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Other Voices

Chapter 1
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It was Friday night, and if ever Gail Tremont needed a Friday night out with friends it might be this one.

Well, she thought, that probably wasn’t true, but she resolutely refused to think about past horrors. 

Pete’s was a Moscow, Idaho, cowboy bar. It had two pool tables in the center of the room near the entrance. An old dark-wood bar with brass that gleamed — at least it had, once upon a time, maybe 30 years ago — was to your right when you came in. Booths circled around the other three walls. Country-western music played, and there was a small dance floor in the back. Peanuts in the shell on the tables. The four of them had been coming here for years.

Good God, she thought, had it really been years? She ordered another Hunga Dunga Red Rye beer — and she admitted freely she drank it for the name as much as the fact it was a local microbrewery — recommended by the bartender. The good thing about bars in a college town was the demand for good beers meant you didn’t have to drink Budweiser even in a dive like this one. She looked in the mirror behind the bar and frowned. Years, she thought, and they showed. She had a flash of the woman she’d been at 22 when she thought she had the world on a leash, and she winced. 

Not much of her visible now. Now she looked like the professor she was, and let’s face it, professors were not renowned for their sartorial abilities. Well, only in the negative, at any rate. Gail took inventory of herself and winced again. Brown hair that needed a trip to the salon, minimal makeup — and really, a bit of mascara and some pink lipstick barely qualified as minimal on a Friday night — and a frown line that was developing on her forehead. She usually laughed it off as a squint line from the sun, but it was definitely a frown line. She was wearing a white shirt loosely tucked into blue jeans that ended at her ankle, because when you were as tall as she was, all pants were ankle pants. Her one gesture to a night out were earrings. She shook her head.

She was 32. Single. Going up for tenure this year, and just the thought of that made her tense up and frown. No wonder she had that damn frown line. And she’d spent the last five years in Idaho, going to Pete’s or places like it on Friday nights with her friends.

Her women friends. When was the last time she’d been on a date? Even longer since the date didn’t end on her doorstep.

She took the beer from the bartender and smiled at him as she said thanks. He nodded. She was a regular. Hank looked out for his regulars — which he defined as people who came in July as well as during the school year. College town bars boomed August through May and languished in June and July.

It was the first week of August. The University of Idaho students were drifting back into town. Apartments were filling up. And so were the bars. Gail leaned against the bar, tucked one boot-clad heel, low-heeled black boots, sensible not fancy ones, over the brass boot rail, and looked out toward the pool tables. 

Marilee Dupont was taking her shot while some tall, thin cowboy egged her on. She was 35, owned her own ranch in the hills of the Palouse, a ranch that had been in her family for generations. She had masses of dark hair, fair skin, blue eyes — the coloring a French trapper had contributed to the family genetics in the late 1800s, she’d said laughingly once. She also taught at the university on things like sustainable agricultural practices. She took the shot, shouted at its success, and grinned at the cowboy. He looked vaguely familiar, Gail thought. Well, by now, everyone in town — in the summer — looked familiar.

Gail’s other two friends were seated in a booth waiting for her to come back. Angie Gregory taught in English, a massive amount of sections of English 101 to freshmen. The thought made her shudder. And Rebecca Jones, a curvy, quiet woman, had just gotten tenure last year in political science. It had been a rough year for her.

Gail didn’t expect her tenure review to be any easier. Face it, there was always some reason why a woman’s tenure portfolio got challenged, she thought wearily. And she was the first woman in her department to go up for tenure. Ever. In this day and age? That had to be intent, not accident.

“That’s a glum looking expression for a woman in a bar on a Friday night,” a man said next to her. She jumped a bit. Lost in her own thoughts, she hadn’t even heard him sit down. 

She started to blow him off and go back to her friends, and then she looked at him. Really looked at him. He had dark eyes, dark, nearly black, hair, and a dark circle beard. It was the beard that got to her. It framed his lips, quirked now under her scrutiny, and she flushed. Answer the man, she told herself, don’t just stare at those lips. But my God, they were worth staring at. That full lower lip? Damn.

She glanced at him, then decided he was in his late 20s, and therefore unlikely a college student. Not impossible, but unlikely.

“Sorry,” she said, laughing. “I was so lost in my thoughts. I had to take a moment to make sure you were real.”

He smiled, a crooked grin, a dimple, and those eyes that said he could show her things. Things she’d like. 

“And do you encounter people in this bar who aren’t real very often?” he asked.

“Rarely,” she said with pretend seriousness. “But you never know when it will happen. So, you have to watch for them. Or they go away, and you’ve missed out on a chance to glimpse the others who walk this world.”

“And you’ve met one,” he asked, still looking at her like she might be a rare other he’d never seen before.

She nodded slowly. “A woman,” she confided. “A tall, slim woman who had slipped between the cracks in the wall. The wall lets us and the others go our ways in peace. She looked around this bar as if she’d never seen anything like it before.”

“And what did she think?”

Gail looked around the bar as if she’d never seen it before herself. “She cried,” she whispered. “One tear at a time fell down her cheek. And when I asked her why, she said there must be so much pain on this side of the world if people spend this much energy to defy it. And she slipped away.”

She shrugged and smiled at the man. “And will you slip away, back into your world?” she asked in a more normal voice. “Because you’re not from here either.”

He blinked as if he’d been caught by the story she told. He smiled again — the curiosity obvious in his expression. “I’m not from here either,” he agreed. “But I am here for now. For a while.” He gestured to her empty glass. “Can I buy you another? And perhaps? You’ll consent to dance with a stranger you just mesmerized with your story?”

She smiled at him. With those looks? Damn right he could, she thought. 

“I’d like that. It’s a Hunga Dunga Red Rye,” she said. 

He shouted with laughter. “It’s a what?” he asked. 

She grinned. “Welcome to Moscow, Idaho,” she said. “Home of the Hunga Dunga microbrewery, among others. If you like beer? You’re in the right place.”

He ordered them both one and they found a table back near the dance floor. Gail gave the high sign to Marilee who was watching her with interest, and she nodded.

“You signaled your friends you’re OK,” he asked, catching it.

She laughed. “Yes,” she admitted. “I’m Gail.”

“Jake,” he said. 
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Jake Abbott was enchanted. That was the right word, he decided, given her story that had woven a snare in such few words — made up on the fly, he thought — and drawn him in. He had liked her looks when he walked in. A tall woman, almost as tall as his own 6 feet, slim, but with enough curves where it mattered. She’d looked... pensive, he thought. Not like a pretty woman on a Friday night should look. She was probably a few years older than he was, but she likely hadn’t spent any of them in Afghanistan, so he figured they were even. As the saying went, it wasn’t the years, it was the miles. 

