Baptists didn’t go to movies or watch television, but that it was more about the content than the medium. They put on children’s plays, she said. Christmas plays.

He had to trust she knew her own people, but he worried she was being naïve. And this play? Maybe something light and sweet would have been a better introduction to live theater at the university?

He knew Deborah’s decision to act in this play was divisive in the church. They had begun to sit toward consensus, but there had been none yet. Jacob Blessing had seen to it that the question was framed so that Deborah could continue to act in the play until consensus was reached: Was there reason for the church to intervene in Deborah’s decision to act in Afghanistan, given that her family had approved it? 

Jacob Blessing was a very smart and shrewd man, Jake thought. He’d seen the respect others had for him at the ranch — not just among his community, but among all the ranchers and neighbors. 

But Deborah had bigger goals than just being allowed to perform in this play. 

He admired her a lot. And damn, the woman had guts. 

If the church decreed she should stop acting, and she refused, they would shun her. She would be as dead to them, even to her family. Gail said consensus meant even her father and her uncles would have to agree she should stop, and she thought that unlikely. Although it wasn’t impossible, Jake knew, and that’s why tonight was so important.

But Deborah wanted to stop the practice of shunning altogether. And that took his breath away. Women were treated with respect in the community, and they held jobs and roles of their choice. Within the church they had virtually no voice, including during consensus. The man spoke for the family. 

Gail had been teaching him all this — and she was getting her information from Marilee. While he was trying not to judge, it was hard. Women could not preach. They could not teach men — and that included boys over 12, he had heard — in the church. They could teach school; Deborah’s aunt was the school teacher for the community’s K-8 school.
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