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Welcome to Tabor Heights:

A friendly little town on Ohio's North Coast, where sweet romance is always in the air.

Here you'll be able to explore the lives of the members of the congregation of Tabor Christian Church in the space of two years. The stories overlap, and there's no one right place to start.

Just like any small town, you come in, you meet someone, you hear their story and get to know them, and they introduce you to their friends, tell you something about them, and you learn those stories. As you get to know these new friends, they introduce you to other people, and tell you about other interesting stories in town.

It's the same way with Tabor Heights. Start with the story that interests you the most, and then branch out. 

Settle back and enjoy your visit.

Welcome!

––––––––

[image: ]


YEAR ONE

THE SECOND TIME AROUND

DETOURS

COMMON GROUNDS

WHITE ROSES

THE FAMILY WAY

FORGIVEN

FIRESONG

BEHIND THE SCENES

THE MISSION

ACCIDENTAL HEARTS

A QUIET PLACE

––––––––

[image: ]


YEAR TWO

COOKING UP TROUBLE

THE WRATH OF BUBBLES

INVITATION TO A WEDDING

TRUCK STOP ANGEL

A BOX OF PROMISES

WHEELS

THE TEDDY BEAR DANCER



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One



[image: ]




Saturday, February 15

Lisa knew better than to buy her pregnancy test kit in Tabor Heights. 

Mrs. Enright at Beckley's Drugstore spied for her father-in-law, Arthur Montgomery. Lisa knew that for a fact, because the one time she took her reading group at the Mission on a walk and brought the children into Beckley's to buy them Popsicles, Mrs. Enright was the only clerk on duty. Two days later, Mr. Montgomery commented on the outing.

"You should think more about your duties as a good Christian wife and stop making it possible for lazy mothers to shirk their responsibilities. You've been married more than a year now. It's time you had a child of your own to take care of. Not someone else's," he had pronounced at the obligatory Sunday dinner at his house.

Lisa didn't dare use Beckley's or any other store in Tabor Heights where one of her father-in-law's supporters might see her. Mr. Montgomery would be waiting at the apartment door by the time she got home, ready to accuse her of "embarrassing the family" by keeping secret such an important matter. He had practically ordered her on her wedding day to start producing grandchildren. He would demand that she take the test right that moment, while he looked on. He wouldn’t care that she wanted to wait until Todd got home from his business trip. As clan patriarch, his right to know first was more important than Todd’s, the baby’s father.

Despite that, the hope that she might finally be pregnant made Lisa smile. Even without the constant pressure to produce, she did want a baby. And maybe, just maybe, a baby would finally get a nod of approval from him, if nothing else ever did.

Considering the challenge of obtaining that test kit without being seen and outed, Lisa chewed her lip and stared unseeing at the blank sheet of paper on her drawing board. Nearly 10a.m., and she hadn't even drawn the frame for her next cartoon strip, let alone planned what would happen in it. The possibility she could be pregnant had grown stronger, until she nearly blurted the news to Todd on Wednesday before he left on his business trip. Here it was, Saturday, and she needed to do something to be sure, if only to settle her thoughts so she could get some work done.

Going out of Tabor to buy the test kit presented a problem. The car had a flat, which was why she hadn't driven Todd to the airport on Wednesday. He could have hitched a ride with the three men from DeWitt-McGregor going on the trip, but he had asked his father. Lisa knew she would hear from him about that on Sunday, as if it was her fault the car had a flat. The car was Todd's territory. She didn't even know if it had a jack, let alone the first step in changing a tire.

She might ask Bekka Sanderson for help in changing it, but Lisa had no idea if her neighbor in the Parkview Towers building was home. It was too nice a day, despite the icy temperatures, to stay indoors. She would be outside, except she had a deadline for her cartoon strip, P.K. Besides, she might spill the news while Bekka helped her. Todd had to hear the news first, and he wouldn't get home until Tuesday.

Lisa lowered her gaze to the blank paper neatly taped to her drawing board. Should she add her pregnancy to the storyline of P.K.? Maybe one of Katie's friends could think she was pregnant? Or maybe Katie herself? Many events in Lisa’s life were reflected in the adventures of Katie, the quintessential Preacher's Kid. Why not this, too?