But really it had been her hair that had caught his attention. It was the color of dark honey, rich and full, and it caught the light of the bar, and there seemed to be masses of it. She impatiently pushed it out of her eyes, a gesture so well-practiced it had become unconscious. And for a moment he could almost believe she was the mysterious other of her story — a tall thin woman who had slipped through the crack in the wall.

They sat their beers on the table, and he laughed a bit more at the brewery’s name. Before she could sit down, he held out his hand. “Dance?” he asked.

She hesitated, listened to the music for a moment, and then she laughed, and took his hand. He was pleased to find out that she actually could dance, not just move to the music on the floor, but she knew the moves of country swing, and they explored each other’s repertoire of moves. By the third song, they were getting pretty good at it, he thought with a grin. And they were drawing a crowd.

She stopped when she noticed people watching and curtsied to him. He bowed deeply with a sweep of his hand. And people applauded. “I need some of that beer,” she said, laughing. “That was fun.”

So, they sat at the table, and drank beers from the brewery with the funny name, and people-watched, in kind of a truth or fiction fashion.

“See that couple over there?” she nodded toward a couple ensconced in a booth in a back corner. “He’s married. But they were childhood sweethearts. Her husband died two years ago. He won’t leave his wife, he loves her, as one would when you’ve built a good life together over 10 years, and they have three children. But he loves his sweetheart too. She knows it’s wrong. She’s a good Catholic, and she’s confessed it as sin more than once. But her life is so bleak without her husband, and she needs this. Needs the lights, and the laughter. Needs his touch, any touch really, but his touch takes her back to happier times. So here they are. Every two weeks.”

“And why only every two weeks?”

“Because his wife takes the kids to see their grandparents,” she said seriously, but he thought he saw a smile dancing in her eyes. “One week to his parents in Boise. The other weekend to her parents in Spokane.”

“Fiction,” he guessed with a laugh. “But good fiction.”

She shook her head. “No, truth,” she said. When he looked skeptical, she laughed. 

“And that gentleman over there?” he asked, pointing to an older man who looked even more out of place than he did. He was wearing a really nice suit. Jake was dressed in black: a pair of black jeans, black boots, polished but a bit rundown at the heel, and a black V-neck T-shirt. Something as far away from olive drab, khaki or Marine dress blues as he could build a meager wardrobe around. 

“Humm,” she said, and sipped her beer. “He’s new to town, I guess that’s obvious, isn’t it?” she asked when he laughed.

“You think?” he said. “That’s the most expensive suit in town, I’d guess.”

“Except for the three others he has in his closet, you’re probably right,” she agreed. “He’s a banker. Moved up from Boise. A single father with a 16-year-old daughter. His life is basically her, his work, and little else. And she keeps him dancing. But she goes to an open gym night at a local church on Friday nights, and so he’s free for the evening. And he comes here, watches the crowd and thinks what the hell have I done with my life to end up here?”

“And what has he done? A Boise banker in Moscow?”

She shook her head. “No clue,” she said frankly. “Nobody else knows either. A single man, a very good-looking one at that? Everyone is talking, and he seems to be impervious to it. And he gives nothing away.”

Jake laughed. “Truth,” he said. “And the bartender?”

“After we dance,” she promised. So, he took her back out on the dance floor, and this time, when a slow song started he pulled her in close, slowly, so she could object if she didn’t want it. But she put her hand on one shoulder while he kept hold of the other and wrapped his other arm around her waist. And he sighed with pleasure. God, it felt good to feel another human being pressed against him. 

When the song stopped, he led her back to the bar to try a different local beer, and then back to their table. 

“And so the bartender’s story?” he prompted.

“Hank owns the bar,” she said in that musing low voice. “It’s what he always wanted to do. But like with a lot of us, other things got in the way. A need for money, a family, responsibilities and commitments. And then one day, he came back here, to the town where he went to college. A time when dreams were still possible. And he bought this place. During the school year, he hires students to tend the bar, and the place starts catering to a younger crowd. But during the summer? He tends it. And his wife runs the kitchen. And at closing? He always plays Toby Keith’s “I Love This Bar.”

He laughed.

She smiled. “What about Jake’s story?” she countered. “Who are you?”

“A vet who’s come from Afghanistan after eight years to find that this country is as foreign to him as that one once was,” he said wistfully. “But I’ll tell you my story another time. Dance?”

They danced some more. Had another beer. This time, a beer from Paradise Creek, another microbrewery. Damn, he could like this town, Jake thought.

“Last call!” the bartender shouted.

“Really?” Gail said, startled. “Time for me to go.”

“Did you drive?” he asked with some concern, because she’d consumed enough beer to be giggly, and he didn’t think she did that very often.

She shook her head no. “I walked,” she said. “I always do. Even a couple of beers and I wouldn’t want to drive. And tonight? I’ve had more than a couple.”

“You have,” he agreed, laughing at her. “May I walk you home, then?”

“You may,” she said solemnly. She grabbed her purse from her friends, and they said something, and she slapped one of them on the shoulder. He grinned. Friends, he thought. He could have friends again. He stopped the path of that thought and waited for her to join him again.

As they walked out, he heard the beginnings of the song, “I Love This Bar,” and he laughed.

The fresh air felt good, although it was cooler than the warmth of the day, it was still pleasantly warm enough to walk home. Not unlike Kabul, he thought suddenly. He shivered a bit at the reminder. Too much of the climate of this place reminded him of Kabul.

“So, you never told me what brings you here,” she said as they walked.

“The university, of course,” he said. “I’m here for a playwright competition. I submitted a play and it was accepted for a reading. And if the reading goes well, they’ll put it on as a performance this fall. And pay all my expenses for the year. I’ve got some VA benefits, but this would be a big deal for me.”

She stopped at a small Victorian house up on C Street — it made up for its petite size with color, he thought amused. He’d have to come by in the daylight to see them all, but even under the streetlight, he could see a half-dozen. He grinned at it.

“May I come in?” he asked, soberly looking at her.

She bit her lip. “I had every intention of asking you to do just that,” she admitted. “But, well, I guess I never introduced myself.”

He raised one eyebrow.

“I’m Assistant Professor Gail Tremont,” she said. “Of the Theater Arts Department.”

