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TABOR HEIGHTS 

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!
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Chapter One



Nine Years Ago

Tabor Heights, Ohio
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Dani Paul's life changed on a Wednesday night late in May, when she was eleven years old. Some changes were her choice, and some ambushed her with all the force of a volcanic eruption.

That day began like any ordinary morning; dawdling through breakfast, dropped off at school by her cousin, Tom Gibson, giggling with her sixth-grade friends, and feeling antsy in the late May sunshine. Mrs. Green drove her daughter, Katie, and Dani home to her aunt and uncle's house so the girls could spend the afternoon together, doing homework and baking cookies for that night's girls' club activities at church.

The fourth through sixth-graders met outside that evening at Tabor Christian. Mrs. Olentangy handled announcements and finished by asking for prayer requests and volunteers to pray. The same girls made the same requests, the same girls volunteered to pray, and the same girls sat on the grass and drummed their heels on the ground, impatient to get through the lesson and be free. 

Dani wished she could spend the evening with her brother and cousins, practicing their band's music in the barn behind the Gibsons' house. She had an idea for lyrics to go with a melody her brother, Andy, had been working on for three weeks now, and she hoped if it was good enough, the boys would let her join the band.

"All right, girls," Mrs. Olentangy said, when the prayer ended, "how about our missionaries of the month? That's Dani's parents, the Pauls, doing short-term service in Columbia. Does anybody know what they do? Sue-Anne?"

Sue-Anne Ehrenbull stood, struck a pose and pursed her lips. She was the only girl in the group who wore jewelry and makeup. She was also desperately in love with Andy.

Half the girls at Tabor Christian Church were in love with Andy. The other half were in love with the three Gibson brothers. Dani was pretty sure that was because they had a band, good enough to play for the youth group parties four times since they were formed.

"Mr. Paul flies airplanes to take supplies to the missionaries in the jungle," Sue-Anne announced with appropriate hand gestures and widening eyes, as if it was the most amazing thing she had ever heard of.

"Mom flies the plane and Dad is the mechanic," Dani muttered, just loudly enough for Katie and a few other girls to hear. They giggled and rolled their eyes. Sue-Anne was a favorite with no one.

"That's right." Mrs. Olentangy gave Dani and her friends a reproving little frown. "Everybody remember to pray for them this week."

Then Mrs. Randolph had the lesson, asking the girls to think about what it meant to them, personally, to stay true to God and serve Him. A handful of girls decided that meant sacrifice, making changes in their lives, even giving up something that meant a lot to them.

"Like what?" Sue-Anne challenged. "What does God want us to give up? And why do we have to give up anything, anyway?"

"Like make-up and jewelry and getting new clothes every week," a girl called from the back of the group. Dani didn't turn around fast enough to see who it was, and she didn't recognize the voice. She was pretty sure the speaker was one of the girls who practically never spoke up. There were four or five who only came because their mothers made them

"Why would God want me to do that?" Sue-Anne whined, her eyes wide with horror.

"To show God and the rest of the world that He matters most." Dani was surprised to hear those words come out of her mouth. True, she had been thinking along those lines for the lyrics she was writing, but she hadn't imagined actually speaking them.

"Very good," Mrs. Randolph said. "But we're not talking drastic sacrifices, girls. We're talking about little things that add up to big things. I'll bet a lot of you stop at Heinke's or some convenience store to get a candy bar, ice cream, or some kind of treat on your way home from school. Think about the benefits of waiting until you get home and eating a piece of fruit instead. Your teeth are better, your health is better, and you can save that fifty cents or a dollar to help someone with a greater need."

"Like going on the trip the senior high kids are doing this summer, to help build an orphanage in Mexico?" Katie asked.

"Exactly." She nodded.

"Did God tell you to leave Hollywood and stop making movies?" Bridget Turner asked from the far side of the group.

"In a way, yes." Mrs. Randolph glanced at Mrs. Olentangy, took a deep breath, and turned back to the girls. "That's an example of how the world tries to trap us, I suppose. I had a very good career in Hollywood, but it wasn't what God wanted me to do with my talent. My heart wasn't right with God, and no matter how famous I became through my movies, it wouldn't have made up for the hole in my soul from disobeying God. You all know what happens when you disobey your parents, don't you?" Her sunny smile returned, a little crooked, when mutters and grumbles and giggles rippled through the group. "Ah ha, I see. Well, when you disobey your parents, you know they still love you, but you're not really comfortable at home, are you? You can't really talk with them, and I bet if something nice happens, it isn't as much fun."