One problem solved: she knew the main storyline for the next year, maybe two. Now, back to the problem of secretly obtaining the test kit. She had loved Tabor Heights, ever since her freshman year at Butler-Williams University, but sometimes the small, quiet college town was just a little too small. Like living in a goldfish bowl. Especially married to the only son of an elder statesmen of the town and Tabor Christian Church.

The pencil clenched in her fist snapped. Lisa sighed and tossed the fragments into the wastebasket. 

The answer hit her with a jolt that made her laugh at her own silliness. She needed a new box of art pencils. She could take the bus to Padua to Kingsbury Mall, to get her art pencils. Or, she could be totally decadent and take the bus into downtown Cleveland, to Knickerbox and stock up on art supplies. There were three drugstores between the bus stop and Knickerbox, where she could get her test kit. She could put the kit in the green paper Knickerbox bag, which no one could see through. No matter how many people she ran into on Tabor's streets, walking home, no one would ever guess what she had inside it.

Lisa sighed as she put on her coat and grabbed her purse. Was it just her imagination, that life would be so much simpler if she hadn't married Todd?

No, Todd wasn't the problem. It was his Pharisee of a father, and Lisa had known what kind of man he was before she agreed to marry his son. Prominent lawyer in Tabor, hand-in-glove with arrogant Judge Foggerty, long-time deacon and officer at Tabor Christian Church, head of the group that believed good Christian women shouldn't wear pants or hold a job outside the home.

Lisa had walked into her marriage and joined the Montgomery family with her eyes wide open. Pastor Glenn and his pre-marital counseling had made sure of that. She loved Todd, and believed she could put up with a lot because he loved her, and would protect her.

The phone in the kitchen rang just as Lisa turned to pull the apartment door closed. She checked her watch. Ten a.m., as usual. Despite knowing better, she listened. The answering machine clicked on and Todd's cheerful voice ran through the greeting. After the beep, nothing. Not even heavy breathing. Then the hard clatter as the person on the other end slammed the phone down.

Did the caller know Todd was out of town? Lisa shivered. She didn't like the thought that the caller knew anything about her and Todd's schedules or their lives. Every weekday, and on weekends when Todd was out of town, 10a.m. and 2p.m., someone called and never left a message. She had tried using star sixty-nine a few times, but the number was always blocked. And that wasn't a good sign.

If only she could figure out Todd’s old-fashioned answering machine he had had since college. She needed proof of the recorded hang-ups and the date stamp, the same time every day. She had told Todd about the calls once, but when she tried to play back the recording, nothing was there. She needed that proof to make him believe her. How did she manage to erase the recordings every time? 

This time, she would leave the answering machine alone until Todd came home. 

After all, a baby meant they had to make triply sure of the security of their home. Maybe they should move, if someone was harassing them at the apartment? They needed to make changes in their lives.