He looked at her blankly, trying to take in what she was saying.

“And that play competition you’re here for? I run it.” 

“I guess it would be inappropriate for one of the participants to seduce you?” he asked.

She laughed. “Or for me to seduce one of the participants? Just a bit.” 

She hesitated, and then she leaned in and kissed him on the mouth. “I’ve wanted to kiss that mouth since you caught me by surprise at the bar,” she said, huskily. “Good night, Jake. Good luck.”

She let herself into the house and didn’t look back. 

He stood there for a long moment. Well, hell, he thought, and he walked back toward the University of Idaho dorm where he was staying. Just... hell.
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Well didn’t that just figure? Gail Tremont thought with a roll of her eyes as she closed the front door behind her. She meets a man who could dance and had a mouth worth kissing? And he’s going to be her student starting Sunday.

And then she realized she wasn’t alone. She stilled, watching the shadows coalesce into a human shape. A man.

One she’d recognize anywhere, even though it had been years. And miles. So many miles.

“What are you doing here, Andrew?” she said, huskily.

“Hello, my dear. The question it would seem to me is what the hell are you doing here?” Andrew Blake countered. “As for me? Didn’t your dean tell you? I’m your distinguished Artist in Residence for the fall.”

She closed her eyes briefly against the spike of pain she felt at his words. “And here in my house?”

“I came to find you, of course,” he said. “But you’ve been out drinking with that young man you just sent away with a chaste kiss on the lips. Is that the best you can do?”

“I guess you should be grateful I did send him away,” Gail said dryly, finding her emotional balance again. “It might be awkward to explain your breaking and entering.”

“Well, just entering,” he said. “Do you always leave your back door unlocked?”

Yes, she did. She was notoriously bad at keeping track of her keys. And Moscow, Idaho, was a safe, small town where some people didn’t even have keys to their houses. 

She turned to the light switch by the door, and flipped on the lights, ones she kept dim so that the room was warm and inviting. What was the point of teaching set design and lighting basics if you didn’t use them for your own gratification? She glanced around the room, taking pleasure in and strength from the layers of jewel-tone colors everywhere: topaz walls, a deep amethyst couch, pillows in jade, indigo and ruby. A flat-weave rug in turquoise and indigo. She gathered her courage from it all and turned to face the man who had invaded her space.

He was 10 years older than when she’d seen him last, but the years had been kind to him, she thought. He was about her height — she had never worn heels around him back then, just ballet flats. She smiled wistfully realizing that the colors of her living room were the same ones as the flats she used to wear. He was stocky, carrying more pounds than he should, she supposed, but good tailoring made him a man worth looking at. But it wasn’t his physical presence that turned heads as much as it was his charisma and strength of personality.

Andrew Blake was larger than life. He was the center of attention the minute he walked into the room — no matter the size of the room, or the caliber of the people within it. If you walked with Andrew Blake, you needed to be content to walk in his shadow. 

She banished the thought. If I had known he was here, I wouldn’t have had so much beer, she thought. But the last person she’d expected to see in Idaho was Andrew Blake. She needed her wits to deal with him and with all the implications his presence brought. 

Mostly? She needed eight hours of sleep, a gallon of water tonight, and coffee and a big greasy breakfast in the morning with her friends. And then she could go for a long run and think about what all this would mean and what she wanted to do about it.

“Well, now that you’ve made your presence known,” she said, “you can leave and come to the opening session on Sunday. I’ll be sure to put you on the agenda.”

“Really,” he said amused. “You’re sending me away?”

She tilted her head, looking at him open-mouthed. “You thought I wouldn’t?” she asked. She shook her head at his assumption. “What? You thought I’d host you here?”

“Host?” he countered. “Is that what they call it out here in the hinterlands?”

“Go, Andrew,” Gail said wearily. “I’m tired. I danced too much, had a few too many beers. And I’m not interested in your repartee tonight. I’m sure the dean found some delightful place for you to stay, a setting fit for an esteemed award-winning playwright such as yourself.”

He looked at her, head tilted as he considered her comments. She resisted the urge to straighten her posture, smooth back her hair. “This is what you’ve become?” he said finally. She could hear the incredulousness and disapproval in his voice. She steeled herself. I do not care what he thinks, she reminded herself. 

“A mouse of a woman dancing in a bar — tell me did it have pool tables? Play country western music? Was there free popcorn on the tables?” 

His description of Pete’s was so on target, for a moment she wondered if he’d spied on her there. Although Pete’s had peanuts, not popcorn. Probably because peanuts didn’t go stale as fast.

“You come home smelling of beer, and musk, and kiss a young man chastely? Home to this?”

He gestured to her home. “A gypsy caravan of a home in a ramshackle house pretending to be a painted lady in a nowhere town,” he proclaimed, and she wondered if he’d been polishing that line while he waited for her return. She thought about applauding. 

She squelched that impulse. If he was here as her Artist in Residence — and what happened to the woman she’d lined up for Other Voices? Why wasn’t she consulted about this by the dean? She frowned at those thoughts. But if he was here for the competition, puncturing his ego now would have disastrous consequences. He wouldn’t take it lightly. So, she just watched him perform and worked hard not to flinch.

“I am appalled,” he finished. “You have squandered your potential, and now you teach the mediocre and hopeful when once you could have soared to the heights yourself. It is sickening.”

Some truth there, she acknowledged. But then, he would know, wouldn’t he? 

She waited until she was sure he was finished. “Sunday afternoon,” she said. “At 2 p.m. in the theater. You’ll actually have a stage for your performance then.”

He snorted. “Oh, you’ll see me before then,” he informed her. But he turned to leave — out the back door, the way he’d come in. “The dean is having a formal dinner tomorrow night — well tonight, I suppose. I assume you do have more appropriate clothes than what you have on now.”

She watched him go, and when she heard the back door close, she too went back through the kitchen to the back door. And for the first time since she’d moved in, she locked it.

Then she pulled a pitcher of water from the refrigerator and poured herself a glass. Drank a second one. Maybe a third would make her feel even better, she told herself, and she drank that one too. She added water to the filtered pitcher and put it back in the refrigerator. She leaned back against the counter, her hands propping herself up. She pictured Andrew Blake wandering through her house, having expected to find her here, and she wasn’t. How long had he been waiting, she wondered, bordering on hysterical laughter? He had his scene all scripted and blocked, and his audience wasn’t there. She felt relief that she could laugh about it, genuinely laugh, about Andrew Blake.

