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The Show Never Ends

Trouble Follows Her Everywhere

Theater professor Gail Tremont thought the problems were over. Her stalker was gone. Stalkers, plural, actually. The fall student play was a success. Her own play is headed to off-Broadway — and she's going back to New York for opening night. The only flaw in her excitement is Jake won't be able to go with her. His play won regional competition — and it's being performed the same night. She won't deprive him of that.

Jake Abbott is excited about his own play, and thrilled about Gail's. But he doesn't like being in Idaho when she's in New York. He would have gone — if she'd asked.

Then the anonymous photos start showing up in Jake's email. Pictures of Gail and other men. Some of them he recognizes. Gail's still in danger. And Jake has choices to make.

The Story Never Ends, the conclusion to Gail and Jake's trilogy, is book 8 in the Small Town Secrets series. Four women friends find a second chance at love might be worth the risk — especially if you have friends who have your back. A small town, slow burn, contemporary romance suspense series with HEAs — although love has its work cut out for it to get them there!
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The holiday break had been quiet — nourishing, Gail Tremont thought as she trudged from her car to the department office. It was cold out, and at least 5 inches of snow covered the ground — snow that had been there for weeks. It might actually be too cold to snow right now, and she wished it would. Snow that had been around too long lost its pristine white appearance, and got crusty. Dead snow, a friend called it.

They had dead snow now, Gail thought amused.

Here it was the day before classes were to start, and it was the first day she’d been on campus since she filed her grades for fall semester. She hadn’t even taught during the winter intermission, something she usually did. But she had one big job to do over break — build her portfolio for her tenure review.

Tenure review. The term gave people nightmares even years later. She snorted at her exaggeration. Well, maybe it wasn’t really an exaggeration, because people did have nightmares from it. Especially women, people of color and LGBTQ people. It could be brutal. And a lot was riding on it. Depending on this one thing, she would either have a job for life or she could be out of a job in a year.

She liked her job as a professor in the theater arts department at the University of Idaho. To her amazement, she liked Moscow, Idaho. For a died-in-the-wool New Yorker, that was truly astounding. She’d come here after getting her MFA in Boston. Going to Boston had seemed a daring adventure at the time.

Moscow? She couldn’t even find it on a map.

It was hard to explain how insular a New Yorker could be, Gail thought. Cosmopolitan? Sure. Educated and sophisticated and steeped in the arts, yes all that. And all the cultures of the world could be found in New York — no need to go elsewhere. 

Gail hadn’t, at least. Her parents had thought her adventuresome because she left their Brooklyn neighborhood for Columbia University and Manhattan. She smiled. She missed not going to see them this year, but she’d see them in March. In March, she was going back to Manhattan as well as Brooklyn. She shook her head over the way she’d avoided the city because she’d been hurt so badly.

But Moscow, Idaho, was another world, it had felt like. She’d learned to drive a car — at 25 — and to ski. To ride a horse. She made friends. Learned to shoot pool and dance swing to country western music. To drink beer, well, microbeers, at least. 

She found she loved teaching. Loved working with students and watching them flourish. Being a professor had other benefits too. She spent most summers abroad as an artist in residence or just traveling. She’d been to more countries from Moscow than she would have if she’d stayed in New York.

Which was beyond ironic.

So this winter break, after a stressful fall that had ended triumphantly with the success of a controversial play, Afghanistan, Gail had assembled all of the materials that documented her first five years on campus. Her reviews as a teacher. The work she’d done to create and build the Other Voices playwright competition that brought diverse students to the university. And her own play to be produced this March off-Broadway.

It was no small undertaking. Her vita — an expanded resume listing everything she’d done, was 12 pages. It was crazy, really, but it was how higher education did things. Of all the things she’d change, the tenure portfolio was way down the list. On the list, she conceded, but at the bottom somewhere.

The portfolio went to the department personnel committee for review. They’d vote on her. So would all the tenured faculty in her department. The chair would also review it. And all three groups — committee, tenured faculty, and chair — would write letters recommending approval or denial of her tenure to the dean. The dean reviewed it all, added his recommendation and sent it all to the provost, then on to the university president. And finally, to the board of trustees — although that was mostly a pro-forma approval. 

