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Synopsis

When romance writer Gail Prescott meets British actor
Tannen Albright, she develops feelings that usually only her
characters experience. Despite Gail’s prickly demeanor, Tannen
won’t be deterred from striking up a friendship. Gail’s emotional
walls begin to crumble before Tannen’s irresistible charms, and she
cautiously allows Tannen, and the possibility of love, into her
life. Then Gail’s tragic history collides with Tannen’s equally
heartbreaking past, and Gail’s life turns into a hurricane of
destruction.

Hoping to save their love, Tannen asks for the one
thing Gail may not be able to give—all of herself. Can their love
prevail, or will history destroy all hope for the future? The
answer lies between the lines of what has been written and what
might be in this sensual, touching romance.
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Chapter One

Gail stared into the ashtray. A brown-papered
cigarette smoldered, preceding nine others that lay untouched
beyond the second drag. Smoke spiraled upward and splayed into a
mushroom cloud as it swirled around the dome of a small desk lamp.
She mashed out the cigarette. Gail scratched her wrist. She looked
back at the monitor, felt satisfied with her work, and gave a
heartfelt good-bye to her protagonist. THE
END, she typed and saved the work to her
flash drive.

“Good-bye, Sommer Rayne. I’ll miss you.”

At least until she developed new characters.

Gail printed and boxed the final hard copy. She
burned three copies onto CD and packaged everything for her editor.
Steven wouldn’t be happy that Gail had ignored some of his
suggested changes, but she decided to stay married to her words. If
he didn’t like it the way she had written it, she would return the
check and worry about the contract later. They could argue about it
over lunch, and she would make certain it was an expensive
lunch.

Gail shut down the computer and snapped the laptop
closed. She looked around the room and took a deep breath. She was
tired.

“I’m tired of thinking, tired of developing new
characters, and tired of building plots.” She stopped and
considered her words. “I never thought I’d hear myself say
that.”

Normally, Gail treated herself to a month in Europe
after completing a novel. This summer, she would be a woman of
leisure, lazily entertained at home. Sunny days meant gardening,
evenings meant watching DVDs. If something changed those plans, she
might go with the flow.

“World, meet Gail Prescott. Official couch potato,”
she said, eager to forget the electronic quill. “I might even gain
ten pounds for the fun of it.”

Novel complete, hot coffee and Maureen O’Hara were
the next things on her mind. Gail turned on the TV and TiVo, then
clicked through the appropriate buttons to The Quiet Man,
recorded earlier in the week. She clicked PLAY NOW turned up the volume.
Gail then headed to the kitchen to brew a fresh pot of hazelnut
coffee.

A sudden ring from the phone startled her and she
spilled coffee grounds on the counter. “Shit,” she muttered and
picked up the phone. “What?” She brushed the spilled grounds onto
her palm, then into the filter.

“Hello. I’m calling Gail Prescott.” The woman’s
phony British accent irritated Gail.

“I’m Gail.” She poured the final scoop of grounds
into the filter and swung the basket into position. Gail turned on
the coffeemaker, positioned the carafe, and leaned against the
counter.

“Good evening, Ms. Prescott. I’m Tannen
Albright.”

You have enough nerve to impersonate a famous
actor? Gail laughed, but was irritated with the unwanted
conversation.

“I’m sorry, but a certain society of Swedes is
pounding at the door, eager to hand me a Nobel Prize for
literature.” The response amused Gail, but all she really wanted at
that moment was a fresh cup of Joe. She would have insisted the
Swedes wait. She was that adamant.

“Really, Ms. Prescott. I am Tannen Albright
and, tossing aside protocol, I wish to speak with you.”

Gail was a connoisseur, as she liked to call it, of
English accents. She gravitated to them but never dared to mimic
the sound for fear of sounding as ridiculous as the woman sounded
on the phone. A perfect British accent mesmerized her. A false
sound turned her off completely.

