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Welcome to Tabor Heights:


[image: ]




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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DETOURS

COMMON GROUNDS

WHITE ROSES

THE FAMILY WAY

FORGIVEN

FIRESONG

BEHIND THE SCENES
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ACCIDENTAL HEARTS

A QUIET PLACE
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Chapter One
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Sunday, June 29

Got a minute?

Claire Donnelly flinched when the instant message screen popped up on her computer. She hated when that happened. Her philosophy was to get online, take care of her business, and get off. Invariably, there was always someone who wanted to chat right when she needed to get off and get something done.

Then she saw the screen name, and that flinch turned into a shiver of apprehension. Ell456 was one of the few people she kept in contact with back in The Pitt. That wasn't the name of the town where she and her brother, Tommy had been born, but she refused to use its name or even think about it as her hometown.

Better make it a couple minutes, Ellie added.

Gossip? Claire typed and hit the return.

A good little Christian girl like me? <G> Warning. Maybe some crowing. Jerk Sr. is back, looking for you and 4wheel.

Claire glanced over her shoulder at the other side of the big front room of the house she and Tommy had bought two years after moving to Tabor Heights. He was absorbed in his regular bi-weekly fight with the DVD recorder. From the wiggling of his wheelchair on the hardwood floor, he hadn't quite reached the point of wanting to get a new recorder and throw this one into the deepest fishing lake in the Metroparks.

Did he talk to you?

Wouldn't sit still long enough for him to catch me, Ellie responded. 

After a few seconds, while Claire tried to think of a response that wouldn't fry the circuits in her computer, more appeared on the screen. 

Came to church. Big sob story. Wants to reunite his family. Per Office Betsy, almost wd 4 wd what he said 3 years ago.

Today?

She says Wed. Saw him in office b4 service. Asked her. No1 is helping. Can't. Awww. <G>

Claire grinned at the screen. She imagined the selfish old liar, wandering the church where he had been head deacon and Sunday school superintendent. Sixteen years had brought many changes in the congregation, who wouldn't recognize his face or name, or remember how he had abandoned everyone and everything when things got tough.

Told you gr8 when yr new pastor made clean sweep, she typed, her hands shaking just a little with the pressure of three times as many words she refused to use.

You bet. The 1s who would sell you out are gone, and the 1s who would try to help don't know anything. Had to tell you—saw him after lunch. Big pot of flowers at the cemetery. Checked. Figured his mother. Yours. Shocked?

Should have given flowers when she was alive. Claire regretted it the moment she hit return.

She closed her eyes and concentrated to wipe away the image of that man kneeling at her mother's grave, making a show of tears and regrets. Appearances were all that had ever mattered to him. Until keeping up appearances had been too expensive, too much effort. Even if he covered her grave with flowers for the next ten years, it wouldn't make up for what he had done.

Want me to keep watch until he's gone?

Yes. Thanks.

Later, after she shut down her computer and went into the kitchen for a late evening snack for her and Tommy, Claire thought about the brief exchange. She almost wished her old friend had kept the news to herself. She didn't even want thoughts of that selfish old man in this house, where she and Tommy had made a fresh start five years ago. She stared at her reflection in the window over the sink.

Lord, give me peace over this. Help me walk away from the anger and the memories. Help me let go of the pain. He can only hurt us if I keep remembering.

She wouldn't tell Tommy about the news from Ellie. Besides, if no one who knew them twenty years ago talked to Jerk Sr., who she refused to ever think of as their father, how would he get any information to find them? She smiled bitterly at her reflection as she remembered the last exchange she had with the equally selfish man she only thought of as Jerk Jr. In an attempt to get in good with Claire and use her connections for his benefit, he had "confided" in her that he had entirely broken off all communication with their father. He had professed dismay and regret over the way Jerk Sr. had treated their mother. Claire refused to believe he had turned over a new leaf. She had been proven right just a few days later when she walked down the hall of her current church and heard voices from around the corner, talking about her.

"I don't want to believe that about Claire. She's always so nice and helpful," Tawny Carpenter had said.