Gail had watched friends go through this so she was prepared for it to be rough. You were reviewed on teaching, scholarship and service, and a little weaselly category called collegiality. The last was supposed to be a way to weed out difficult colleagues. The ones that didn’t pull their weight in the department, or who were always picking fight. or who had complaints of sexual harassment against them from students. That kind of thing.

Instead, it was all too often used against women, people of color, LBGTQ faculty — and basically carried the message, you don’t fit in here. And no, she wasn’t being paranoid. There were rumors of a grievance on behalf of all women faculty by the faculty union. But, if you were up for tenure, you weren’t going to rock the boat by challenging the older faculty in your department. If you got tenure, no matter how ugly the process got, you no longer had a grievance, right?

Gail didn’t fit in — not in her department. She was the first woman to go up for tenure in theater arts. In this day and age? As the joke went, that’s not a flaw, it’s a feature.

She had a lot of support in the department, she knew that. Did she have enough? How much was enough? The dean didn’t have to accept the recommendation of the department, especially if it wasn’t unanimous. So she didn’t know — could one person sabotage her tenure? It had happened to other people. She’d heard of a woman who had one negative vote in her department. The dean of that college had sided with that person and recommended denial of tenure. Fortunately the president had overruled the dean. But really, what the hell?

Last fall had been a rough semester. She had hoped for an easy fall, a good play coming out of Other Voices for the fall production, and coasting on all of that toward her tenure review. Instead, it had been hell. 

During the summer, the department chair, Bill Call, sprung an extra Artist in Residence in week-long Other Voices competition — a man from her own past. The man who had sent her fleeing New York City in the first place.

Andrew Blake, a noted playwright, had seduced the impressionable and naive girl she’d once been, and stole her play for production under his own name. She didn’t know why he’d done it the way he had — it had been needlessly cruel. After a while it ceased to matter to her. She’d become someone different — and that was what her new play, Pivotal, was about. How something could so fundamentally change you that you literally didn’t recognize the person you were before.

So why had Andrew Blake wanted to come to Moscow? Gail wasn’t sure about that either, not really. Oh, he was getting sued by a playwright whose work he’d stolen more recently, and he’d been afraid that Gail, now Professor Tremont, would be a very credible witness against him. So destroy her career? Make her look crazy? Well that had been his second choice. His first had been to seduce her again.

She might be a slow learner, but she wasn’t certifiable.

So that Other Voices week ended with Andrew Blake threatening her with a gun, because apparently his third option was to kill her. Instead, the winning playwright, a former Marine named Jake Abbott, rescued her, and Andrew Blake ended up with a bullet wound in his leg, and charges of attempted assault.

Jake Abbott. Gail smiled with pleasure at just the thought of him. Of all the times to fall in love, this last semester was not it. And to fall for a student? Grant you, one almost as old as she was, but that wasn’t going to stop her critics from using it against her. 

And she just didn’t care.

She had cared. When she first realized how attracted she was to the Marine veteran and author of the competition’s winning play Afghanistan, she’d been appalled. She steeled herself that she would not, could not, act upon her feelings. They would pass, she told herself. He was in the competition, and she virtuously resisted the temptation. For a week.

Well, it had felt like a really long week. But after nearly dying at the ends of Andrew Blake, and being rescued by same student, she’d succumbed. For a brief ten days, days when she wasn’t running the competition and he wasn’t her student, they’d had an affair and it had been magical.

Then she put it all behind her for fall semester. Professor. Student. Nothing more. She was the professor producing his play — part of the award for winning the competition — and that was it.

It lasted until someone tried to blow up her car — with her in it. It had failed to kill her because of Jake. Her rescuer — again.

And she realized how much she wanted him — in all the ways it was possible to want someone — and that life was too short to deny it. Most certainly not for some rules that her own department chair — former chair now — had violated himself years ago. Not when people were stalking her, vandalizing her house, trying to blow up her car. And her department might disapprove if they found out she was in love? 

There were times, a lot of times in the last six months, when she didn’t even know if she wanted to be a part of the department, as dysfunctional as it had become. An all-white, male department that disliked change, even the changes they acknowledged were good ones? She still didn’t know if she wanted to be here.