“Toss it elsewhere, sweetheart. I—No, wait! Streep
and Hoffman live close by. I’ll give them a call and we’ll do this
in conference. Please hold.”

Gail was ready to click the off button when she
heard more.

“Maybe this will go better if I contact your
publisher.”

“No, better would be if you sound like you’re from
the British Isles. A good Julie Andrews or even Eliza Doolittle
would have been better. At least then, I might have enjoyed
a decent flirt with you. And do you know why I would flirt?”
Without waiting for a response, Gail continued, “Because I am
abso-bloomin’-lutely charmed by the sound.” Gail turned off the
phone and tossed it on the counter. “Whoever that was, she receives
an A plus for originality.”

The warm aroma of hazelnut coffee relaxed Gail. She
filled her mug, added cream, and quickly settled in front of the
TV, just as John Wayne suggested a walk into the village of
Innisfree to Maureen O’Hara. “It’s only five miles. Just a good
stretch of the legs,” he said.

Gail stretched her legs. “John,” she said to the
screen, “Maureen is gorgeous. I wouldn’t have minded stretching my
legs with hers. I’m very jealous of you.”

When the movie ended, Gail paged through the guide
and noticed a Tannen Albright film on the Sundance Channel. She
tuned in for a few minutes and patted herself on the back by noting
the caller’s voice compared poorly to the voice Gail heard in this
film. Gail watched Tannen while she shouted at her co-star, called
him a cheating bastard, then flicked her cigarette at his chest.
The smoldering tip of the cigarette exploded into a miniature
firework display. Tannen stormed to the door, paused long enough to
say “Dolt,” then walked out without slamming the door.

“Classy exit, Tannen.”

It was past two in the morning when Gail turned on
some classical music and snuggled under the blankets. Mentally and
physically exhausted, she drifted to sleep before getting through
the first Bartok piece. In what seemed like minutes, Gail was
startled into consciousness by the ghastly ring of her
telephone.

Gail reached blindly for the phone. “Hello.” She
opened her eyes to the reality of daylight and looked at the clock.
It was nine twenty.

“Good morning, Gail. How’s my best writer this
morning? Is the manuscript ready?”

Good God, Steven. Must you be so cheerful in the
morning? Isn’t there some type of law that states one must keep
one’s lips sealed until the rest of the world has awakened?

“Yes, Steven. I’ll bring it tomorrow.”

“That’s fine. One more thing—”

“No more things. Let me wake up and I’ll call you
back.”

Annoyed when the phone rang again, she pulled her
pillow over her head. “Stop!” Gail threw the pillow to the foot of
the bed and grabbed the phone. “This better be good,” she mumbled
into the mouthpiece.

Steven’s voice had an edge to it. “Gail, it’s nearly
one and I need to talk to you.”

Shit. I’ve been sleeping forever. She rubbed
her eyes with one hand.

“I’m sorry, Steven. What’s going on?”

“I received a call this morning from Tannen
Albright’s manager. She’d like to talk with you.”

Gail chuckled and groaned, remembering the
conversation. “That really was her.”

“I heard about that conversation. She took it
well.”

“What does she want?” She rolled onto her side and
pulled the blanket over her shoulder.

“Something about an early novel you wrote. I think
she said Tenfold.”

“Tenfold? That’s an interesting choice.”

“I have her number. It’s her Manhattan residence and
she’ll be there after seven tonight.”

She sat up and scribbled the number on a notepad.
“Thanks. I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon with the manuscript.”

Gail stripped and stepped into the shower. Four
showerheads shot hot water and pounded her body awake while mint
bath gel awakened her senses. She considered what she knew of
Tannen Albright.

Tannen began her career as a stage actor and gained
acclaim in an award-winning production of Antigone, directed
by David Pierce. They were soon married. Over a decade later, David
died from a prolonged illness, and Tannen moved to the United
States.