“Well, maybe I have grown up,” she said out loud in the empty kitchen. She looked around fondly at the kitchen, yet another kaleidoscope of color and pattern. These walls were a golden yellow, textured to remind her of the Tuscan plaster walls of the house she’d rented for a summer three years ago during an artist in residence. She made a mental note to use that. He was offered an artist in residence in Idaho? She went to Arezzo. She grinned. It had been a wonderful summer. Theater in Italy? How could it not be? 

Early on in her career as a professor, she’d realized that the value of summers off was to use them for places abroad. And there were many places that would pay her to come for the summer — and many more grant opportunities to help her go. So, she’d spent one summer in London, one in Italy, and during a third, she’d gone to study theater in China for two weeks, followed by several weeks touring through Asia. This past summer was spent in Mexico, just being a tourist. Glorious.

And yes, her house looked like a gypsy caravan because she brought home the colors and sites of those places to enrich her home. She looked around her Tuscany kitchen and thought of Arezzo. He bedroom looked like what she imagined a geisha might design for herself. Her study was as much of a British men’s club vibe as she could design — and tolerate, she thought with a laugh. The geisha bedroom of silken greens and red accents with its collection of fans on the wall appealed to her more than the woolen tweeds and leather armchairs of her study.

Maybe she should use her artist in residency in London instead of Arezzo, she thought. Where would the bastard be more envious of?

Still thinking of that, she went upstairs to her bedroom and knew she would actually be able to sleep. She wasn’t the young girl he remembered and tried to re-cast her as.

She was Gail Tremont, assistant professor of theater arts. World traveler. Home owner. Good friend — whose friends would be expecting her for brunch in six hours. She stripped out of her clothes, and tossed them in the hamper, and took a quick shower. Bars had a stale beer smell, and it lingered.

Tinkerbell emerged from her hiding place and meowed at her as she came out of the shower.

“I know, sweetie,” she said to the young gray cat who had adopted her. “But he’s gone. And he won’t be back.”

Gail’s hot shower left her feeling better. She attempted some control over her still-damp hair and gave it up. She pulled out a men’s white T-shirt and slipped it on, savoring the cool feel of cotton that men seemed to save for themselves and their Ts, because no woman’s T-shirts compared. Men didn’t put Lycra into their T-shirts for one thing.

She pictured an overweight man in a Lycra T and grinned. But then she thought of the young man tonight and his black V-neck T that had hugged a very fine chest — a chest and abs that wouldn’t fear even the snuggest of T-shirts. She would have welcomed the chance to slide her hands up under his T-shirt and explore that chest.

Damn ethics anyway, she thought with a laugh.

And then facing the inevitable, she logged into her campus email. There it was... an invitation from Dean Morgan Williamson to dinner. A formal dinner welcoming a surprise artist in residence.

“I think you will be very pleased with this addition to the Artists in Residence for the playwright competition and for fall term, Ms. Tremont,” the Dean wrote. “I’m gathering faculty, alumni and supporters of the Other Voices Playwright Competition for dinner Saturday evening at 7 p.m. in the president’s dining room. Formal attire please. You’ll be at the head table with our guest of honor.”

Gail frowned. She wondered if he really meant formal attire, and then shook her head. No, of course, he didn’t. Probably the only man in town who had a tuxedo was the man who had just flown in. He meant evening attire. She wondered if she had anything that still fit. Probably. She thought about what she might wear, and slowly smiled. This could actually be fun. 

He wrote that as if he was genuinely excited about his surprise, she thought, torn between amusement and horror. But then Williamson was a former music professor, and probably didn’t know the gossip of the theater arts world — gossip 10 years old at that. She found herself relieved that Andrew Blake had broken into her house tonight expecting an invitation to her bed — and she didn’t fool herself, that was exactly what he had expected — because kicking off this year’s Playwright Competition ranting at the ‘surprise Artist in Residence’ would have been catastrophic. This way she had time to prepare herself. To think through how she wanted to handle it.

And most of all? She had time to reach out to her own sources for gossip and ask why Andrew Blake was committing himself to months in Idaho, a place she would have guessed he couldn’t even find on a map, much less a place he’d be willing to go.

She re-read the dean’s invitation and noted that it appeared they would have two artists for the Other Voices competition, which was good, because she was looking forward to having Naomi Ford, a noted Native American playwright, here for the week. She hoped to God the dean had invited her! She shot her an email, inviting her to go to the dinner, carefully wording it so that it made sense either as ‘let’s go together to this thing’, or ‘would you be my guest at this thing.’

She was by no means a favorite of Dean Williamson. He preferred his art — across all of the disciplines — to be a century old at the very least. He would be happy if she’d staged nothing but Shakespeare every term. But he had supported her Other Voices endeavor when she proved she could pull in the funding for it, and she appreciated that support. She had trusted him to be astute about nuances in dealing with the sometimes prideful, always egotistical, artists — not to mention alumni and donors. Lord knew theater wasn’t alone in having prima donnas! But his decision to surprise her with an additional artist in residence shook her confidence in him. Surprises were always risky. Surely, he wouldn’t have left out the other artist?

She sighed and wrote him back, accepting his invitation — as if she had been given a choice, she thought dryly — and suggested that she would escort Naomi Ford so that they would both be there and available to be seated at the head table. She added she was intrigued by his coup in lining up a second artist! How had he been able to pull that off? She hoped the university public information office had been alerted so that they could get publicity out right away. She looked forward to his surprise.

By then she’d started to get some responses from her friends and colleagues around the country — well the world really, she saw. Even an old friend from London answered. 

She read a couple messages. Glanced at the clock and shut down her computer. Tomorrow, she thought, troubled by the first hints of what Andrew Blake might be doing here.

Tomorrow. 
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Chapter 4
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Gail had a reoccurring nightmare. It had been a while since she’d had it, but it wasn’t a surprise that Andrew Blake’s re-appearance in her life would trigger it. She woke up in a cold sweat and looked at the clock — 5 a.m. She doubted she’d get any more sleep. 

In the nightmare she was a little girl. She sat on a child’s chair on a big stage — the off-Broadway kind of stage she’d once been familiar with. A spotlight focused on her, and she couldn’t see out into the dark where she knew there were people. Men in tuxes, women in expensive black evening gowns. She was to perform. She knew that much. But she couldn’t remember what she was supposed to perform. A song, maybe? A play? There was rustling in the audience, as people realized something was wrong. Murmurs turning into titters, titters into laughter. 