"Yeah, but Jarod told us how she wears a mask all the time. She's got mental problems. Who knows if the Claire we know is the real Claire?" Rick Winslow had said. "Who ya gonna trust?"

"Obviously, you don't have the sense to trust someone you've known for two years," Claire had said, coming around the corner. She had been a little too pleased when Tawny, Rick, and their three gossiping friends had all gone red with embarrassment. "Jarod has been attending this church, what, three months? And you choose to believe him against someone you've known for two years?"

The few times Tommy talked about their brother, he referred to him as “that used car salesman,” and Jarod fit the stereotype too well. People at their church either believed his sales spiel, or they were desperate for someone to do the work, because the worship committee let him take over the music and drama duties despite Claire’s protests and warning them about what he had done at their previous church. Several people lectured Claire on her un-Christian attitude. As far as she knew, no one checked Jarod’s history or talked with anyone at the previous churches he attended.

The chance to become part of the Mission team had come three weeks after that confrontation in the hall. Claire had feared that she jumped at the chance more to get away from Jarod’s lies and schemes than because she thought God had sent this opportunity for ministry. She and Tommy never discussed the changed atmosphere at church, but her little brother had started looking for a new church home from the day Jarod showed up, delighted to “accidentally” discover they attended there.

Chances were good that unless Jarod thought their father had connections that he could use, they wouldn't have reconciled yet. Jarod had a habit of holding onto grudges forever, even when—especially when—he was in the wrong. And if father and son weren't in communication, then Jarod wouldn't offer his help to track down Claire and Tommy. 

Everything would be all right. She and Tommy were safe. Their estranged father would never find them.

––––––––
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Monday, June 30

Paul Hunter braced himself for interference as he parked his truck in front of the sprawling old house perched on the bluff overlooking the river that wound through the town of Shiloh. Only for Granny Simone would he drive across Williams County to the town where he and Serena had been abused and vilified. The greatest crime they had committed, according to at least half the town, was to be exonerated of all charges while Big Ed Dunkirk landed in prison.

Granny Simone, Serena's grandmother, was dying. Paul loved her, and he wouldn't deny her last request. He just hoped Serena's non-entity mother and her self-righteous pervert brother weren’t in attendance on the dying old woman. Chances were good they wouldn't be there. Granny Simone had made it clear what she thought of them, how they had handed Serena over to her stepfather's cruelty for their own benefit.

Still, the old woman was dying, and they would be poised like vultures to grab everything they could. Even if it meant they had to pretend to apologize and to show remorse.

"Ready, Squirt?" He turned to his five-year-old daughter. Tears filled his eyes despite his grin as he looked her over.

Sammy had decided this was an exceedingly special occasion—she had learned the word from Granny Simone, of course—and had insisted on wearing her fanciest clothes. So what if the June morning threatened to be ninety in the shade, and humid enough to swim through the air? Her black velvet dress from last Christmas and her shocking pink Easter bonnet topped the outfit, with white lace leggings and her Mary Janes. The neon green net tutu Ginger from the prison ministry team had made for her last Halloween peeked out from underneath the black velvet skirts.

Granny Simone would understand Sammy's reasoning. She would be touched. And she would laugh.

Reason enough for Paul to let Sammy wear the outfit, though tongues would certainly wag. Not that he cared what anyone in Shiloh thought of him. He planned to leave Williams County and Lucasburg and get Sammy away from the gossips and the nasty stories and the speculations that still swirled around like the river at flood stage. His friend, Brock Pierson, had been as good as his word and found a job for Paul that filled his needs.

"Is Great-Granny going to Heaven today, Daddy?" Sammy whispered. "Can we stay here until the angels come?"

"I don't know. Let's see what Granny Simone says, okay?" Paul managed to say, despite the tightness in his throat. He opened the truck door and slid out, and then reached in, holding out his arms for Sammy. He was glad that she let him carry her. He needed to hold her when they were in Shiloh, to protect her, even if the threat of someone snatching his daughter away was only in his imagination.