"I had a big fight with Dad just before my birthday party," Nikki James offered with a shrug. "Mum still had the party, but it wasn't as great as I thought it would be."

"Exactly! Part of why I left Hollywood was to get my heart and soul and mind back in alignment with God. To get rid of all the distractions, so I could listen to Him and hear what He was trying to tell me. I'm sure you all have distractions in your lives. Think about what you need to change, in your heart, your mind, your daily life, so you can hear God telling you what He wants you to do and to be."

"But why do we have to give up stuff?" another girl whined, sounding like a Sue-Anne wannabe.

"I gave up Hollywood," Mrs. Randolph said with a shrug. "But if I hadn't, I wouldn't have met my husband. We wouldn't have our family or live here in Tabor Heights or run our theater. I think God gave me far more than I gave up."

Dani thought about that while Mrs. Olentangy coaxed the girls around her to think of things they didn't really need, or that might be distracting them, things they could do or have instead that would be better for them.

"How do you figure out what isn't good for you?" Katie muttered, leaning closer to Dani as some girls shouted out suggestions for their friends and nemeses. Fortunately, most of the reactions were amused, laughter instead of scorn and hurt feelings.

"I don't know. Look at the other girls and figure out what's stupid on them, and don't do it." Dani glared at Sue-Anne. "Don't waste money on makeup and jewelry. And don't chase boys. Most of them are dorks, anyway."

"Not your brother or your cousins."

"That's 'cause they're cool and they're musicians." She grinned. "They'd be more cool if they'd let me be in the band."

"They don't have a name yet, do they?"

"All right!" Mrs. Olentangy said, laughing, and standing up to get everyone's attention. She gestured for the girls to quiet down. "We have a lot to think about until next week. I think this exercise would be far more beneficial to all of us if we'd think about what to clear out of our lives, instead of someone else's." She swept her gaze around the group, not letting it rest on any one particular girl. Giggles answered the gentle rebuke. "All right, you're dismissed."

Shouts and laughter cut through the cooling air as the girls leaped to their feet and snatched up Bibles and notebooks. Dani turned to look at the parking lot just as Andy pulled in from the street. He was seventeen, driving a battered old rust-bucket of a pickup truck that was his pride and joy; completely paid for, and costing more in repairs than he had paid for the truck in the first place.

His normally smiling face was visibly strained, even from ten yards away. Dani wondered what bothered him. Andy shoved the passenger door open for her and just sat there, waiting. Normally, he shouted for her to hurry so he could get back to rehearsal.

"Dani!" Sue-Anne scurried up behind her.

"What do you want?" she asked without looking. A shiver ran up her back as she watched Andy. There was something wrong.

"Will you tell your brother I think he's cute?" the other girl whispered, agony on her painted face.

"Tell him yourself." Dani didn't have to look to see the terror that wrinkled her nemesis' face. It was becoming a bad habit, no longer funny.

"I can't!" Sue-Anne backed away. "He's so cute..."

"He's just my brother." She turned sharply on one heel and glared at the other girl. "Besides, if you can't talk to him, what makes you think he wants to talk to you?"

Sue-Anne just stared with fearful longing at Andy, with his angular face, his black curls cropped short, and dark gray eyes. He wore the usual 'uniform' of the band: white t-shirt, faded jeans, battered brown work boots. Tears made Sue-Anne's mascara run, badly enough to trickle around her mouth in a drippy Fu-Manchu moustache. Dani snorted in disgust, turned, and loped across the grass to Andy and his truck.

Definitely giving up makeup, jewelry, and party clothes. Maybe I should give up boys, too. She rolled her eyes in disgust at that thought. Even if there were any worth chasing, I wouldn't waste my time.

"Problem?" Andy asked and nodded toward Sue-Anne.

"The usual. Let's get out of here, Tonto." She grinned at him and slapped the hood of the truck for emphasis as she stepped around the open door to climb in.

Andy didn't smile like he usually did. Dani's stomach twisted, and a cold feeling ran up from her gut.

"Dani, is it still okay?" Katie hurried to join them.