December helped restore her sanity. Andrew Blake had finally been sent packing back to New York City. The play finished, and it was going to be winning awards at the regional level, and she thought maybe the national level. She had a play going to Broadway — well, off-Broadway — ironically, she might not have sent it to an old friend for consideration, if Andrew Blake hadn’t pummeled her with that old play of hers during Other Voices.

But in December, she set all of that aside. She taught Jake how to ski — cross country, her favorite, although they tried downhill, because she thought he might be enough of an adrenaline junkie to like it. They played in the snow. They spent time out at the ranch of her friend Marilee Dupont. And they curled up in her house. Made love. 

She smiled.

Jake was still recovering from his injuries in Afghanistan, even now after almost two years. Mild exercise, massage, physical therapy. He was regaining weight and putting back on some muscle. It delighted her to watch him improve.

Honestly, it delighted her just to watch him. Jake was about her height just shy of 6-foot. He had dark hair and dark eyes, and had a circle beard that set off a very seductive lower lip. She grinned. And he could dance swing. How could she have resisted?

While she’d assembled her portfolio, he’d started writing a new play. He wouldn’t show it to her, and she didn’t press. She knew that protective stage and respected it.

But now reality was back. Classes started tomorrow. She had her portfolio to deliver to the department chair, George Trainor — interim department chair, she corrected, because that scared her. Bill Call had been forced to step down as chair last fall, but it hadn’t stopped him from careening farther and farther out of control.

She had classes to teach, and Jake wasn’t in any of them, thankfully. She was going to teach her classes, stay in touch with the director of her own play in New York, and keep her head down.

It was a plan.

And it lasted all the way to the time she opened the door to the department’s front office, and saw Bill Call sitting in the chair’s office.

Behind the desk, not in front of it. 

Gail looked at the department secretary who avoided meeting her eyes. 

She handed her portfolio to her, and turned around and walked out.
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Gail wasn’t sure how long she wandered around campus. Wasn’t sure where all she’d gone — although given there was a cup of Starbucks coffee in her hands, she could document one stop. But she eventually ended up at the door to Professor Ron Carroll’s workshop behind the stage in Hartung Theater.

Oh, he had a department office just down the hall from hers, but she doubted he went there more than a couple times a semester. No, this was his space. He taught set design, lighting, sound — all the things that formed a backdrop for the plays she produced — including this last one. Usually he was content to mosey through life, teaching his students, building sets, and then going home to his wife and family.

But Afghanistan had touched something inside of him — it spoke to him and for him, he’d said — and he’d stepped up to help make it a success and to help them all survive it. She owed him.

He was approaching 60, she thought. A big man, a bit beefy, he wore chambray shirts and blue jeans. She’d never seen him in anything else. 

He looked up from something he was working on — Gail wasn’t sure what — on a table with a saw. He saw her, set the saw aside, took off his protective goggles. 

“You heard,” he said.

Gail hesitated. “Heard what?” she asked. “I went to the department to drop off my portfolio and work on my syllabi, and Bill Call was sitting in George’s chair in the chair’s office. I about threw up.”

He grimaced and ran his hand over his head. He had gray hair, cut short — a good thing, because he made that gesture frequently.

“Damn the man,” Ron muttered. “He has no right to be in that office.”

Gail’s heart lifted a bit at that.

“George Trainor had a heart attack yesterday,” Ron said. “He’s in the hospital. Doing fine, I’m told, but he won’t be back this term. Miles called me last night.”

Miles Trent was the associate dean for the College of Arts and Humanities. Ron got called because he was the chair of the department personnel committee. Gail’s tired brain filled in the pieces to what he was saying.

“I don’t suppose you want to take on his class?” Ron said hopefully.

Gail snorted. 

“I didn’t think so,” Ron said. “Well, at least as chair he was only teaching the one.”

“And his duties as chair?” Gail asked with some difficulty. Seeing Bill in that office had thrown her for a loop, no lie.

“Personnel committee is meeting at 2 p.m.,” he said. “We’ll have to come up with something.”

“And Bill?” Gail asked. “I thought he was going to be on leave altogether this term.” She sipped her coffee, and started to feel as if she was thawing out, both her body which was freezing cold, now that she was aware of it, and her brain which still felt mostly numb.