"Please, God, let things change," Lisa whispered as she locked the door and hurried down the hall to the elevator.

~~~~~
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TAKEISHI, A FRIEND from life drawing class at Butler-Williams, was on duty at the checkout counter next to the door at Knickerbox, when Lisa walked into the store more than an hour later. He looked around in response to the piercing sound of the chimes on the door. Lisa held up the drugstore's semi-opaque white bag to show she was bringing something into the store. He grinned and gestured for her to go on in, meaning she didn't have to check her bag with him. She was known, she was trusted, and her secret was safe. For a second, though, Lisa wished she had saved the drugstore stop for her return trip to meet her bus.

She grinned at her silliness. Takeishi was the last person in the world to tell anyone in Arthur Montgomery's clique that he had seen Lisa walk into the art supply store with a pregnancy test kit. Every time Lisa had broken up with Todd during their years at BWU, Takeishi had tried to fix her up with one of his friends, who he said were twenty times better for her than Todd Montgomery. He would keep her secret.

Clutching the incriminating test kit close, with the big neon pink letters threatening to bleed through the drugstore bag wrapped around it twice, Lisa headed for the pencils, chalk, and acrylic paints aisle. No leisurely wandering up and down every aisle on this trip, dreaming about the day she could indulge in the most expensive colored pencils and luxurious papers for her cartoons. She had to be even more careful of her expenses, budget, and time from now on. She was going to be a mother. She had to think about her baby's future, after all.

Lisa picked up three boxes, enough to last her three weeks at her current rate of drawing and erasing and re-drawing. She turned, and ran into a faded army surplus backpack, hanging from a shoulder draped in a pea coat spotted with melted snow. She knocked the pencils and the drugstore bag from her hands. Lisa froze and watched everything hit the floor. The pencil boxes stayed closed, but the drugstore bag opened and the test kit slid out, exposing those incriminating yet glorious words.

"Sorry!" Bekka Sanderson went down on one knee, laughing, and scooped up Lisa's pencils.

Lisa could only stare. What was Bekka doing Downtown today, of all days?

"Amy's birthday," Bekka said, getting back to her feet. She gestured at the handful of pink, plumed pens she had slipped onto a shelf before she bent to pick up the pencils.

Lisa realized she had spoken her thoughts aloud. Then she remembered that Amy, Bekka's roommate, would only write her poetry with pink plumed pens on lavender paper. She claimed the color combination sparked her creativity. Kat, Bekka's other roommate, had confided in Lisa a few weeks ago that Amy only said that to torture her on-again, off-again boyfriend, Joe. Knickerbox was the only store in all of Northeast Ohio that sold the specific pink plumed pens and lavender paper Amy insisted on. When Joe was desperate to make up after another of their ridiculous fights, he usually had to trudge Downtown to get the pens or paper or both.

"You okay?" Bekka tucked her pens into the crook of her arm with the pencil boxes and the drugstore bag and reached out her free hand to grip Lisa's shoulder. "You look kind of shell-shocked. Something wrong?"

"No. Everything's... fine." Lisa reached for the drugstore bag, barely stopping herself before she snatched it out of Bekka's grasp and started another avalanche.

"Are you heading back home right away? Could I hitch a ride?"

"I don't have the car. Flat tire." Lisa breathed a prayer of relief and gratitude as Bekka slid her bag and boxes into her grasp without even looking at the all-too-visible label.

"Let me guess. Saint Toddy is too busy helping his father with something to fix the tire, so you had to take the bus on a day like this." She laughed as they headed down the aisle for the register.

"He's out of town. He had to get a ride to get to the airport."

"Tell you what. Buy me a hot chocolate at that donut joint on the corner, and I'll help you change your tire when we get back to the apartments."

"You are my hero," Lisa groaned, earning laughter from Bekka and a grin from Takeishi, when they reached the register just that moment. "No, honestly, you are saving my life," she said, continuing the conversation after they had both made their purchases and stepped out into the sharp, cold gusts of wind that came straight from Lake Erie, down the canyons formed by the buildings. "The car is Todd's domain, and I never learned how to change a tire or the oil or do anything more complicated than add windshield washer fluid."

"It's the least I can do for a neighbor." Bekka took the big, dark green Knickerbox bag from Lisa's hands so she could slide the drugstore bag inside it. "And an expectant mommy," she added, handing the bag back to her.

Lisa stumbled, and an especially hard gust of wind nearly knocked her against the building they walked past. Bekka slipped an arm through hers, holding her upright until Lisa got her feet underneath herself again.

"Please—don't tell anyone."

"My lips are sealed. I just love keeping secrets from my roommates. And you have no idea how hard it is to keep something hidden from those two snoops. They made my Dove dark chocolate hearts evaporate less than a day after I bought them."

"They're not who I was thinking about, but thanks, now that you mentioned it." Somehow, Lisa was able to breathe again. Maybe it was the understanding light, warm in Bekka's eyes despite her crooked grin.

Bekka said not one word more that even vaguely hinted at Lisa's pregnancy. They talked about the news from the Guardians training camp in Arizona and the recent Superbowl disappointment on the long, bumpy, chilly bus ride to their stop in the center of Tabor. They went to the parking lot next to their apartment building and Bekka changed the tire immediately, making short work of the task. Lisa marveled at how self-sufficient she was, how much she knew how to do, and how generous she was with her time. Especially on an icy, windy day. It occurred to Lisa that she and Bekka had more in common than most of their mutual friends. They were both orphans, raised by elderly relatives: Lisa by cousins who did their minimal required duty, and Bekka by paternal grandparents who wanted to do her thinking for her. Lisa had been on her own since she graduated from high school, while Bekka had lived with her grandparents until last fall, when the Sandersons moved to Florida. How had Bekka become so much more independent and assured? She had to fight for everything she had, to keep it safe from people who would take away her individuality and her dreams. Lisa had grown up fairly solitary, with few threats. Life had been quiet and simple and relatively easy.

Until she met Todd Montgomery.

"What wrong?" Bekka asked, as she finished hooking the jack back into the compartment in the trunk.

"Too many deep thoughts and too many deadlines."

"Want me to hold your hand while you wait for the test results?" She grinned and gestured at the white drugstore bag sticking out of the Knickerbox bag.

"I'm thinking of waiting until Todd gets home. To do it together."

"That has got to be true love, because if it was me, I'd have gone into the bathroom at the drugstore and taken the test. Of course, I would never have married Todd Montgomery, but... Does that big jerk know how much you love him? Because I swear, I'll get some of the big backstage guys from the tech crew, and I'll have them take him up to the balcony and drop him on his head a few dozen times until he straightens out."

"Todd isn't that bad. And he'll change his ways, once...” She patted her flat stomach.

"He'd better. That's all I can say." She slammed the trunk for emphasis.