"Huh? Oh, sorry. Katie's dad had to work late again and Kurt's being a jerk, as usual, and can't pick her up either. Can we give her a ride home, so she doesn't have to wait until her mom gets out of the worship team meeting?" Dani thought Katie's cousin was only about two degrees less of a jerk than Sue-Anne. Just because he was going to spend the summer doing an internship with the Allen Michaels Evangelistic Association, he thought he was a super-saint and had better things to do than drive his only cousin around. He was living with the Greens while his parents were overseas.

Kurt Green was the best reason in the world for Dani to swear off boys and dating and the whole stupid romance game, even before she became old enough to date.

"Sure." Andy tried to smile and gestured at the front seat of the truck. "Anything for my sister's best friend."

He took them to the Dairy Freeze first and treated them to cones, which just reinforced Dani's sense that something was wrong. He should have been fidgeting, aching to get back to rehearsal. Instead of talking about the chance to sing at a music festival in Columbus that summer, he asked about school and summer plans and other neutral topics. Dani kept quiet and let her best friend and brother carry the conversation. She listened to the engine rumble and wondered why the ordinary evening felt so very wrong.

"Do you mind if we don't go straight home?" Andy asked, after they had dropped off Katie and got back on Sackley Road.

Dani shook her head. If Andy didn't care about getting back to band practice, why should she worry? Except that, she did worry. Andy and their cousins lived for their music.

They went into the Metroparks and parked at the waterfowl refuge. In the winter, when the water lilies and other floating plants died out, they came up here to ice skate. Now, ducks and geese floated among the patches of green. There were no other cars. Dani only glanced at the lake as evening visibly slid a shadowy blanket across the landscape, and turned to really concentrate on her brother now.

Andy tried to smile, shrugged, then reached for the door handle. He got out and Dani followed him to the observation deck. They leaned against the split log railing and gazed out over the water, the silence broken only by the rumble of cars trundling past in both directions on the Metroparks road. Dani heard an engine roar as a car approached the spot where the road made a sharp turn and the asphalt jogging path ran along the gravel berm. Tires squealed around the turn at probably twenty miles over the posted speed limit. The passing car caught gravel from the berm, spitting it out behind as it roared away.

"One of these days," Andy growled, "somebody is going to go right over the path. Then there'll really be trouble. They ought to put up a guard rail or something."

"Trees'd stop a car, wouldn't they?"

"Probably." He glanced at the water again and gripped the railing so hard his knuckles went white. "Ever wonder what it's like when you get to Heaven?" he asked without looking at her.

"Huh?"

"Wrong start." He flashed a crooked grin. "Okay... remember that last letter from Mom and Dad, about the weather problems they were—”

"What happened?" She clutched at his arm.

Tears filled Andy's eyes. Dani relived every nightmare she had for the past two months, about their parents' plane going down in flames.

"They're—they crashed—and they—" She couldn't force the words out and begged Andy with her gaze to tell her she was wrong.

"Dead," he whispered, his voice cracking.

She burst out in gulping sobs and Andy wrapped his arms around her. They held each other in the gathering darkness, alone with only ducks and geese and swans for company.

"It'll be okay," Andy whispered when her sobs finally slowed and softened. "I promise. We'll stay with Uncle George and Aunt Betty and I'll take care of you, Dani. We'll always be together."

The hurt made his voice ragged. Dani felt his arms tremble, and suddenly she knew Andy needed her as much as she needed him. She took deep breaths, fighting her tears, and squashed down the trembling deep inside, fighting for calm. Andy needed her.

"You were wrong, before," she said, gulping down the last of her sobs.

"About what?"

"Katie isn't my best friend—you are."

Andy shivered and wrapped his arms even tighter around her. Then it was finally time for the details, the dry facts of the crash, the arrangements their aunt and uncle were making for the funeral and bringing the bodies home and all the disgusting, boring, adult details Dani hoped she never had to deal with.

They drove for a long time, past full darkness, silent in the truck, not even the radio playing. Andy loved the Eagle, a new radio station that played Contemporary Christian music, and he usually had it on from the moment he started the engine. If he didn't reach for the radio button, Dani did it for him. Tonight, neither one turned on the music that usually had them singing along at the top of their lungs. Even at ten at night.