Bill’s wife Susan had stalked her all fall term. And she’d been discovered in Gail’s attic in a nest just before Thanksgiving. It wasn’t the first mental breakdown Susan had had. The doctors were recommending she receive in-patient treatment. Bill was against it — he’d made some more threats. There was a growing sense in the department that perhaps Bill needed help, not just his wife.

At least she thought that was the consensus. She only talked to Ron about these things. With other people, she just smiled vaguely and asked how their classes were going?

“I thought so too,” Ron said. She thought he was agreeing Bill was supposed to be on leave. But she’d zoned out again, and she wasn’t sure.

“Gail?” he said with concern. She shook her head. He nodded once, accepting her desire not to talk about it. “You brought your portfolio in?” he asked instead.

“I left it with Maria,” she said, numbly. She saw his frown. “What?”

He pulled out his phone and made a call; Gail could hear Maria’s familiar voice answering. 

“Maria? Gail Tremont bring in her portfolio?”

He listened a moment. “Can you put it in my office for safe keeping? The personnel committee is meeting this afternoon. We might get to take a first look at it.”

She said something else.

“Did he?” Ron said. “Well, he’s not the chair and he’s not on the committee, so he can just wait to see it like everyone else. But put it in my office if you would.”

He put his cell away, and sighed. He looked tired and older. 

“Did you get a break?” she asked.

“I did,” he said. “But we had four kids back home, one of whom now has a spouse and two children. I love them all dearly, but Lordy, they can make a racket.”

She laughed, and felt better for it.

His cell rang, and he answered it. Maria’s voice, but Gail couldn’t make out the words. She sounded upset however. Ron listened without interruption. “Put it in my office,” he said at last and hung up.

“Gail?” he asked, hesitating a bit. “Did you make a copy of your portfolio?”

She nodded. “Not an easy thing to replicate, but yes I did,” she said, a bit puzzled. “Why?”

Ron ran his hand over his head again. “Bill took it into the chair’s office,” he began, and then he took a deep breath. “He tore it in half, and walked out.”

Gail looked at him blankly and then she turned and ran for the bathroom. She barely made it before she threw up her breakfast and the more recent coffee. 

When she finally thought she was through vomiting, she cleaned up best she could, rinsing her mouth out, and splashing her face with cold water. She opened the door, hoping to escape without having to talk to Ron about her portfolio. About anything actually.

Jake was leaning against the wall waiting for her.

“Ron called you?” she said numbly.

He nodded. “Come on,” he said. “I’m taking you home. Ron said he’d call you after the personnel committee meeting this afternoon.”

“Jake,” she said miserably. “I don’t understand why he hates me.”

“No one understands,” Jake said. He draped one arm over her shoulders, and pulled her close to him. “Probably not even him. I think he’s just bonkers myself.” 

She snorted, a sound that was as much a sob as anything. They walked out to her car. She beeped it to unlock it. It was new, a deep green Subaru not unlike her old car that blew up during the fall. She mourned the old car. It was the one she’d learned to drive in, the only one she’d ever owned. But this was a very nice car, she told herself. Jake put her in the passenger seat and took her keys — not something he would normally do without asking. It was probably obvious she was in no shape to drive.

He didn’t say anything more. When they got home, he urged her inside and then upstairs to the bathroom. “Shower,” he said. “And I’ll fix you something to eat.”

She rolled her eyes. A normal woman would probably make some comment that she was too upset to eat. How could she eat anything after she’d just vomited her guts out? But her stomach was growling at the thought of food. She had a metabolism that wouldn’t quit, much to the disgust of her women friends.

She took a long shower, only getting out when the water turned cool. Her house was an old Victorian, and one of these days she would have to get around to replacing the hot water tank. There was always some repair that seemed to take precedence.

Yeah, like repairing all the walls and the couch and bedding this fall after someone vandalized the place right before fall semester started. Andrew Blake had been behind it, although his fingerprints weren’t here. Susan Call probably, although she denied it. And that kid Andrew had gotten to attach a bomb to her car? Who was going to burn down the set? What was his name? Carlson. Something Carlson. 

The mind is the second thing to go, she thought sourly. And I forget the first one.