Do something, she thought. Make something happen. Perform. If you can’t? What worth are you? The voice in her head wasn’t hers. She couldn’t remember whose voice it was, only that he mattered. Mattered very much. 

She took a deep breath and stood up.

Wake up, her older-self commanded. It’s a nightmare. Don’t go there. Wake up.

And she did. She lay there in bed and stared at the ceiling of her bedroom, draped in the shimmery gray-green silk she loved. The color reassured her. She wasn’t in that nightmarish world, any more. She was here. 

Tinkerbell leapt up onto the bed and rubbed against her face purring. Gail laughed, getting hair in her mouth. Best thing for what ails you, she thought, and stroked the pretty gray cat, barely past kitten stage. She’d shown up at her back door a month ago, half-starved, and Gail couldn’t let her die. She’d fed her outside for three days, before admitting she was now owned by a cat.

Clap and believe, and Tinkerbell lives. The thought, on top of the nightmare, made her want to cry.

No, she told herself, you aren’t going to cry. You’re going to get up, make some coffee, read your email. You’re going to climb into the attic and look at all those formal clothes you’ve stashed away and think about what kind of entrance you want to make. You are a theater arts professional, and you know how to stage this. Act like it.

And now that she had a plan, she eased Tinkerbell off of her chest, and got up to make that coffee. Breakfast at Breakfast Club wasn’t until 9 a.m. and she was going to need a fair amount of coffee between now and then.

While she watched the coffee perk, she thought about rituals like Saturday breakfast with friends – the morning after the night before as Marilee liked to put it — and when did rituals just become ruts. Was she stuck in a rut? Was that why she’d been tempted to bring a stranger home with her? What was she thinking? 

Saved by the ethics drilled into her by her mentor in the department: do not f-ck students. He’d been quite blunt, and it had made her laugh. It was if Ron Carroll had a series of mini-lectures that he gave new faculty as their department mentor, and the fact that he was now mentoring a young woman for the first time hadn’t fazed him in the least. She got the same mini-lectures the young men had gotten before her. 

She actually appreciated it. It was about the only time in the department that her sex wasn’t an issue.

She poured her coffee, added cream, and sipped it with pleasure. Taking the cup back upstairs to her study, she sat down at her desk and logged into her email. 

There was a response from Naomi Ford — another night owl. Most theater people were. She’d received an invitation, accepted, and would be bringing a guest. Perhaps they’d be able to connect once they were there? Gail responded happily. Thank God, the dean hadn’t totally lost his mind.

Whether Andrew Blake had lost his was another question, she thought after she read a handful of gossipy emails from friends.

Clara: He’s disappeared from the scene, darling. His last show bombed. And he’s skewered too many for people to just look away politely. The knives are out! And I for one am enjoying it.

Robert: Opening night was bad. It was his first play in several years — did you know that? I’m not sure how much you keep track of him. If I were in your shoes it would be hard to choose — obsessively stalk the man and stick pins in a voodoo doll of him, or shut the door and say Andrew who? I assume since you’re asking me this, that you chose the second. Quite laudable. But really? Who can resist watching an arrogant ass like Andrew Blake fail?

But we all fail, Robert, she thought. If you don’t — you aren’t taking risks. And if you aren’t taking risks? It’s not really art, is it? She emailed him back and asked him that, curious what he would say.

She took a sip of coffee and wondered when was the last time she’d taken a risk in her art? Was she even still an artist? A creative? She was a professor. She taught others to be creative. She lifted up their work. It was why she’d created the Other Voices Playwright Competition — to give people a chance to soar. 

And what about her own creativity? What about the play in her computer that had never seen — never would see — the light of day? What about the one she’d walked away from 10 years ago because the risks felt like they were too much? 

Robert had responded: It didn’t fail, dear heart, because he took risks. It failed because he didn’t. It was boring. Trite. And it makes me wonder if he was actually the author of his last successes? Or was there some struggling young playwright such as yourself who fueled those plays that were so praised?

He’s just guessing, she told herself. He doesn’t know. She’d never told a soul what had happened, and she didn’t intend to start now. After so long, she wasn’t sure she really even knew what had happened, herself. Ten years: grad school, a career of teaching and mentoring. It all gave her a different perspective on things. 

Too bad the past only seemed to appear clearly in her nightmares — and she wasn’t willing to let them tell her how it ended anymore.

She closed down her email and went out to the hallway where the attic access was. Old houses, she thought with amusement as she reached up and pulled down the ladder that led up into the attic. She could really only stand up straight in the center of it — the roof sloped steeply in places like Moscow, Idaho, to prevent snow from accumulating. At least old houses and those built by local builders did. Every winter some trendy new house had a roof collapse because it was flat. Apparently snow weighed a ton, if you put two feet of it on your roof. Who knew? 

Not Seattle hotshot architects, Gail thought with amusement. It hadn’t taken her long to develop the same skepticism her rural friends and colleagues had for big city people.

Carefully packed away were a selection of formal clothes. Back in the day she had invested in them just as she would invest in the props for a play or the costumes for a character. She hadn’t had a lot of money — also like most theater productions — and being nearly 6 feet tall and thin posed its own set of problems. So, they were, for the most part, timeless. Black dresses of a variety of lengths and degrees of revealing necklines. Jackets that were richly colored — jewel tones for the most part, like her living room — and the ballet flats to match them. It had been her signature of a sort, although in reality it had been so she didn’t tower above Andrew Blake. And others, she conceded. Men could develop short-man syndrome very easily, she’d found. She thought about who would be there tonight. The dean was a tall man, elegant even as he aged. Her own department chair was also tall. She smiled. No ballet flats, necessary, then. She was going to wear heels. It was too warm in August to wear a jacket — which was good, because she was sure Andrew had seen all of these, and he would comment on her still wearing them 10 years later. And she wasn’t going to admit it was the first time in 10 years she’d needed to wear anything so formal.

But a silk scarf from her Asia trip? She grinned. She had some beautiful ones. Some were large enough to serve as an evening wrap. So, then the question became, how short did she want to go? And how deep a neckline? She frowned and grabbed three dresses to try on downstairs. She carefully repackaged everything else and put them away.

Downstairs, she looked at the time. “Damn it,” she said. She ran a brush through her hair, pushed it back with some clips, and ran for the door. Breakfast was in 15 minutes, and she was 10 blocks away. 

And she plowed right into her dancing partner from the night before as he was about to knock on her door.

“Jake?” she said, startled.