Andy took back roads through the rural section of Tabor Heights, weaving back and forth between Cuyahoga and Lorain counties, crossing and re-crossing the same railroad tracks. Just traveling, no destination. Their headlights and the lit windows from houses set far back from the road provided the only illumination for miles in any direction. The moon looked huge, hanging low and bright and almost full.

They had passed through the tears into the numb stage where it was enough just to be together. Dani leaned against Andy and he drove with one hand, his other arm around her shoulders.

"You know," he murmured, breaking the silence after what felt like hours of just humming down the dark roads, "when I die, that's the way I want to go."

"They crashed! Nobody found them for three days! They would have been okay if—" Dani pressed both hands over her mouth and squeezed her eyes tight shut against more tears.

Andy pulled over to the side and slid to a stop, the tires grumbling against the gravel. He wrapped both arms around her and rested his chin on the top of her head.

"Yeah, stupid way to say it, huh?" A broken laugh escaped him. "You're the one who's good with words. What I meant was, when I die, I hope I'm busy working for God."

"Why did God make them die?"

"I don't know."

"We need them." Her voice wavered and she swallowed hard to fight more tears. "Right here. Right now. It's not fair."

"I know."

"They were working for God. He didn't have any right to take them away from us."

"Hey, idiot—you're talking about God, remember?" Andy shook her. Incredulous laughter crackled in his voice. "Since when do we tell Him what He can do?"

"But—"

"I'm only going to say this once, okay? I'm older than you and that just might make me smarter—even if I am a guy." He paused, obviously expecting her to take advantage of the opening, but Dani clung tighter to him and waited. "Whatever happens," Andy continued, his voice dropping to a whisper, "God knows best. Just because we don't understand, doesn't mean there isn't a good reason."

"Do you really believe that?"

She needed to hear the certainty in his voice, needed to know there was something strong and sure and reliable. Dani looked out through tear-blurred eyes at the darkness beyond the windshield, and it felt like they were the only two living creatures in the entire world. She felt very small, very cold, very alone. Small enough to be stepped on or swept away without anyone or anything caring. She was only eleven. A teenage brother and a rust-bucket truck weren't much protection. Especially when God seemed so far away.

"I know it's the truth. It's just going to take a little while to get down to my heart."

"You and me forever?" she whispered, drawing back so she could see his face. "Promise?"

"Forever. Promise. We'll look out for each other, always." Andy held out his hand, palm up.

Dani's hand shook a little as she lay her palm flat against his. She grinned crookedly as they went through their own secret handshake, rubbing palms together, then hooking their pinkie fingers and pressing their thumbs together, hard enough to ache. When they finished, Dani sat back and wiped away her tears with a fist. Andy winked at her. She lightly punched his shoulder.

"I gotta look out for you right now."

"Don't get any delusions of grandeur, shorty."

"Aren't you supposed to be rehearsing?"

Andy checked his watch and groaned. Dani leaned across him and turned the key in the ignition.

Their aunt and uncle's farm wasn't that far away, despite their wandering. Even driving without any real purpose, Andy had kept them heading toward what was now their only home. Dani honestly liked living with the Gibsons when her parents went on short-term mission trips, but right now, she wanted to be a little kid and shed the practical side that always made her parents so proud. She wanted to curl up into the comfort of someone else's support. Her parents' support.

When they reached the farm, light spilled out through the gaps in the siding of the old barn that had been converted into a garage and practice studio for the still-nameless band.

"I don't know why you guys even bother," Dani said, as the truck slid to a stop in the gravel drive. "You don't have any decent equipment and you all need singing lessons."

"Hmm. Maybe." Andy gave her a crooked grin, barely lit by the moonlight. "At least we aren't lip-synching anymore and playing tennis rackets. We have real instruments now." He winced when he turned the key and the engine chugged a few seconds after it was supposed to stop.

"That's an improvement? At least people could listen when you sang with the records."

"Watch it, shorty. I have a loaded squirt gun in the glove compartment."

"Yeah?" She thumped the panel of the glove compartment with her fist and the stubborn old lock refused to cooperate. Dani groaned. Andy laughed and slid out of the truck and hurried into the barn.

Dani waited until the sounds of instruments tuning up filtered out to her. She picked up her books from under the seat and trundled off to the barn.