“Tannen Albright. Let’s see—Oscars, BAFTAs, Golden
Palm, Golden Globes.” She grinned at how often she had seen Tannen
in nude scenes. “She certainly has golden globes.” Gail
rinsed her hair. Golden Palm: an award or an attribute?

Gail stepped from the shower and dried off
quickly.

She made a quick lunch of natural peanut butter on
white bread. “This should begin my quest for ten pounds,” she said
and took the sandwich and a glass of milk out to her greenhouse.
Gail set the glass on the table, near a tray of begonia seedlings.
After inspecting their shafts, she decided one tray was weak. She
took a bite of the sandwich with one hand as she grabbed the tray
with her other hand and emptied the seedlings onto the table. She
sat on the table, next to the mound of dirt, finished her lunch,
then sifted through the trashed flowers. Gail decided to mix a
different fertilizer to the soil and begin again.

She worked until early evening, mixing nitrogen,
phosphorous, potash, and other chemicals into the soil. When
satisfied that her new mixture would stun the gardens of the world,
or at least her private garden, Gail replanted the ailing begonia
seedlings, headed back to the kitchen, and placed her milk glass
into the sink.

She searched for the paper that had her scribbling
of Tannen’s number. Gail found it under the bed and then walked to
the pool. She stepped onto the first step, enough to wet her feet,
and sat. Her neighbor’s gold tabby lumbered up and sat by her side.
Gail poked Tannen’s number into her phone and waited. “Hey, Jimmy.”
Gail scratched under Jimmy’s chin, evoking a generous purr from the
feline.

After three rings, Tannen picked up.

“Tannen here.”

Gail heard the same false British accent.

“Ms. Albright, I’m Gail Prescott.” Tannen’s silence
was enough to make Gail want to fling the phone, along with
herself, into the pool and pretend last night had never taken
place. Four seconds of dead air felt agonizingly long. “Ms.
Albright, are you there?”

“Ah, Ms. Prescott. Would you like me to sing
something from The Sound of Music? Or would you prefer My
Fair Lady?”

Gail laughed with anxiety.

“I hope you’ll accept my apology for the
conversation last night. You don’t sound British.”

“I’m completing a film that requires me to speak
American accent English. Occupational hazard causes me to sometimes
bring it home.” Tannen’s casual voice pleased Gail, but still
lacked the sound that Gail enjoyed.

“That’s too bad. I find the English sound very
charming.”

“So you’ve mentioned. Then I’ll switch, because I
need to charm you.”

Gail smiled when she finally heard Tannen’s natural
voice.

“Now you’re much more convincing,” Gail said. “If
you’re still willing to charm me after my tirade, the proper thing
is for me to ask why.”

“I’ve recently read one of your novels and I want to
talk about acquiring film rights.”

“My editor mentioned Tenfold. Is that the
book?”

“Yes.”

“Why that book?” Gail pulled her feet from the
water, stretched out on the concrete, and crossed her ankles. Her
arm acted as a pillow. Jimmy hopped to Gail’s stomach and kneaded
her belly.

“I’ve never been so emotionally involved with a
novel. Your characters were far too real, and you made me cry for
at least ten minutes after finishing.”

“Good. I wanted readers to blubber about it for
days.”

A crackling sound caused the cat to stop and turn
toward the woods. He sprang from Gail’s stomach and ran toward the
intruder.

“I suspect many were stirred, Gail. The story often
comes to mind, and the writing…” Tannen was silent for a moment. “I
simply couldn’t close the book until I’d completed it.”

“Have you read others I’ve written?”

“I’ve read Double Fault and Braxton’s
Game. Fault was good, but I had a tough time with
Braxton and never finished. He seemed too angry at the
world.”

“I think it would have been worth your time. Braxton
had some redeeming qualities and became a hero by the end.”

“How good for him, and I won’t have to finish
reading it.”

Gail laughed. “Without question.”

“Could we meet to talk about my idea?”