She pulled on a pair of slim jeans that stopped at her ankles, because let’s face it when you were 5-foot-10 all pants stopped at your ankles, and pulled on a heavy navy sweater. She padded downstairs. 

“An omelet OK?” Jake asked. He had everything out so evidently, he expected the answer to be yes. She nodded, and pulled up a stool so she could watch him cook. 

He moved confidently in the kitchen. She watched the deft movements of his hands as he cracked the eggs. He grated cheese, and then he diced peppers, onions and mushrooms. Bacon was on the broiler, and she sniffed appreciatively. 

“Make some toast?” Jake suggested. She did what he said. She couldn’t be trusted to think yet, much less speak.

“When did you learn to cook?” Gail asked, because his movements spoke of familiarity with the kitchen. It wasn’t a recently acquired skill.

“Mom,” Jake answered. “Four sons? She had us cooking from practically day one. ‘You eat? You can cook,’ she’d say. Simple stuff, mostly. Omelets — breakfasts are easy. I can make biscuits if I have to, but why, when there’s toast, right?”

He grinned at her. “And you’re not a picky eater.”

Gail snorted. No, no one had ever accused her of that, she acknowledged. Her mother had even taken her to the doctor when she hit puberty. She was growing rapidly and eating everything she could get her hands on. Her doctor had just laughed. “And I and every woman in the world would like a metabolism like hers,” she had said. “Let her be. If she gets tall enough, she can play pro basketball.”

She hadn’t gotten that tall, and she lacked both the coordination and the interest to be good at sports. Not long after that, she’d discovered theater at high school and knew that’s what she wanted. 

You just know, she thought now, as she tackled the omelet Jake put in front of her. She’d known about theater. 

And she knew about Jake.

And really? To have a man she loved, and work she loved? She was blessed.

She smiled at him. “It’s good,” she announced.

He laughed. “You’re easy to please.”

She kept looking at him. “What?” he asked with the half-smile that had charmed her the night they first met — back before it became complicated by his status as a playwright in Other Voices and her role as the program’s director. They’d been at a local honkytonk bar. He was there because he was new to town and looking for a beer. She was there because it was girl’s night out for her and her friends. And he’d smiled at her just like that and asked her to dance.

“I love you,” she said simply. And she went to make more toast.
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Jake’s heart was breaking for what Gail was going through. She seemed fragile after this latest blow — and WTF was that all about? — but he knew she wasn’t. He’d watched her through a lot of crap this fall, watched her get knocked down, and then get back up and find her feet, and go on. Usually in a direction no one else would have thought of.

He was reminded of a willow tree. In a storm you thought they were goners as they bent in the wind. How could they possibly be blown about like that and survive? But the storm passed, and the trees stood straight again — supple enough to bend in the storm and not break. Hell, he’d seen trees that had been uprooted even, and they just put down roots in that new position, and trees grew all along the tree’s trunk.

Resilient. That was the word people used. Strong was the word that came to his mind. Gail might throw up in the bathroom now, but by tomorrow she’d come up with a creative way to move forward. One that no one expected. 

Sometimes he had wished she’d just stand and fight. And at first, he was alarmed because she didn’t. She walked away. He had been worried she would abandon him and his play. Now he knew better. Gail Tremont didn’t abandon a play. Or a student. She just saw more ways forward than the average person.

And Jake was the average Marine. He saw one way forward: straight ahead, damn the torpedoes, blow it up, take the hill, hoorah. He grinned. There was a time for that, he thought. And Gail would tell him if now was the time. Until then, he had to let her fight her own battles, her own way.

But damn. Her department — his department? it didn’t feel like it was, not yet — was bonkers, the whole lot of them. Ron Carroll was good people, he conceded. He’d liked what little he saw of Cathy Morgan, the costume design professor. George Trainor had been a good man, even if he rambled on when he talked to you. But the rest? How could they allow Bill Call to mistreat a colleague like this? He pondered that for a moment, and decided that was a question worth posing to Ron Carroll some time. 

“Gail? Professor Carroll said Dr. Trainor was in the hospital? Do you want to go see him? Send flowers? Something?” Jake asked.