~~~~~
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THE ANSWERING MACHINE clicked off just as Lisa returned to the apartment in triumph, carrying the pencils, the test kit, and a bag of dark chocolate espresso beans Bekka had insisted on giving her from the stash she had bought at her favorite coffee shop Downtown. She checked her watch, even knowing it was 2p.m. on the dot. Repressing a shudder, Lisa made sure the security chain and deadbolt were firmly in place before hurrying to her office.

The answering machine for her private phone line flashed and the number three showed on the digital readout. Lisa fought a wave of nausea. The caller hadn't found her unlisted office number, had he?

"Hey, Lisa, it's Genevieve. I know, you're wondering what I'm doing in my office on a Saturday. Honey, I have fantastic news. Call me!"

Lisa grinned and sat down, feeling a little weak in the knees from sheer relief at hearing her agent's cheerful voice. She and Genevieve had made each other's success. One hesitant cartoonist paired up with one fledgling agent who knew how to make people smile even when she refused to take 'no' for an answer. When P.K. exploded on the Christian publishing scene, Genevieve's reputation expanded with it. Even though she now employed two other agents in her firm, she insisted on handling all Lisa's business personally.

The second message was Genevieve, announcing she was heading out to lunch, but she would be back in half an hour, and demanding Lisa call her before she exploded with the good news.

The third message was Genevieve. She had to leave by 1:30 for her niece's ballet recital and wouldn't be back in the office until Monday. She grumbled good-naturedly and said it was high time Lisa stuck a crowbar into her wallet and bought a cell phone, then condemned her to endure a restless weekend of wondering what the good news was. She would email all the details to her first thing Monday morning.

"Good news, huh?" Lisa hugged herself and finally took off her coat. She spilled her bag onto her second worktable and read the label of the pregnancy test upside down. "Maybe we'll have two things to celebrate when you get home, Toddy."