“Tannen, I thank you for contacting me, but filming
Tenfold isn’t an option.”

“A few minutes of your time are all I ask. Just
listen?”

Gail sat up just as Jimmy returned from the woods. A
brown field mouse dangled in his mouth. With infinite feline pride,
he dropped his prey at her side, meowed once, and headed toward his
home.

Gail wrinkled her nose. “Yuck.”

“Yuck? Is my idea so repulsive?”

“Sorry. A cat has just presented me with something
furry and dead. Talking with you is not repulsive.” Gail walked to
the cabana and grabbed a can of diet soda from the fridge. She
popped the top and pictured Tannen at the other end of the phone.
At the very least, would it not be worth meeting the woman who was
probably Hollywood’s most famous female actor since Garbo?

“I’ll be in the city tomorrow,” Gail said. “Would
you like to join me for a late lunch?”

“Yes. What time and where?”

“One thirty at Talley’s. It’s on the corner of
Madison and…hmm…I’ve forgotten.”

“Leave it to me. I’ll see you then.” Tannen paused.
“You’re a fine writer, Gail. I look forward to meeting you. Good
night.”


Chapter Two

At 1:47, Gail pulled into the parking lot near
Talley’s. It mortified her to be late for anything, but traffic had
been near gridlock in the city. Another U.N. session, she surmised
by the clutter on the East Side. She tossed her keys to the valet
and dashed the remaining block to Talley’s, wondering why she never
took the train.

When she reached the restaurant, Gail caught her
breath and peered through the window. She scanned the room for
Tannen, but did not see her.

“Good, I’m not late.” She hadn’t looked enough. When
she noticed Tannen’s profile next to the window, Gail’s shoulders
dropped and she resigned to defeat. “Shit. I’m late.”

She entered the restaurant and headed to the table.
She was a regular patron at Talley’s, and the restaurant’s best
waiter, Joey, quickly greeted her. They had become cordial, and he
assured prompt, friendly service. Tannen looked up at her with eyes
that Gail could only describe as extreme blue. Her smile told Gail
that Tannen recognized her.

Joey took Gail’s jacket. He leaned over and
whispered, “Don’t worry, Ms. Albright’s just arrived.” He
straightened. “I’ll bring your cappuccino, Gail.” Turning to
Tannen, he asked cheerfully, “Fresh coffee for you, Ms.
Albright?”

“No, thank you.” She looked at Gail and offered her
hand. “Tannen Albright.”

“I’m Gail.” They shook hands and Gail sat across
from Tannen.

“I had wanted to chastise you for tardiness, but he
bloody gave me away!”

“Joey takes care of me,” Gail said lightly.

“It’s nice to be taken care of.”

“It’s a cheap form of seduction.” Their eyes met and
Gail somehow managed to keep a straight face when Tannen appeared
offended.

“That’s a decadent analogy, Gail.”

“People always want something, don’t they?”

“Yes, but generosity is a valid form of kindness,
not necessarily the act of an impostor.” Obviously annoyed, Tannen
pushed herself from the table and stood. “I’m sorry, Gail, but I’ve
made an enormous blunder.”

“Don’t go.” Gail stood as Tannen began to turn away.
“They’re lines from my newest novel.”

Tannen turned to her, lips pursed. Gail felt
reprimand through Tannen’s glare. She waited, wondering how badly
she’d damaged their meeting, first with the Swedes and now
this.

“Bloody hell.” Tannen sat and motioned for Gail to
join her again. “For a moment I had a severe dislike for you.”

“Your response was almost exactly the same as the
character in my book.” Gail placed her napkin on her lap.

“Then I can imagine the next scene correctly: Y
smashes palm into cheek of X?”

“Nearly, but X was just bullshitting Y, as
well.”

“Writers are so full of themselves.” When Tannen
scowled and then laughed, Gail felt the ice melting. The warm
timbre of Tannen’s laughter surrounded Gail. “Well done, writer
lady. I’ll make a mental note to read that book.”