Gail had been staring off into space, and now she looked at him, startled back into this world. He smiled. He often thought of her as if she were from another world, slipped into this one through a crack in the wall. Gail had told him a story about a woman like that when he first met her. He’d been enthralled — by the story, and by Gail.

He still was.

“Good question,” Gail said. She picked up her phone, looked up the number of the hospital and called to see if he was able to have visitors. “Not until tomorrow, and check first,” she repeated after she hung up. 

She tapped her fingers on the table, and Jake just waited.

“I have to get my syllabi done for classes,” she announced. “I’m going back to campus and to my office.”

Jake blinked. That wasn’t how he’d thought she’d go, but it just proved his earlier thoughts.

“And I have to get another copy made of everything for my portfolio,” she added. “Because I’m not going to give them my only copy.”

Jake nodded. “Good thing you made a copy in the first place,” he said. He gathered up the plates and such to put in the dishwasher.

“Un-uh,” Gail said. “You cook, I clean.” She ran some water in the sink to scrub the skillet. 

“I think we can make an exception now and then,” Jake said, and he continued to load the dishwasher.

“I hope the CD made it through Call’s tantrum,” she said, referring to a CD she’d made of all of the plays she’d produced for the department. They’d watched them, with popcorn, over a series of evenings. He wouldn’t mind watching them again, actually. He’d learned a lot. The CD also had the final readings of each winner of the Other Voices competition. His reading and his play production were both on it. They’d watched them too, as Gail made notes for a reflection paper to include in the portfolio.

Jake had been astounded at how much work the portfolio was.

She’d shrugged. “You should be keeping all of this stuff too,” she had pointed out. “You’ll need it someday. In fact we require one for you to graduate — not quite this elaborate, but still, a portfolio. You’ll be glad we did when you start hunting for a job.”

That comment kept coming back to him. It raised some issues he was resolutely ignoring about the future. His future. Their future. It was four years down the road, after all. But it felt like everything was up in the air for his future, but Gail’s future was pretty well established. He chewed on his lip for a moment, and shrugged. Well, it was pretty well established if the department got their collective heads out of their asses and granted her tenure.

If they didn’t? They could run away to Broadway together, live in a dismal basement apartment — did New York have those? surely it had something — write plays, wait tables, and make love. 

Sounded just fine to him.

“Go make your copy,” Jake said. “Do you want to take it to Ron Carroll? What time did he say the meeting was?”

“2 p.m.,” she answered absently. “That works. And while they’re meeting, I’ll make copies of my syllabus. And I can find out what they’re going to do about the chair when they’re done.”

Gail turned toward the stairs, then stopped and came back to him. She kissed him — no peck on the cheek either. This was a full-on, I want you, kiss, and he returned it with interest. “Maybe you should take a nap first?” he said, huskily, when she pulled back.

She smiled at him. A wicked smile. “Maybe,” she agreed. “Maybe you should convince me?”

He laughed, and putting his arm around her, pushed her up the narrow stairs to their bedroom. “Maybe,” he teased. “How much convincing do you need?”

Gail stopped at the top of the stairs and looked at him, a sweet half-smile on her face. “With you? None,” she said honestly. “Come to bed, Jake.”

He willingly followed her into their bedroom. He’d willingly follow her anywhere, he conceded. And that was the answer to his uncertainty about his future. He was going where Gail was going. Full stop.

And right now? That appeared to be to a nap at 11 a.m. in the morning. He grinned. Then he started undressing. Gail was already naked, and he was standing around thinking about four years from now? 

Come on, Marine, get with the program, he thought, as he stripped out of his clothes. He wrapped his arms around her, and enjoyed the feel of body-to-body contact. The sheer pleasure of touch that didn’t hurt. For over a year, he’d been under the care of doctors, nurses, physical therapists, massage therapists — all their touching was designed to make him heal, and much of it hurt. He would never get over how good it felt to have Gail touch him for pleasure. To feel her hands on his body. She didn’t seem to mind all the scars, which amazed him, because they sure bothered him.

But touch. Touch for pleasure — his and hers. He reveled in it. 

Gail looked at him quizzically. And he smiled. “Thinking how good it feels,” he admitted.

She chuckled. “Stop thinking,” she ordered. “Just feel.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
LOIS BREEDLOVE
~ Small Town Secrets — Book 8






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