"Oh, sweetie," Granny Simone wheezed just a few minutes later, her eyes disappearing in the nest of wrinkles of her face. She laughed silently at Sammy's question and request, her little bird-like body shaking. "I can hear the angels hovering over the house, waiting to take me away, but I don't think they'll let you see them. Angels are big and powerful and frightening, and they love you too much to scare you."

"I wouldn't be scared," Sammy proclaimed, shaking her head hard enough to dislodge her Easter bonnet.

Paul still held her, standing at the side of the hospital bed brought in for Granny Simone. Her live-in nurse was the only one in the house. Faint sounds came from the kitchen at the back of the house where she was probably making tea or warming broth. That was all the frail old woman could take anymore.

"Hmm, no, you probably wouldn't." The old woman nodded, wheezing a little more, and then struggled to sit up in the hospital bed. "You know what I would like a whole lot more than to have you hold my hand until the angels come?" She reached up her skeletal little hand and caught hold of Sammy's.

"Ice cream?"

"Bless you, darling." She sank back in her pillows, tears filling her eyes as she wheezed and laughed. "No. This is even better than ice cream," she said, when she got her breath back. "I want you to get your daddy out of this town, out of this county, out of this entire state. Tell him to go to school full-time and become a preacher-man. And tell him to get you a new mama. Pretty little gal like you needs a mama."

"Granny—" Paul stopped at an imperious wave of that thin hand.

"Where's the gal? Francine?" She twisted around in the bed, trying to see out the doorway. "Get the box I had you put together," she said, when the nurse came in with a tray of fresh tea.

"I have a new job waiting for me, Granny," Paul said when the nurse hurried out again on her errand. "Far away, in Ohio."

"Well, that's a good start. But you need to get yourself to school and use that incredible brain the good Lord gave you."

"Being Sammy's father is more important right now. Going to school needs money, and I'll be spending all my time either working or studying. No time for her."

"Knew you'd say that. Thank you, darling," she said, when Francine came back with a battered old cigar box, sealed with duct tape on the worn seams and held closed with five thick red rubber bands. "This should hold you for the first year, at least. More than enough time to get you a wife and a new mother for our Samantha. Then she can take care of her while you're studying and working."

"That's not a good reason to get married again," he said with a sigh.

"Hmm, romantic nonsense, that's what I say. Rescuing my granddaughter wasn't a good enough reason to marry her?"

"I loved Serena."

"But you would have married her to get her out of that hell-house, even if you didn't love her, right?" She fixed her tiny, brilliant eyes on Paul, demanding honesty from him.

"You know I would."

"Granny?" Sammy leaned down from her father's embrace, and Granny Simone caught hold of her hand. "Do I have to have a new mommy who doesn't love my Daddy?"

That brought on another spate of shaking, wheezing laughter.

When they left an hour later, Granny Simone had extracted a promise from Paul that he would not wait until she was dead and buried before he took himself and Sammy to safety. They reached a compromise he thought he could live with: when Sammy was in school full-time, then he would do what he could to head for seminary.

Paul had a strong suspicion what was in the old cigar box. He was still astounded when he slid off the rubber bands and opened it, and four thick packets slid out onto the fold-out couch that served as his bed. A packet of tens, one of twenties, one of fifties, and one of hundred dollar bills. His hands shook as he put the money away uncounted and hid it in a paper ream box of textbooks.