Gail looked toward the bar as the bartender opened a
bottle of Michelob. They exchanged a smile when their eyes met. The
bartender mouthed “hello,” and Gail nodded in acknowledgment.

Tannen glanced over her shoulder and then looked
back at Gail.

“Is she a friend?” she asked.

“Her name is Jordann and she’s an acquaintance. Her
father owns Talley’s.”

Tannen looked again. “She’s very striking and seems
to fancy you.”

Gail smiled when Jordann winked at her. “Not to
mention she’s very young.”

“I say she’s approaching thirty. My guess is you’re
not yet forty. That isn’t much of an age gap.” Tannen shrugged. “If
I had turned down films that included nude scenes with much younger
men, I would have a less significant résumé. At least they went
home at the end of the day. Are you involved with another
person?”

“No. I have the attention span of a lightning bolt
when it comes to relationships.”

“Why is that?”

“Overactive imagination? I find no pleasure
listening to someone talk about the perfect drapes purchased for
her living room, or that sort of thing. My mind drifts to a story
I’m working on, and every so often a grunt of acknowledgment comes
out of my mouth.” That’s the perfect half-truth.

“It sounds like boredom, not overactive imagination.
Either way, it doesn’t make for a tight relationship. What about
lovers?”

Gail paused, surprised with the personal inquisition
and hesitant to answer, but she gave Tannen a direct answer to her
direct question.

“I write romance. My lovers eventually fall victim
to my finding characters in them. They become a part of the
woodwork and then they disappear. Fairness escapes me.” Another
half-truth. Does that make it the whole truth? It caused Gail
to wonder how many halves there were in her whole truth and nothing
but the truth. She sat back in her chair, frustrated with her
inability to let love happen. Gail looked at Tannen. Her hair was
nearly platinum, and Tannen wore it well. “Oddly enough, I’m not
very good in the romance department, and that’s by choice. My
friends tolerate me, though.”

“Special friends you have, then.”

Tannen cocked her head to one side. She seemed to be
studying Gail.

“Gail, I mentioned that your book made me cry. That
confounds me, because I’m more accustomed to inducing emotion. The
turnabout was unanticipated. Tell me about yourself. What drives
your passion?”

Gail smiled. “I don’t think of myself as
passionate. If what I write is passionate to some, then it’s all
the better for me.”

Tannen shook her head. “I don’t buy that. As you did
with X and Y, you have a convenient way of making a reader think
one thing and in the next sentence the reader thinks ‘Oh, that’s
what she means,’ but farther down the paragraph, you show a third
meaning. You force your reader to wonder if that is your true
meaning. Then suddenly—all of it makes sense. Your passion comes
through with each sentence.”

“Rather amusing, isn’t it? Words and characters are
fun to toy with. I’m surprised readers allow me to get away with
it.”

“‘Intriguing’ is the word that comes to my mind, but
you are passionate, in spite of what you say. I wondered if
I could ever portray your characters the way you had written them.
You also made me wonder if I’ve ever really made love before.”
Tannen leaned closer to her. “And when that happens”—she
paused—“when that happens, it’s magical.”

Gail wanted to light a cigarette. A quick nicotine
rush would relax her and afford her the time to think more
carefully of her responses. Tannen’s candor caught her by surprise.
She felt as though she had lost command of what dialogue they had
shared. Words were Gail’s power, but Tannen Albright quickly
breached the perimeter. Gail took a mental drag of a menthol
cigarette, and exhaled.

“You know only what I write,” Gail said.

“And you cannot write what you don’t know.”

Stumped for a short time and watching Tannen’s
expression becoming too smug with each passing second, Gail finally
responded.

“Perhaps I watch too many of your movies and write
what I remember.”

“Bollocks! You’re dishonest with yourself.”