She could wait until Todd came home before she took the test. Being part of the Montgomery family had certainly taught her patience.

~~~~~
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TODD DIDN'T EVEN KNOW the name of the mall where he wandered. The other men in the team sent out by his company had found things to do: sitting in the bar, watching a football game, or sleeping, or indulging in the hotel's indoor pool. After the fourth "What's your problem, Montgomery?" his foul mood wouldn't let him stay with his peers. Even if he knew what had him feeling like he had an anvil in his gut and an incipient explosion in his temples, he certainly wouldn't tell any of them.

What kind of an idiot sends us out on business in the middle of the week, then makes us sit around in a second-rate hotel for an entire weekend, doing nothing? He stared vacantly at a window display, watching a clerk with multiple earrings and purple swatches in her hair take down the display. Then the shimmer of light on red foil broke him out of his haze. She was taking down the Valentine's Day display.

His mood plummeted, hitting sharp rocks. Yesterday was Valentine's Day. As usual, Lisa had bought him a little token, tucking it into his suitcase when he wasn't looking. Did he remember to leave anything for her? Did he take two minutes from that leisurely schedule of meetings and long breaks yesterday to call and wish her happy Valentine's Day and tell her he missed her?

Of course not.

He could probably take advantage of all the after-holiday sales in the card stores and candy shops and get something really spectacular for Lisa without breaking the bank. The problem with a plan like that was that he had forgotten about Valentine's Day last year too, then forgot to take the sale stickers off the little pink bear and the enormous lace-covered box of chocolate. Lisa had been hurt at this evidence that he didn't think about her until after the fact. She didn't say anything, as usual, but Todd was positive he had heard her crying in her office.

"Do it, you coward," he told his reflection. Fortunately, there was no one nearby to hear him talking to himself.

What use was a cell phone if he didn't use it? The company wouldn’t fire him for making a personal call. His boss had specifically told him the cell phones were provided to help the traveling members of the staff stay in touch with their families, since they were away from home so much. He would just dig into his jeans pocket, pull out his cell phone, call Lisa, and promise her dinner at the Mediterranean when he got home next week. Just the two of them. It was their favorite restaurant when they were dating. They hadn't gone out to eat there in months. In fact, Todd couldn't remember the last time they had gone out to eat, period.

He had a hard time wrapping his fingers around the cell phone and pulling it out of his pocket. He didn't even know why. Todd walked down the main walkway of the mall, dodging the loud, laughing, hurrying streams of teens. Their energy and enjoyment of life made him feel old. He had been down in the dumps since he got on the plane to fly out here.

The phone rang and he jumped, almost dropping it. For a second, he transposed the numbers and thought Lisa was calling him. Guilt made him choke. No, that was his father's home number, not Lisa's office number. They were almost the same numbers, just arranged differently.

"Hi, Dad." He settled on a bench facing a fountain. The sound of the water muffled some excited screaming down one wing of the mall.

For two heartbeats, he flashed back to the ride to the airport, and his father grumbling that Todd should get a new job that wouldn't take him out of town so much. No good would come from leaving a flighty, self-centered girl like Lisa alone for days at a time with no supervision. Todd had tuned it out, like he always did.

Not this time, though, he realized. Not entirely. Some of that heaviness in his chest had landed during that ride to the airport.
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Chapter Two
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"What was that, Dad? Sorry, I'm at a mall, getting some exercise, and there are a lot of kids making noise. I didn't hear you." Todd grinned at the blatant lie, but it was easier to blame someone else than admit he hadn't been listening. His sisters ignored their father whenever possible, and he refused to do that to him, even unintentionally.

That set his father off on a tirade about the rudeness of modern teens and how, when he was their age, he had something useful to do on a Saturday afternoon. Eventually he shifted gears to grumble about the deacons meeting at church that afternoon, still trying to talk sense into the spendthrifts who wanted to throw more money at the Mission and expand the services of the old school building the church had bought. 

Todd thought the Mission was a great idea, and the more outreach they could offer to the surrounding communities, the better. Lisa spent time at the Mission two or three times a week, helping the seniors with crafts, or reading to the children in the daycare center, or helping organize the latest donations to the food and clothes cupboard. He had gone several times to help her, and enjoyed the feeling of giving something back to the community. Todd knew better than to tell his father he thought the Mission needed a larger portion of the church's budget.

He reached the anchor department store at the end of the mall and was halfway back to the fountain before his father finished grumbling about church politics and asked how Todd's business trip was going. As usual, he complained about how DeWitt-McGregor didn't fully appreciate his son's talent and skills. By the time Todd returned to the fountain, walked around it, and started back down the mall walkway, his father had run out of words, and Todd felt a little better. He didn't know how he would get along sometimes, without his father encouraging him.

Todd took the next shuttle back to the hotel and joined Bill Whitlock in the bar to eat wings and watch Ohio State smear Michigan yet again in football. The other two members of their team from DeWitt-McGregor joined them, and when the football game was over, they found a basketball game. It was nearly midnight by the time Todd crawled into bed. He was half-asleep when he realized he hadn't called Lisa yet. Making a mental note to do that in the morning, before she went to church, he let himself fall asleep.

His dreams were a jumble of images. He hurried through their apartment, looking for Lisa to tell her something important, but she wasn't there. He kept running through the empty rooms, calling her name. Again and again.

––––––––
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SUNDAY, FEBRUARY 16

Sunday, Lisa gladly filled in for Jeannette Marshall in the Middlers class during the second service. Jeannette, Pastor Glenn's secretary, had stayed home with her little boy, BJ, who had a fever. Lisa thought about Jeannette, widowed just after she found out she was pregnant, raising her son without any family.

No, Lisa corrected herself, Jeannette had the entire congregation of Tabor Christian to help her raise BJ. Pastor Glenn and Rita couldn't have been better grandparents to the little boy if they were blood relatives. Thinking about Jeannette's situation and how she coped encouraged Lisa. She had Todd and his four sisters, even if she had no family of her own. Her baby would be spoiled rotten. She would never lack for babysitters. Everything would be fine.

If she was pregnant. She thought about that test, sitting on the top shelf of the cabinet in the bathroom, and wished she hadn't bought it. The temptation was excruciating.

Still, hugging her delicious secret to herself helped her endure Mr. Montgomery's icy fury when he caught up with her in the hallway after the second service. He informed her he would drive her to his house for the ritual Sunday meal, since Lisa obviously couldn't figure out how to change the flat tire. Even better, she had a valid reason to decline. She always served in the kitchen for the Autumn Fellowship's luncheon on the third Sunday of each month. Her regular service to the elders of the church wasn't enough to mollify the man, and she could still feel the sting of his offended gaze on her neck as she hurried off to the kitchen to start working. Why did he want her to spend the afternoon with him if Todd wasn't there? He didn't like her, so why make them both miserable?