Inside, the makeshift practice studio was already warm from a dozen bright lights. Tom did a few practice riffs on his battered electric guitar. Jim put his saxophone down and picked up his trumpet to check the valves that always seemed to stick at the wrong moment. Jason knelt in front of the amplifier that had been threatening to start a fire for the last three weeks. Andy sat at the keyboard, flexing his fingers and looking over the sheet music he had been notating and changing whenever he could find a spare moment. He ran his fingers along the keys, and even though Dani could see the red power light was on, nothing came out.

"How come this isn't working?" Andy demanded.

Jason got up and walked over to the jury-rigged breaker box. He nudged a few cables, then nodded to Andy, who tried the keyboard again. A rippling chord emerged from the speaker extending from the keyboard. Andy grinned, nodded his thanks and went through his warm-up. Dani stayed in the shadows. She made herself comfortable on a stack of empty crates.

When practice ground to a halt two hours later, she was in that half-doze that let her see and hear yet wouldn't let her move. Dani lay curled up on her side, hair in her eyes, her arm flung across a book.

The four boys gathered around Andy's keyboard, hammering out a few questionable transitions. Tom nodded, finally satisfied. He yawned, his mouth opening so wide Dani thought the barn cat could jump into it.

"Okay, sounds pretty good. Guess it's time to turn in."

"Come on," Jim protested, "we can still go on for another couple hours. We can't let it die now, just when we're getting it good." He gave Andy a guilty look when his older brother glared at him. 

"Hey, it's okay guys." Andy looked too tired, with dark smears under his eyes, to be upset at the verbal misstep. As he bent to unplug the spider's web of electrical cords, his gaze landed on Dani. She would have laughed at his chagrin, but she couldn't seem to do anything. "Oh, great."

"So?" Jason said with a shrug. "She's the one who's in trouble with Mom, not you."

"I promised I'd take care of her. Especially now..."

"She shouldn't have been here anyway." Jim scowled.