The sound of shattering glass ended most
conversations. Many eyes and heads turned toward the bar. Cheers
broke out in the crowd and Jordann took a bow. “Damn it,” she said
and turned to Gail, offered another bow and a wink. Gail smiled and
watched while Jordann swept up the glass shards.

“She’s flirting with you,” Tannen said.

Gail agreed with a nod and then she looked back at
Tannen. “How can you assume to know my personality?”

“Obviously, there are many things I don’t
know about you.” Tannen sat back in her chair. “But you are
obviously in your work. When you write, you take the smallest of
sentences, seemingly harmless sentences, and pound a desperate
thought into the reader, as when you likened kindness to a cheap
form of seduction.”

“That caused you to think desperately? Interesting.”
She was proud of her comeback. “I think that’s a bit dramatic,
Tannen.”

“Drama is my life, darling. I recognize it when I
see it. But no, I’m not thinking desperate thoughts. This is what I
mean about your being a passionate person: tell me about the
ketchup bottle.”

Gail stiffened when reminded of the bottle. She
simply wasn’t thinking when she approved that photo for publication
and would never betray her memory of Olivia. Especially not for the
sake of selling books. Tenfold was the only book jacket that
displayed the bottle, and Tannen had zeroed in quickly.

“There it is, right on cue: passion. I’ve made you
uncomfortable, mentioning that bottle.”

Why do you care about it? Why did you even pay
attention to an unattractive container? No, I won’t tell you.
“You’re observant.” Spare Cassius. “Tell me what you
think the bottle is about.”

“On the back cover of Tenfold is a photograph
of you leaning against a bookcase. On a shelf is a ketchup bottle
with a partially torn label. My immediate attention went to the
remaining words on the label, because they are mostly Arabic. Then
my attention was drawn to the sand in the bottle and what appeared
to be a seal on the cap.”

Gail nodded, trying her best to stay emotionally
detached from Tannen’s detailed observation. Part of Gail wanted to
listen, another part wanted Tannen to shut the hell up. I don’t
need to hear this. Gail offered only the basics. “A friend went
to Egypt, asked if I wanted anything. I told her sand from the
Nile. She brought it back in that bottle and I sealed it with
wax.”

“Nor does the label intrigue you. The sand is your
antagonist.”

Gail was surprised at Tannen’s intuition. Let’s
see where your imagination takes you. Tell me all about how
careless I am when trusted to love. Remind me how easily and how
quickly I destroyed a loving relationship. The truth is, you don’t
know jack about that bottle.

“Go on,” Gail said. “I’m curious to how different
our stories could be.”

“I imagine you sometimes grab that bottle and wonder
of the history it holds. You roll it repeatedly in your hands and
watch the tiny pebbles twist and turn. Perhaps you concoct stories
of pharaohs and queens, and the love of strangers in a strange
land. Perhaps something more, but you never open that bottle and
actually touch the sand. It touches you, but you never reveal that
passion. You will never write about that sand because it scares the
hell out of you. The sand is much stronger than you are, and that,
darling, is passion.”

“You’re very much the actor, but you’re inaccurate
for the most part.” Let’s move on, now. You’ve had your
fun.

Joey arrived back at the table, much to Gail’s
relief.

“What can I get for you ladies?” he asked.

Tannen asked, “Do you have eggs Benedict?”

“Yes.” He turned toward Gail. “Shall I double
that?”

“That’s fine, Joey.”

“Super. I’ll have your meal out in a few
minutes.”

Tannen pushed her bangs away from her forehead with
both hands but her hair fell back into place. Gail smiled.

“I could use a trim,” Tannen said.

“You look nice.”

Gail fiddled with her cup and looked at Tannen.

“I think you could read lines from a crayon box and
mesmerize your audience. Are you always so…so…? God, I hate using
the word ‘passionate’ at this point.”