~~~~~
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TODD GOT UP LATER THAN he intended Sunday morning, too late for him to call Lisa before she left for church. She didn't have a cell phone, and even if she did, she wouldn't have it turned on during either class or the service. He didn't feel like searching the phone book to find a church to attend, and his co-workers were still asleep and probably wouldn't stir until it was time for a football game to start. He decided to take a chance that the mall would be open.

The first store he saw was just rolling the cage security door up into the ceiling. An art store. Inspiration struck. What were those fancy imported French colored pencils Lisa drooled over, but never bought for herself? He would be a hero if he came home with those pencils. And chocolate. His sisters always insisted that chocolate was a necessary part of asking forgiveness. Not that he ever had to ask Lisa to forgive him. She knew he loved her. She always forgave him. Still, it wouldn't hurt to hedge his bets by investing in some chocolate along with those pencils.

Todd couldn't figure out the map of the mall, and had gone down two wings, trying to find the candy store before he realized there was a second floor. He finally located the escalator and got upstairs and had the candy store in his sights when the cell phone rang.

"You are quitting that job if they don't have the sense to give you duties that let you stay at home," Mr. Montgomery growled before Todd could finish saying hello. "That selfish—"

"Dad, please don't. Not on a Sunday." Todd had learned a long time ago that appealing to his father's sense of propriety stopped quite a number of diatribes on the launch pad. "What happened?"

"That wife of yours refused Sunday dinner with me. She made up some flimsy lie about doing church work to avoid her duty to me as your father. She knows I'm watching her, to make sure she doesn't embarrass you while you're out of town. Rebellious, that's what she is. Lying, devious, rebellious little—”

"Dad! Stop. Lisa always helps with the Autumn Fellowship luncheon at church on the third Sunday of every month. That's why we never have lunch with you on that day. Every month. Regular as clockwork." Todd sighed and settled down on the edge of a planter. He had been feeling fine until the phone rang.

"She has no business traipsing all over town while you're away. She doesn't care anything about you."

"Lisa loves me. Dad, she put chocolate and a card in my suitcase, so I'd have something for Valentine's Day while I was out of town."

"That's her duty as your wife." He snorted. "She's only doing it to trick you into trusting her. Or out of guilt."

"So if she didn't give me little gifts and show me all the time how much she loves me, then that means she really does love me?"

"Don't you sass back at me, young man. I'm looking out for your welfare. You have no business spending so much time away from home, so young, so early in your marriage. Until you have her trained, until she gives up her ridiculous scribbling and settles down and devotes herself to her duties as your wife, nothing is certain. Do you have any idea what she does while you're out of town so much?"

"Yes, Dad. I know exactly what Lisa's doing right now." He checked his watch. "She's in the kitchen at church, packing up the leftovers from the luncheon to take over to the Mission. Go on over to the church and check. It's the same routine, the third Sunday of every month. She'll be there until 2:30, then she'll take the leftovers to the Mission kitchen. If it's nice weather, she'll walk. Then, she'll go home and... if I was at home, we'd spend the afternoon on the couch relaxing, watching TV or working a puzzle or reading."

"If you were at home. But you're not, are you?"

Todd couldn't remember what he said to get his father off the topic of Lisa doing something irresponsible while he was out of town. He found himself on the shuttle bus to go back to the hotel with the pencils and a box of chocolate covered cherries, so he had managed to take care of his errand to the candy store, even though he couldn't remember doing it. The heaviness had settled back in his gut.