"Dani and me, we're a package deal from now on, understand?" Andy headed across the packed dirt floor toward her. "You and me forever, shorty," he whispered, as he picked her up and carried her out of the barn, to the house, to put her into her own bed.

~~~~~

[image: ]


Between health regulations and diplomatic requirements and other delays, the Pauls' remains weren't processed and returned to Tabor Heights for a month. It felt like ripping a half-healed scar open to finally hold the funeral and bury the small box with the intermixed ashes.

Dani sat by herself on the side steps of the house the day of the funeral. She wore her Sunday clothes, but she was barefoot. Her sandals sat on the steps next to her. She hunched down on the steps, knees drawn up to her chest, arms wrapped around her legs. She watched the people talking softly outside, heard her parents' names in every conversation. Everybody had come back to the Gibson farm to eat and to talk after the funeral. Most of her friends had come to the funeral, but their parents had taken them home already. Dani felt like she was invisible.

A herd of young men came around the corner; Andy and their cousins and nearly all their friends who had their own transportation. They nodded to her as they trooped up the steps into the house. Andy paused and reached down to tousle her hair.

"You don't have to stay out here."

"I know." She considered going inside and hiding in her room with a book and that bag of mini chocolate bars Katie had given her last night. She had proven herself Dani's best friend once again, saying with a hug and chocolate what hundreds of adults hadn't been able to say yet.

"This isn't really for Mom and Dad. All this fuss is for the people left behind."

"Aren't we the ones left behind?" Dani flushed and ducked her head, hating the quaver in her voice.

Silence for a few seconds. She expected Andy to continue up the steps into the house. Instead, he reached down and grabbed her hand and dragged her to her feet. Dani let him lead her to the barn. She finally dared to look at his face and melted inside, letting go some of the aching hardness that wrapped around her. Andy wasn't angry with her. Suddenly, that was the most important thing in the world.

In the barn, Andy turned on the single spotlight over his keyboard. He gave Dani a shove toward the makeshift piano bench in front of it, then scurried around, plugging in cables.

"You've been bugging me to teach you to play. Why not now?"
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Chapter Two
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Dani could only grin and nod. She scooted over to make room for him on the bench and he settled down next to her. Andy nodded at the keyboard. Dani tried to place her hands as she had seen him do it and tapped the keyboard. A wavering chord undulated through the air.

"That's pretty good for a first try. You haven't been sneaking music books into the house to read under the covers, have you?" His words earned a groan from her. "Nah, didn't think so. Want to help me with something? I have this tune going around in my head, but I can't seem to find any words. Want to help me find them?"

"Write a song with you? Can I?" For the first time, she thought of the lyrics she had tried to write, the day they learned of their parents' death. Dani couldn't remember where she had put that paper. It felt like a hundred years ago. 

"Won't know until we try." The melody that rolled out from under his fingers stayed in a minor key, despite the pulsing tones that gave it energy. Dani closed her eyes and tried to hear the words inside the notes.

"You know what I dream about?" Andy whispered as the music filtered through the dusty, shadowy barn. "Playing and preaching for a living. Make music and be a missionary all at the same time. You'll probably be married before that happens."

"It'll happen though, someday, won't it?" She bit back the urge to tell him that she had decided she was never going to get married.

"If that's what God wants us to do, we'll do it."

"I don't know if I want to trust God for anything anymore," Dani said in a very small voice.

The music stopped with the thud of Andy's hands on the keyboard. "You're kind of young to be so cynical."

"I feel really old right now."

"Yeah," he sighed. "I know. But it'll be all right, Dani. You and me forever, remember?"

––––––––
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The Present

Tuesday, March 26

Quarry Hall

"You know, I remember coming here on a field trip when I was in junior high, I think it was." Kurt Green looked through the French doors, out over the wet lawn and the sprawling theme gardens behind the Great Hall. "It's kind of hard to wrap my mind around..." He turned back to face Nikki James and Joan Archer, who had just finished giving him a tour of the mansion. "Sisters. I mean, yeah, seeing the two of you together, it's obvious."

"So obvious, nobody saw it for the four years I was living in Tabor, maneuvering to run into Nikki as often as I could." Joan settled down on a hassock. Her companion dog, Ulysses, settled down next to her.

"There is none so blind as she who will not see," Nikki offered. She stepped over next to him and glanced out at the wet afternoon. "I'm going to miss this place."

"Thirty miles away."

"What are you talking about?" Kurt wondered if he had missed part of the conversation.

"We're sending Nikki back to Tabor. First to check out the Mission, see if we'll be partnering with Tabor Christian." Joan tipped her head to one side. "Do you have any idea what we're talking about?"

"Yeah, the Mission is in the old Eloise Elementary. The church bought it a few years ago, to use as an outreach center. Daycare, senior center, food pantry, lots of other ideas."

"That's it," Nikki said. "Lots of ideas, not enough funding. It was all Anne's idea."

"Her friend, Lisa Montgomery," Joan corrected. "Lisa is an artist, she works at the Mission, and she's also doing the cover art for Firesong's new CD. They're doing a fundraiser concert for the Mission, and it all came together into a brainstorm, which she passed on to Anne. And we lost you, didn't we?"

"Considering I'm here just to arrange for Arc to be headquarters for all the pre-crusade meetings of the local pastors. Did you say Firesong?" Kurt sat down on the couch facing Joan.

"They're a band that basically operates out of Tabor Christian," Nikki said, moving over to join him on the couch, with her companion dog, Gray, settling down immediately at her feet.