“You skirted around my observation, but yes, I
suppose I’m overly passionate. Often I’m faulted for being too
honest.” She shrugged. “I try to be real. That’s what matters.”

“Do you think a person is phony or dishonest if some
truths remain hidden?”

She let Tannen ponder the question.

“There are limits to what people need to know. I
would certainly need to know if someone was a mass murderer. To
hear you claim, or disclaim, passion is minimal to my needs.
Reality is often a given without full disclosure.” Her expression
was one of triumph. “Would you like to say ‘go to hell’?”

“Yes,” Gail said, “but I won’t. You can think what
you like about me. I’m much more interesting that way. Tell me
about the film you want to do.” Gail sat back while Joey served
their lunch.

“I think it would make an excellent independent
film. Sundance will eat it up. I’ll direct and I’ve already spoken
with a few colleagues about lead roles.”

You’re very sure of yourself. Why am I listening to
this?

“I don’t know. Film seems to diminish the—”

“Passion,” Tannen interjected.

“But it’s about lesbians.”

Tannen shook her head. “No. The story is about two
women with excellent careers. They have more money than they will
ever need, leave it all behind to live in Africa, where a tribe
adopts them and everybody learns from everybody. In the end they
are slaughtered, along with the rest of the tribe, so that the land
can be harvested for lumber.”

Gail cringed. “Until now I hadn’t realized how Dian
Fossey it sounds.”

“Sans gorillas, yes, a bit like that, but that
wasn’t my meaning. The story is about two women. They just happen
to be lesbians. Did you know these people?”

Gail sipped her coffee. “The lead character was my
dorm mate in college. We had a thing for each other during our
final two years. It ended when she left for Africa to study and
document cultures. Unfortunately, the plane crashed before she
stepped foot on the continent.”

She looked up at Gail. “That is heartbreaking. I’m
so sorry, Gail.”

“I wanted something…a shrine to her, perhaps.
Tenfold became that shrine.”

Tannen reached across the small table and placed her
hand on Gail’s arm. “You’ve done a wonderful job. I better
understand why you’re hesitant to film the story.”

“Thank you.” Gail sat quietly for a moment. “I don’t
know that I would like to see it on-screen. It’s already been told
in the best possible way.”

“Indeed it has been. However, I really want to work
with you on this project. Just think about it for now.”

“I will,” Gail said. You’re a persistent ass
pain, but I can always say no. You’re also very cute, sitting
there, wearing your lunch on your lip. I’ve half a mind not to tell
you. It would be the first time I’ve had the upper hand during this
conversation. She then pointed to the corner of her own mouth.
“You have a little hollandaise sauce here.”

“I do? Blimey.” Tannen wiped her mouth with her
napkin. “If it’s reassuring, I want you to write the script.”

“I don’t know anything about writing for film.”

“You know how to write. I can easily show you the
script format.” Tannen stood. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to find
the loo. Oh,” she reached into her leather bag, “I have something
for you to sign.”

“I’m not ready to sign anything, Tannen. Oh!” she
said, when Tannen extended a copy of Tenfold.

Tannen placed her hand on Gail’s shoulder. “Make an
exception?”

Tannen made her way through the restaurant. She
stopped twice to sign autographs and once for a photograph. Gail
looked at the cover of the hardback novel and then turned to the
second page. She wrote: For Tannen, Julie, and Eliza. Best
wishes, Gail Prescott. When she closed the book, she turned to
the back cover and caught her breath at how vividly the bottle
stood out. She hadn’t looked at the jacket in years. She felt
exposed to Tannen. Gail touched the bottle’s image. It’s been
eighteen years, she thought. Joey approached and removed the
clutter of plates and flatware. Gail placed the book on the side of
the table.

“Tannen’s upstaging you,” he joked.

“That’s her job, I suppose.” She watched as Tannen
moved skillfully through the patrons and returned to their table.
“This is her element and one I’d rather not have.”

“Thank you,” Tannen said when he seated her.