––––––––
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MONDAY, FEBRUARY 17

The sound of her fax machine chirping and then the hum of paper feeding through it woke Lisa at seven the next morning. That had to be the promised news from Genevieve. The only reason she had the fax machine was because her agent didn’t trust sending documents through email. 

She rolled over and stared at the clock on the bedside table, on Todd's side of the bed. How had she managed to sleep in so late?

Could it be her pregnancy affected her body already? Lisa giggled as she swung her legs out of bed and felt around with her big toe on the cold linoleum, trying to find her slippers. Would Todd be one of those expectant fathers who would treat her like glass, at her beck and call, ready to massage her feet and carry her everywhere?

It would be a nice change, wouldn't it?

Her smile faded and Lisa firmly pushed aside the discontent that had been festering for months. Todd used to insist on a night out every weekend and bought her flowers two or three times a month. Nowadays, his idea of a fun night together was take-out Chinese, a rented movie, and eating out of the ice cream carton together while they sprawled on the couch. And that didn't happen very often.

Things would change, now that she was pregnant. Everything was going to be perfect.

The fax machine beeped, signaling it had finished printing and the phone connection ended. Lisa scurried down the short hall to her office and scooped up the scattering of papers on her floor. What was Genevieve’s big news?

She turned on her computer and sorted through the faxed papers while she waited for it to boot up. Her heart stuttered as she caught the gist of the news. Somehow, though, it wouldn't gel into a cohesive, understandable whole. She had to read the papers three times.

Then, to be doubly sure, she got online and looked for Genevieve's promised email.

"A contract for books," Lisa whispered. She pressed both hands over her mouth, positive she would let out a whoop that might wake everybody in the apartment building and half of Tabor.

She wanted to get up and do a little dance, but her office was too crowded. She wanted to scream and run down the hall and grab Todd and tell him the good news, but he was in Sacramento. Besides, it was only a little after 4a.m. in Sacramento, and she knew better than to wake Todd before 6:30.

Lisa smiled at her wide-boned face framed in sleep-tousled, straight, dark brown hair in her computer monitor, and shuddered with silent laughter.

Who would have thought it?

P.K. had become a hit. Even with the help and connections of her friend, Anne at the Arc Foundation, and four-digit royalty checks every other month, Lisa hadn't really thought she could make a living with her artwork. 

Who would have thought that a humorous look at a minister's family life could generate any audience at all?

Someone obviously did, when a major Christian publishing house wanted to do a series of small gift books, starting with Pastor Appreciation Month in October.

The editor wanted the black-and-white panels colored and ready to be assembled into the first book by June. He wanted some ideas of different themes, and an entirely brand new collection of stories to lead off the advertising campaign.

"Oh, I have a great idea for a new story," she whispered, and pressed a trembling hand over her flat stomach. "It'll be just perfect."

Lisa had imposed many of the happier, amusing details of her life and courtship on Katie, the oldest daughter of the minister's family. Why not this pregnancy? Didn't she have a handful of panels scribbled during her engagement and put away somewhere, preparing for the happy event? Lisa thought so, and wondered just how accurate her daydreams had been. Todd would laugh when she showed him. He would be so proud of her for finally making that big sale, and happy about the baby.

Without even pausing to change her clothes or wash up for the day, Lisa got to work. She flung open the closet of her office and pulled out the binders full of her originals. She had sorted them by theme and storyline, to make it easier to refer back to older stories. That would make it deceptively simple to pick out the panels for different books. She had put Katie's family through all the ups and downs of life, magnifying the events through a spiritual perspective. All the good and bad in ordinary life. Sending children off to college. Facing illness. Moving to a new city. Explaining the facts of life to small children. Facing the deaths of the elderly and ill. Courtship and marriage.

Outside in the kitchen of the three-bedroom apartment, the phone rang. Lisa glanced at the clock over the tiny sofa. Yep, 10a.m. She held her breath, listening for a voice leaving a message. A shiver ran through her when she heard only silence. Again.

"Get a grip on yourself," Lisa scolded, and turned her attention back to her work.

Nothing, she decided, was going to ruin her day. She had a book contract offer; a chance for P.K. to go international. Money coming in from her artwork. Maybe now Todd's father would stop his snide remarks about her wasting her time and money pretending to be an artist.