"I know who they are." Kurt shook his head, grinning, feeling a little blindsided. "My cousin, Katie, is engaged to one of the guys in the band."

"That's right—Katie Green." Nikki laughed. "We were in school together. So Katie and Andy finally got together. I wonder if Dani arranged it."

"Dani is the drummer?" Joan said.

"Dani is Andy's sister, and the other three guys in the band are their cousins." Nikki scooted off the couch and darted into the next room.

"I take it this is turning into old home week," Joan said.

"Yeah, and nobody warned me when I walked through the door this morning." Kurt chuckled and settled back, stretching out his legs. He flinched when Gray let out a rumbling woof, and shifted his legs a good foot away from the dog.

Joan snickered. "He won't bite you."

"You say."

"Our dogs are trained not to take food from anyone but their assigned persons."

"Thanks very much." Kurt made a face at her, which just made Joan laugh louder. He decided he was saved when Nikki ran back into the room. She tossed a CD to him before settling down on the couch again. "Firesong, huh? How come Katie hasn't sent me any CDs?"

"Don't ask me, ask her. Just how much contact do you have with people back home?" Nikki said. Kurt decided it was wiser not to answer and stayed silent.

The truth was that he got most of his news about his relatives in Tabor through the grapevine, meaning his parents told him what news they picked up in letters and phone calls. Kurt had only made contact via email and phone in the last few weeks when he learned he was being sent to Northeast Ohio as part of the crusade preparation team. Allen Michaels was holding a week-long crusade at the Cuyahoga County Fairgrounds in August.

Kurt turned the CD over and felt a jolt at the image that filled the back. He recognized everybody. Dozens of memories rolled through his mind. He remembered taking an inflatable kayak down the Rocky River with the three Gibson brothers, in the middle of a torrential downpour. He remembered playing basketball in the church parking lot with Andy. He remembered Sunday school picnics and being deathly bored in youth group meetings. Most of all, as he stared at Dani Paul with her big, dark eyes and waist-length waterfall of dark hair, he remembered tormenting her with water balloons and reading her diary out loud. He stole it when she had a sleepover with Katie while he was living with his relatives.

If Dani had just ignored him or expressed the usual scorn that Katie and other girls threw his way when he had been an arrogant snot, he would have forgotten about her and left her alone after a few sallies. Dani, however, got his attention because she was disgusted with him, personally. It took him until he passed through his rebellious, backsliding phase before he realized why.

She expected better of him. She had decided he was supposed to be a better person, and she wouldn't cut him any slack, even if he was acting like any normal, hormone-rattled, ego-centric teen boy.

Kurt hadn't forgotten Dani Paul, even if he hadn't consciously thought about her in years.

He wondered if she ever thought about him.

Ironic, that even after he learned about Katie becoming engaged to Andy Paul, Kurt hadn't made the connection—Katie's fiance was the big brother to Katie's best friend. It had taken the group photo of Firesong to finally bring everything together.

"I assume, since you have the CD, you listen to them. Any good?" he said, finally breaking the silence.

"They're great. I'm pumped about finally being able to catch one of their concerts." Despite that, Nikki didn't look thrilled about going back to Tabor Heights.

He understood her trepidation. He had been a self-righteous jerk, as Dani had told him quite often, when he had lived in Tabor Heights. He hoped everyone he had irritated and fought with had grown up and were willing to give him the benefit of the doubt that he had done the same. Otherwise, he was going to spend valuable time mending fences that he should be using to prepare for the Allen Michaels crusade. 

Nikki had run away from home when she was barely seventeen. As the foster-daughter of a prominent family in Tabor Heights, the Butler-Williams University community, and Tabor Christian Church, she had a lot of visibility. That meant a lot of people knew her flaws and sins. Kurt admired her courage in returning home. Only a fool would blithely waltz into town and expect everything to be forgiven and forgotten, just because she had turned her life around. Even the best Christians had a hard time forgetting and forgiving.

"So, they're that good, huh?" Kurt said, after flipping the case open and reading the liner notes, the titles of the songs. He smiled, noting that Dani had written the lyrics for more than half the songs. She always had a way with words. He remembered quite clearly, now, how she could rip his hide with eloquence and humor. Even while his face burned and his blood pressure rose, he had to laugh at her wit.

"They're great, and they're about to land a manager ... and we should really get back to business," Nikki added, glancing at Joan, who just smirked again.

"What she wants to ask, is if you know the agent's name and reputation," her sister said. "Sophie ran a check on him, and he has a solid reputation. Someone who's tough and pushes his groups and won't let anybody pull any tricks on them."

"But?" Kurt prompted, getting that dropping sensation when Nikki squirmed, and Joan's smirk faded. "You said solid, not good. There's a difference."

"Well, he's not a Christian. That's a big problem. Firesong started out doing youth rallies and singing for camp programs and Bible School, things like that." Nikki shrugged. "I know how easy it is to get sidetracked and pulled away from your first love. I don't want Dani and the guys to fall into that trap."

"What's the agent's name?" he asked, feeling a little flattered that they wanted his input.

"Troy Danziger. Know him?"

"Oh, yeah." Kurt nodded slowly. "It's all accurate. Tough, protective of his people. And definitely not a Christian. But if Firesong holds true to their goals, they shouldn't have any trouble with him."

"Shouldn't, being the operative word?" Joan said.

"Danziger got that good because he won't take no from anyone. The only problem is if his vision for Firesong conflicts with their vision." He shrugged. "I guess I'm going to have to check with Katie and Andy a little more closely. Good thing I'm coming into town for a few months. Umm, when's that concert at the Mission?"

"Next Friday," Nikki said.

"Good. I'll be in town, so I'll see you there."