“Dessert, ladies?” he asked.

Tannen took a quick look at the laminated list of
desserts. Her eyes widened. She smiled and looked up at Gail.
“Share some baklava with me?”

“Okay,” she said and pushed the book toward
Tannen.

Tannen read the entry and smiled. “Thank you, Gail.”
She placed it inside her handbag. “My hips will hate me for this,”
Tannen said, when Joey returned with a portion of baklava.

“It’s worth it.” Gail picked with her fork. “Tannen,
the publisher was a small press. I’ve signed away fifty percent of
film rights to them. That’s a lot of money to give away.”

“You sound ungrateful, Gail, especially when money
is not something you’re desperate for. Veteran actors often sound
the same way about cheesy film work they’ve done before they became
‘someone.’ Those films established them. You should feel the same
way.”

“I’m not ungrateful, and Tenfold is not
cheesy.” Not one for listening to bullshit, are you?

“I don’t mean to imply your book is cheesy, and your
contract is not the problem.”

“I’m the problem?” You have big stones,
Tannen. You challenge me. I like it.

“Yes. I’ll accept your offer to think about this,
but I need a decision soon. I’m in the final week before wrapping a
film. We could begin working in June, three weeks from now.”

“You’ve planned this whole thing, haven’t you?” Gail
lifted a single flake of the pastry with her fork. She placed it
into her mouth, noticing that Tannen watched every motion. She
removed the fork slowly.

Tannen nodded. She looked into Gail’s eyes and said,
“Preparedness is my priority.”

With a sated sweet tooth, Tannen treated for lunch
and Gail sprang for the tip.

*

When they began their walk up Madison Avenue, Gail
pulled a pack of cigarettes from her jacket. “Do you mind if I
smoke?”

“I do not mind and I’d like one.”

Gail extended the pack to her. She lit Tannen’s and
then lit her own.

“Much better,” Tannen said after exhaling. “You
really had me with your X Y theory.”

Gail chuckled. “It was mean but a lot of fun.”

“You have an odd imagination, Ms. Prescott. Profound
but odd.”

They continued quietly for a few steps. Is she
too busy to spend a few more hours with me?

“We will not regret this, Gail.” Tannen touched
Gail’s arm as though she had read her thoughts, but the issue was
Tenfold.

“I promise to carefully consider your idea. Can I
drop you off somewhere?”

“No. I need to burn off the baklava.”

“You may have to walk all the way to Syracuse.”

Tannen acknowledged the comment with a scowl and
then shrugged. “Let me hear from you soon, darling.”

“I will, but would you mind if we walk together for
a while?”

Tannen’s eyes lit up. She was quick to smile. “I’d
love to spend more time with you. I happen to have two seats for a
charity game at Madison Square Garden tonight. The Knicks are
playing the Lakers. Are you busy that much later? Can I interest
you in the game?”

“Sure,” she said, and guided Tannen toward Fifth
Avenue. Tannen took hold of Gail’s arm. “You’re a basketball
fan?”

“Not in the least. I purchased the tickets in
donation to the Make-A-Wish Foundation.”

She’s generous. That’s notable. “What time is
the game?” Gail asked and looked at her watch.

“Eight. What do we do in the meantime?”

“Walk like we own this city,” Gail said. “Nat
Sherman’s is up on Forty-second. I’d like to pick up some
cigarettes.”

“That’s more than twenty blocks!”

“Just a good stretch of the legs,” Gail said.

Tannen patted her hip. “We’ll burn some of the
baklava calories.”

They turned right onto Fifth Avenue and headed
north. The city became louder and the avenue was cooler, shadowed
from towering city structures.

“Do you like New York?” Gail asked.

“Yes. I base my work in L.A., but I try to get here
as often as possible. I especially like coming in for the U.S.
Open, but it’s a rare treat. Not only is it the best week of world
tennis, the concession has a scrumptious lobster
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