He caught her easily when she stumbled. “Sorry!” he said laughing. “I wanted to see the house in daylight — I only saw a bit of the color last night. And then it seemed weird to be walking up and down the sidewalk outside your house without letting you know. Stalkerish, right?”

She laughed. “And do you like the colors?” she asked.

“I do,” he assured her.

Gail had fallen in love with the nearly derelict old house from the moment she’d spotted it. It had needed everything — a new roof, a foundation, better plumbing, wiring and heating — and so it had been actually within her budget to buy it. And gradually she’d given it all the things it had needed. 

Including paint. She’d spent a lot of time sitting on scaffolding painting the house with its intricate trim. It could have been used for a catalog of trim parts, and much of it was hand-cut. You couldn’t spray it, you had to use a brush, especially on the gingerbread. She’d researched the painted ladies of San Francisco, and then she gave in to whimsy and painted her house.

“I’ve counted nine colors,” he said, still studying the house. “How many have I missed?”

“I think there are 12,” she said, solemnly, somewhat tongue in cheek. She was sure there were. She’d used the same baggy white T-shirt for most of the painting, and it had 12 colors on it.

“Walk with me?” she suggested. “I’m late for breakfast with some friends. A tradition.”

He obligingly fell into step as she headed down the street. “So, who did the work? A local painter?”

“I did,” she said laughing. “Are you kidding?” She told him about the trials and tribulations of getting an old house painted. Painting contractors wanted $6,000 just to do a tarp and spray job! She couldn’t afford that. But she did have time that first summer. And she had some painting experience — theater sets — enough to give her more confidence than sense.

He grinned at her. “Sometime I want to see the inside,” he said. “Is it as colorful?”

“I add more with every trip I take abroad,” she admitted. 

He smiled. “I brought back a few things,” he said. “Afghani textiles are beautiful. Rich colors, and they love embroidery.”

“Do you have them here?” Gail asked. “I’d love to see them.”

“They’re in storage until I’m sure this is where I’ll land for a while,” he said. “But if I’m here for the term, I’ll show you. Any woman who paints a house like that will like these textiles and rugs.”

She smiled at him. “What is your play about?” she asked.

He sobered. “Afghanistan. War. Learning to live again.” He pointed to a street that led back to campus. “This is where I turn. See you Sunday, Professor.”

Gail watched him go, and then she took off with long strides to breakfast. An interesting contrast to Andrew Blake’s appraisal of her home, she thought, somewhat bemused. But then, Andrew was 55? Maybe even 60? And Jake was under 30. A generation apart. 

A world of experiences apart. She pushed open the door to the Breakfast Club, grabbed a menu and headed to the big booth her friends had staked out in back.

“Beginning to wonder if that young man had kept you too busy to join us,” Marilee teased.

“Ooh, a young man?” Ben Johnson asked. He hadn’t been at the bar the night before. 

Gail laughed. “Wouldn’t you know? He’s a student? And not only that — one of mine. Of all the damned bad luck.”

And she spun them a story about the evening of dancing and drinking beers. Of laughing and walking back to her house. “And damn it, I had to ask,” she finished. “So, I made him leave me on my own doorstep with just a chaste kiss — not even enough to turn a frog into a prince.”

The dozen or so people at the table were all laughing hard when she was done. But then, she had a reputation to live up to. Gail and her stories, they teased. 

She’d always told stories. Little ones to the other kids in the neighborhood when she was very young. Longer ones to her own brothers when she was left to babysit as a teen. She wrote stories and hid them in a box under her bed. She wrote them in classes when she was supposed to be taking notes. 

Now she told her friends her stories. 

And last night? She’d made up stories for Jake — well, they had all been true, but she knew he didn’t believe they were — but she’d told him more stories than she’d told anyone besides these friends in a very long time.

But then, maybe Jake was a friend she didn’t know well yet.

Student, she reminded herself. Tenure-review year. A lot rode on tenure review. A job for life. She didn’t care about that as much as the reverse: fail the review and you were out the door. 

And she refocused to listen to Marilee talk about the ranch for a bit. She was avoiding talking about Trent Williams, new banker, and for a brief time, someone important to her. Gail had been in Mexico for a lot of it. Angie knew more, but she wasn’t sharing either.

Gail had thought last spring either Marilee would end up burying the banker in some remote spot on the ranch — or they’d end up married. Apparently the marriage idea was off the table. As wounded as Marilee had looked this last two weeks, Gail would gladly help her find the right burial spot.

She ordered her usual kitchen-sink scramble — the one with everything in it but the proverbial kitchen sink. Scrambled eggs, pancakes, sausage and bacon. And orange juice. Coffee with cream. She was blessed with a metabolism that wouldn’t stop, and she took full advantage of it here at their monthly breakfast. She didn’t know why she even bothered to grab a menu — she never varied the order. Traditions and rituals? Or ruts? She had a vision of the people at this table in 30 years, still coming to breakfast, all of them with gray hairs and wrinkles. She winced.

She set that aside, and threw herself into the conversation, joking and teasing, and being teased. She didn’t mention Andrew Blake and his midnight visit.
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Chapter 5
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Jake Abbott turned away from the theater professor and just strolled through town. Moscow, Idaho. Small town. College town. Were all college towns like this? He’d lived in a lot of places, but nothing like this. This felt like Mayberry, USA, merged with a tiny festival of bars, cafes, and small shops with all kinds of inexpensive goods from around the world. He wondered if he could find a prayer rug from Kabul here? Ironic to have carted them home — and that wasn’t easy — only to find one waiting here for him. He grinned and went inside. They had some prayer rugs, but none from Afghanistan, the clerk said regretfully.

“That would be way cool to have,” she said. She was slim, young, with a small stud ring in her right nostril. Her body language said she was willing to flirt with the stranger who had entered her shop. But Jake found he was only interested in the goods of the shop not the clerk, unfortunately.

He thanked her, and bowed out, the tinkle of the bells above the door following him down the street. He took a deep breath and smelled incense. And dear God, it triggered a flashback. He clenched his teeth, and forced himself not to duck or run, but to stand still. He let the scene play out in his head, his eyes closed. And then he forced them open, looked around to see if anyone was paying attention. Not obviously. Relieved he walked on. 

He found a coffee shop, One World, and went inside. Too hot out for coffee, he decided and ordered iced tea, a bit bemused when the waiter offered a selection of choices. For iced tea? He’d lived in the south a lot. He was used to the choice of sweet tea or unsweetened. And most folks down there were skeptical of those who chose unsweetened. He took the tea outside and sat at a bistro table, drinking it slowly, mostly just an excuse to watch the people and let his nerves calm down.