~~~~~
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By the time he finished with his preliminary chores for the crusade advance team that night, Kurt had listened to the Firesong CD three times on his car's CD player. Neither Nikki nor Katie had been exaggerating when they said Firesong was good, solid, talented, and ready to take off with their career.

Kurt settled into his hotel room, down Sackley Road a few miles from Tabor Heights, and started his report for his supervisor, Ned Vandewitt. He honestly looked forward to moving into his furnished apartment in a few more days. Even though he liked being on the road for the Allen Michaels organization, there were times he got tired of living out of a suitcase. He had maybe three weeks of work, making contacts and scouting locations and services and suppliers before the rest of the team showed up.

He propped up the CD case next to his computer and slipped the disk into the drive, so he could listen again while he worked on his report. One song in particular had caught his attention. It would make a good reflection and invitation song in the youth mini-crusade that would take place during the major crusade events. Music had been one of his many ministry areas with the organization, and he kept his hand in, helping various musical groups and their managers, even helping behind the scenes of music festivals. People respected his input and judgment when it came to the Contemporary Christian music scene. He thought Katie would be pleased if he recommended that the crusade use Firesong's song. It would give the band exposure, if nothing else. A snort and a grin escaped him as he thought about seeing Firesong on the stage of the crusade.

Why not?

He mentioned getting the CD and listening to it in his report, quoted the lyrics to the song, and added the connection to the band, just in case Ned saw a conflict of interest. It was always better to look for potential problem spots and areas where other people could lodge complaints, rather than just assuming people would be understanding and then being blindsided by accusations at the worst possible moment.

Kurt was still smiling when he washed up and climbed into bed, just short of 11 p.m., and turned off the light.

––––––––
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Friday, April 4

The Mission

Tabor Heights

At the Mission, the former elementary school's gym was jammed to the walls with audience spilling out both doors. The air inside was already fifteen degrees warmer than the April night outside and getting thick, but no one at tonight's fundraising concert seemed to care. They clapped and cheered, welcoming another favorite song as the opening guitar chords slammed out from the stage and bounced off the ceiling joists. Firesong was in rare form, only into their fourth number of the evening.

Dani and Jim shared the microphone, already sweating and giving everything in their lungs and hearts. Dani's long, straight hair swung in time with the music, where it wasn't plastered to her glistening face and neck. It wasn't late enough in the concert for her to pry off her sneakers, but the cousins had already peeled out of their royal blue Tabor Heights High School letterman sweaters, and dark spots stained their white T-shirts.

Andy, at the electric keyboard, jumped to his feet and nudged aside his padded stool with his knee. He watched Dani, his fingers flying up and down the keys. Tom strained the speakers with a crash of chords on his electric base and Jim ripped into the ceiling with a near-impossible shriek from his tenor saxophone, battling with Jason on drums. 

The cousins were all cookies from the same cutter: tall and lean, dark-haired and vibrating with single-minded passion for their music.

Standing in the back of the jam-packed gym, Kurt nodded approval. Katie hadn't exaggerated either Firesong's popularity or their talent. It felt like a century since his family had moved from Tabor Heights to full-time mission work. His memories of the Gibson and Paul cousins had returned since that talk at Quarry Hall a little more than a week ago. His memories of Dani had multiplied in number, and he was pleased that he remembered many occasions when they hadn't been tormenting or sniping at each other. According to Katie, Dani was the driving force behind the band, and Kurt hoped she had some good memories of him. If they got to talk tonight, he didn't want her to punch him, like she had threatened the last time they saw each other, nearly nine years ago.

"Whatever she's doing, it's just right," he murmured.

A figure moving past him caught his attention long enough to spare two seconds from the music. Kurt barely glanced at the shadowy figure walking down the side of the gym and heading for the doorway out into the hall.

A chill slithered up his back, sparked by subconscious recognition. Kurt turned his head to watch the man move out into the lighted hallway. That too-long nose, receding hairline and sharp chin were familiar enough to prompt Kurt to follow.
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