"Your grandfather thinks I'm a silly girl who doesn't take good care of your daddy," she whispered, pressing her hand over her stomach. 

Lisa frowned as she realized what she had said. Grandfather sounded so formal. Mr. Montgomery was the only grandparent her baby would ever have, and silly as she supposed it sounded, she wanted her baby to have a Grampa, not a Grandfather.

Not that Mr. Montgomery would ever relax enough to allow such an informal label.

Or would he? Maybe he would finally accept her as Todd's wife, once she gave his only son a child. She just barely had his approval because she worked from home, instead of taking a job outside the home. He still didn't approve of her career as a freelance artist, or the fact she had a career at all other than being a housewife. He seemed to think it should take her all day to keep the apartment clean, cook feasts for Todd every night, and do the laundry. Lisa had learned long before her engagement not to point to all the other wives in their church who worked outside the home and had perfectly happy, balanced homes and obedient, healthy children who did well in school. When Mr. Montgomery made up his mind, it was a waste of time showing him that facts proved him wrong. 

"I'm warning you right now, junior, if you know what's good for you, you'd better be a boy. Girls are way down on the totem pole in the Montgomery clan."

Enough of that train of thought. Lisa settled down to make notes of what themes and strips she wanted to offer for the collections, then put away the binders.

She had to leave in another half hour to walk to the Mission and do story time, then stop by Homespun Printing and drop off the new designs Joel Randolph had commissioned, which she had finished last night, then do a little shopping at Heinke's Grocery. Todd was due home tomorrow and she wanted to make a special dinner to surprise him.

They were going to have a lot to celebrate!

~~~~~
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"PERFECT." JOEL RANDOLPH shook his head as he looked through the folder of pages Lisa handed him. The husky-built owner of the Homespun Theater and Homespun Printing grinned and sank down in the creaky wooden swivel chair at his desk. "I don't know what we'd do without you, Lisa." He raked a big hand through his salt-and-pepper mop of hair. "With the new production starting in a few days, and this new partnership with the Royal Community Theater—have you met Tyler Sloane yet? You will," he hurried on, when she just shook her head. "Nice guy. He's bunking with Xander Finley until he finds his own place. They were college buddies. Em knows him a little, since she started the theater program at Southeastern Christian in Iowa and he's been teaching there the last ten years or so. Dan Morgan and I are trying to talk him into attending church with us this week, but... well, what can you say? He taught theater at a Christian college, and he didn't have any trouble with acceptance there, but he's leery of trying to find a new church home here until he knows the area. And the people. The theater has one reputation, and too many Pharisees have given the church another reputation, and never the twain shall meet."

"Without an explosion," Lisa muttered. She grinned at Joel's burst of laughter, but her stomach twisted a little as she remembered Mr. Montgomery's tirade, three Sundays ago at dinner. 

He was incensed that Pastor Glenn and Rita still socialized with the Randolphs. It wasn't bad enough that Emily Keeler-Randolph had been a rising starlet in Hollywood, but her daughter Max was illegitimate and no one would say who her father was. Lisa had bitten her tongue to keep from pointing out that, first of all, Max's parentage was nobody's business. And second, her birth-father's identity didn't matter, because Joel had adopted Max when he married Emily.

Obviously, Mr. Montgomery never forgave any sin, even if God did. Even if the sin wasn't directed at him, personally.

"You're going to get a lot of design business from Ty." Joel opened his drawer and pulled out the big checkbook. "Do you mind if I give him your office number, so he can tell you what he's looking for?"

"I'll take all the business I can get." She smiled, thinking of the rocking horse wallpaper she had seen in the Floor-to-Ceiling Store's display window as she walked through town. Her baby was going to get the absolutely best nursery she could assemble.

"Lisa! Sweetheart, I didn't know you were here." Emily stepped through the door that came in from the lobby of the Homespun Theater.

The theater itself was an old barn, transformed through Joel's carpentry skills. A smaller barn attached to it served as the lobby and box office. A shed attached to that, tucked up against the end between the theater and the refurbished firehouse where the Randolph family lived, served as Homespun Printing. Joel and Emily had started the business because there was no printer in Tabor Heights when they opened the theater twenty years ago, and to make ends meet in between productions. The business had thrived, and Lisa was grateful because it had given her a steady thread of income since the day she saw a help wanted notice in the art building at Butler-Williams.
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