Most students weren’t back yet, he’d been told. Three weeks from now, or so, they would be. So, this was what the town looked like before you dumped 12,000 students into it. He tried guessing what the people on the street did in this town. How many of them worked at the university? A lot, he guessed. He was sure a lot were town people: shop owners, teachers, medical folks. Some farmers and ranchers. A guy he thought must be a logger, but he couldn’t figure out why he thought that. He wished Gail Tremont was sitting here with him spinning her tales of the characters who walked by. He smiled. 

So, she was a professor. Not what he expected professors to be like. He’d pictured them as male, and he winced, a bit chagrined at that. He’d known the director of the competition was a woman — although her head shot didn’t do her justice. But he pictured professors as older, white and male. Stuffy. Like Houseman in that show? Paper Chase. Like that. He wondered how many college students would recognize the actor or the show? Not many, he thought, but entertainment in remote parts of Afghanistan could be eclectic. And it was a great show.

But yeah, she was unexpected. He’d liked her last night. He liked her house. He liked walking with her, and not having to shorten his stride. He liked her laugh, and the whimsy of her stories. And he’d love to know if any of them were true. He smiled.

Mostly? She seemed like daylight and sanity. 

He finished his tea and got up to walk, restless. Maybe it had been a mistake to come to town early. But the dorm allowed him to come on Friday, and so he had. He was at loose ends for the first time in his life. And he didn’t quite know how to handle that.

He was a military brat. When he was 18, he’d enlisted in the Marines. The discipline of the military was really all he knew. Until last year. 

And after a slow recovery at Walter Reed, still military, still disciplined, he was ready to move on. But move on to what? Where? For the first time in his life, he had to answer those questions for himself. It felt weird.

A doctor had seen the call for submissions of plays to some university in Idaho. “You’ve been writing,” she observed. “A play, right?”

He’d nodded, a bit discomfited that she’d noticed. It was his, something private. But there was little privacy at military hospitals.

“Submit it,” she said. “What can it hurt? And if you’re chosen, you get a week in Idaho with other people who write plays. And won’t that be a hoot?”

She’d grinned. He’d smiled, unsure what she meant by that. He’d have to write her and tell her about it when it was over.

He read the requirements. It didn’t require the whole play, just a synopsis, an essay about his background and a description of how he came to write the play. He used the career center to do a bit of research on the university and the competition. It seemed to be the real deal, so he sent in an application.

And he was accepted. Surprised him really. Other Voices? He’d assumed that meant people of color, women or gay people. But maybe a banged-up Marine was another voice, too. So, he packed his belongings into his pickup and drove across country. He took his time. And that too was a novelty. He wasn’t under orders of any kind. 

It helped to have a destination, and a place to be eventually, he found. When the terrors hit, or he woke up shaking from nightmares, he could remind himself that he had a place waiting for him.

Of course, he could always go to his parents’ place. And maybe he would if this didn’t pan out. They were posted in San Diego. He thought they were anyway, if they hadn’t moved in the last six months. He got emails from his mother. But they sat unopened. He wasn’t sure why.

Because she’d be concerned, he thought now. Solicitous? And worried. He didn’t want to deal with that. And then his dad would be all buck up, and what’s your plan now, son? Well, he didn’t have one. There would be discussions of what career he should think about — a trade or law enforcement — and using his VA benefits at the local community college. Just thinking about how that would all play out made him hunch his shoulders and walk faster.

There was something he wanted. He didn’t know what it was, really. But he hungered for something more than that. Something more than what his military family thought was normal.

He had always written things. He’d kept a journal since his teen years. And then after the bomb blew his squad and his life to shit last fall, he’d tried to capture something about them and about being the survivor, and it had seemed to him that it deserved to be a play. So, he’d read a bit about what a script would look like. He had nothing but time on his hands after all. Daily PT, and time. 

So here he was, script in hand. He wondered what people would think. What the other students would be like. What kinds of things they would write about. Could they possibly understand his play? Would he understand theirs?

Most of what he owned fit in his pickup and was now in a storage unit outside of town. A duffel of things had gone with him into the dorm room he’d been assigned. A room and a bathroom to himself? That felt amazing. 

He’d walked awhile now, and his leg was hurting. He needed to go back and do the stretches the physical therapist had assigned him; he might even have to ice it a bit. But walking was good for it, and for him. 

He looked at the time, and realized he needed to hustle to make lunch at the cafeteria. So he picked up his pace, wincing a bit.

It’s only pain, he told himself. Be grateful you’re alive to feel it.
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Chapter 6
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Cocktails at 6 p.m. Dinner at 7 p.m. 

People out west ate earlier than the East Coast did: Eight is great, nine is divine. Gail hadn’t thought of that old saying in a long time. She parked near the administration building.

She was also on time. This was her baby, the Other Voices Playwright Competition, and she felt like she needed to play host to some extent. And to stake her claim to the program. Now that it was a success, it was amazing how many administrators were pleased to claim it as theirs. She grinned ruefully. She took it as a sign the program had an established future at the university.

She also figured she’d get there early enough to stake her claim to the space. She knew Andrew Blake would arrive later. No point in making an entrance if the audience isn’t in place. And he would make an entrance. She had no doubt of it.

She wasn’t the first to walk into the president’s dining room. The room was nice, not unlike a posh hotel dining room. A head table was set up at one end with round tables throughout the room. White tablecloths, white napkins, flower arrangements. The lights were low-key. A bit of clanking going on behind the wall leading to the kitchen. A student chamber trio was setting up in a corner. Gail raised an eye there — the dean was going all out. Two student waiters in black trousers and white shirts were standing by the door to take wraps. She smiled and shook her head; no, she would keep the shawl. She was having doubts about being brave enough for this dress without the shawl, truth be told.

Three men and their wives stood near the entrance, making small talk: the dean, her chair, and the associate dean. They looked at her blankly when she walked in. The associate dean, another musician, started toward her. She smiled at him, and he stopped and stared.

“Gail?” he said with a laugh. “I didn’t recognize you!”

“Is that good?” she teased. “I hope that’s good.” She liked Miles Trent, a short man in his 40s, who did not have short-man’s disease — his wife was also taller than he was. She liked him for that alone. 

Miles grinned. “Oh, it’s good, all right,” he assured her. “Come say hello to everyone who also felt like they needed to play host tonight,” he said under his breath so only she could hear. She laughed. One of the reasons she liked him were asides like that. They’d gotten through more than one fall orientation day by sitting in the back and muttering to each other.

Gail knew she looked good. She had chosen the short black dress, and she was wearing sheer black hose, and high heels. Not really high — she was nearly 6 feet tall and didn’t need really high heels. This black dress was simple, except from the back. And she had a shawl in vibrant jewel tones that swirled together draped around her shoulders to cover the deep V in back for now. Some dangly earrings. She even had makeup on.

Mile’s wife, Sarah, nodded warmly as she joined the group. Gail liked her too. She was a faculty member in education. Also in her 40s, she had curly red hair and freckles — and she didn’t cover them up with makeup either.

The wife of her own chair, a woman named Susan, was another matter. Susan thought all women in academic life were after her husband. Probably because she was a second wife herself — she’d been a graduate student in the department 20 years ago. Bill Call, at age 40, had left his wife to marry her. He was now in his 60s. She was in her 40s. Why she thought Gail would want an old man was beyond her. Since it wasn’t personal — Susan Call was suspicious of all women — Gail just shrugged. 

Bill was no catch in her mind, but maybe he’d been different 20 years ago. He was a big, barrel-chested man, who got out of breath if he had to climb a flight of stairs. His specialty was directing, although he did very little of it now that he was chair. But he knew his stuff in the classroom, and his students did really good work on her students’ plays.

Dean Morgan Williamson was a tall, elegant man who had been a world-renowned pianist. He had a gray fringe around his mostly bald head, with a matching gray goatee. His wife Karen was also a musician, a violinist. They all smiled at each other, and Karen patted her arm. “That’s from your China trip isn’t it?” she said, nodding to her shawl. “It’s beautiful.”

“Thank you,” Gail said. The conversation was apparently about the chamber music series that would be kicking off in two weeks. Ticket sales were not as good as they normally were, and it was worrisome. Gail listened and didn’t contribute. Not her department, not her problem. That could practically be her mantra.

Other people were beginning to arrive, and they dispersed to make people welcome. Gail was watching for her Artist in Residence Naomi Ford who arrived with her partner Jane Lewis. She saw the pair come in and headed for them. “I didn’t know you were going to be coming to town, too!” Gail exclaimed as she gave Jane a hug, and then Naomi. 

“I took a week vacation,” Jane said. “What could they say? I haven’t taken vacation days in five years!” Jane Lewis was a pediatrician at the UW Medical School. The two of them lived in Seattle, and Gail had visited them there. She counted them as friends — she hoped it was mutual. Naomi had long dark hair, and warm brown skin; Jane was shorter, more petite, and wore her dark hair in a short cut that emphasized her large brown eyes. She was wearing black slacks and a black silk shirt. 

Naomi, on the other hand, had dressed the part — an established Native American playwright — that people would expect from her. She was wearing a long deep blue dress with some fine turquoise and silver jewelry that Gail immediately coveted. Naomi usually dressed as simply as Jane was. We all use our clothing to communicate messages, Gail thought ruefully. Look at what she had on tonight.

“I hear we have a second artist in residence?” Naomi said softly. “Is that your doing?”

“No,” Gail said, a bit grim. “It’s a ‘surprise,’” she said, making air quotes. “I wasn’t consulted.”

“So, it’s not you that thinks I’m not enough of a draw,” Naomi said, arching an eyebrow.

“You’ve already done that part of the job,” Gail pointed out. “And we’ve got a full house and a waiting list. No, I don’t know what the motivation is — or even who initiated it. The dean isn’t a theater person — music.”

Naomi nodded. “Do you know who?”

Gail looked around. “The dean hasn’t told me,” she said very quietly. “But it’s Andrew Blake.”

Naomi studied her for a moment. “Wasn’t there history between the two of you?” she said.

Gail took a deep breath and let it out. Really the theater world was one big gossip fest. She nodded. “Ancient history at this point. But he wouldn’t be on my list to invite here. Why would he be? What other voice does he represent? Entitled white men are a dime a dozen.”

“Well, he’s straight,” Naomi said dryly. “In theater that might almost count as a minority.”

Gail snorted. “Only sometimes,” she muttered. Naomi looked at her curiously.

She forced a smile. “Mingle, ladies,” she ordered. “Do I need to introduce you to people, or can you handle it?”

“We’re on it, boss,” Jane said, laughing, and pulled her partner away. 

Gail wandered up to the head table and checked out the name plates. She frowned. Where was Jane’s? She found it at a secondary table. Miles came up beside her. “Problem?”

“You’ve got the partner of the artist in residence at a secondary table,” she muttered. She picked up the name plate and walked down the head-table. A solo member of her own department was seated next to Gail. She shuffled him to the secondary table, moved Jane next to Naomi. Miles watched her with a smile on his face.

“What?” she asked.

“You’re a smart woman,” he said. “And you are astute. Thank you for catching that. I understand Naomi can be touchy.”

Gail snorted. “Why? Because she won’t suffer the slights no man would put up with either?”

Miles laughed. “Has anyone given you heads up on the surprise guest?”

Gail nodded. “I’m aware. Not happy. It’s a problem. But hey, it’s only a week.”

“Well that’s not quite true,” Miles began. 

And at that point Andrew made his entrance. Dean Morgan Williamson went over to greet him. Gail watched, then turned back to Miles. “What do you mean that’s not quite true?” she asked in a low voice.

“He’s here for the term, Gail,” Miles said just as quietly. “He’s going to direct the play that’s chosen.”

She looked at him in silence, and then patted his arm and laughed as if he’d said something funny. There were eyes upon her, she knew. “What the hell?” she said, still laughing.

“I told Morgan it wasn’t right. That’s your gig,” Miles said, he was smiling too. They both knew this game. “But he can’t understand why you’d be offended.”

“He wouldn’t do it to a man,” Gail said, through gritted teeth. 

“No, he wouldn’t. But pointing that out isn’t very politic,” Miles said. “It’s done, the decision has been made. The contract has been inked.”

“I suppose Bill approved it? Also, without consulting me. And I’m up for tenure this year,” she muttered. “So, bite my tongue.”

He patted her arm sympathetically. “The reverse, actually. Bill proposed it. Come on,” he said. “Introduce me to the infamous Andrew Blake.”

Gail laughed, and they walked companionably toward the door.

The president and his wife had followed Andrew in, Gail saw. Was he staying with them? She wished someone would just
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