He prayed a long time. Then he called his prison ministry team. Paul knew what he wanted to do, what he needed to do for Sammy's sake if not his own. But as he had learned a long time ago, no step was blessed without seeking wise counsel beforehand.

~~~~~
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"Jen?" Sophie Atreides wheeled through the open door of the kennel at Quarry Hall.

Jennifer Deverall gave her Dalmatian, Puck, one more hard stroke with the brush before raising her head. A snort, half-exasperation and half-laughter, escaped her when her turban-tied, red paisley scarf chose that moment to come loose.

"I will never get the hang of this thing," she sputtered, and grinned. "What's up?"

"Mrs. C. wants to see you," the Arc Foundation's computer master said. "You know, a wig wouldn't—"

"Too much work. And besides, it's not like I'm having chemo. My hair will grow back too soon to be worth the expense of a wig."

"And you're not the baseball cap type." Sophie shook her head, making all the glass beads in her multiple braids tinkle and clatter. "It's a miracle you're on your feet so soon," she added in a softer voice.

Jennifer nodded and reached out one hand to steady herself as she pushed to her feet. Three weeks ago, she had still been confined to her bed, and she had been far stricter with herself than she had ever been with students or siblings or Puck, when it came to regaining her health.

"We're in the miracle business, aren't we?" she asked as she put down the brush and headed for the door.

Sophie was silent as they headed up to the main house along the winding brick path shaded by elderly poplar trees. Jennifer appreciated the quiet and wondered what the computer genius was working on now in her too-active brain. Hopefully, a new security or web search program, rather than worrying about Jennifer's health. Everyone else at Quarry Hall seemed to be doing that just fine. Sometimes, she imagined she could hear their thoughts, like one enormous whispering chorus of precautions and suggestions.

They entered the house through the entrance by the former servants' dining room, Puck's claws making tiny tapping sounds on the hardwood floor. When they passed the kitchen on their way down the hall, Sophie detoured in to snag a handful of freshly washed strawberries from the colander on the long butcher block table. Brooklyn, who was slicing the strawberries into pies, made a half-hearted swat at her. Sophie chuckled and hit the toggle for her wheelchair control, doubling the speed to swing out the door again. Jennifer snickered and deftly caught three berries she tossed her. One immediately went into Puck's mouth. His tail banged against the wall in time with his chewing.

"Vincent's looking for you," Anne called from the breakfast room across the hall.

"I'll avoid him." Jennifer grinned as she and Sophie parted ways. Just last week, she would have taken the elevator with Sophie, who was heading for the communications center on the third floor.

If the foundation's self-defense instructor  and head of security was looking for her, that meant someone believed she was as fit as she felt.

"You'll try, at any rate." Brooklyn stepped out into the hall and gestured back into the kitchen, toward the big stainless steel triple sink. "You forgetting something?"

For a moment, Jennifer started to bristle, but then mentally slapped herself. Brooklyn was the last person to say such a thing any other way than what it was: a pointed reminder to wash her hands before heading upstairs to Elizabeth Carter's office. Her face warmed a little as she went to the sink, rolled up the sleeves of her blue plaid flannel shirt, and scrubbed with lemon-scented soap. Puck stayed out in the hallway. As much as the dogs of Quarry Hall were loved, they knew better than to cross the threshold into the kitchen.

"You tell Vincent when he catches up with you, he has to arm wrestle me before he starts throwing you against the walls," Brooklyn said, when Jennifer turned off the water and reached for a paper towel. She never looked up from her strawberries, and her placid tone could have been used on the weather or her plans for the afternoon baking.

"Aye aye, Captain," Jennifer said with a grin and finally made her escape down the hall to the stairs to the second floor.

A year ago, she would have taken the stairs two or three steps at a time, racing Puck to the top. Today, she felt slightly winded when she reached the top. But that was progress—she hadn't needed the elevator, and she said a quick prayer of thanks for that. She tucked her shirt into her faded and stained white painters pants and readjusted her turban as she went down the hall. The stubble of her growing hair was just starting to feel soft, like hair instead of a five o'clock shadow. Jennifer considered investing in safety pins for her turbans, but even that felt like a concession to her injury. When her hair was long enough not to look like she was in boot camp, she'd go without the scarves. But not until then.

The hall took her and Puck onto a landing where the main stairs funneled all sound up from the Great Hall, reception room, dining room and music room. Jennifer continued down the hall on the other side of the landing. The decor went from "comfortable" to "formal"—the carpet darker, with paintings on the walls, instead of message boards hanging on bedroom doors, as there were in the dormitory area on the third floor where the daughters of Quarry Hall had their rooms. Elizabeth's office was at the far end. The windows looked out over the formal garden with the circular fountain, and the field where horses grazed beyond that. The door hung open, as always, but Jennifer tapped with her knuckles and paused on the threshold.

"Come," Elizabeth said, and turned from the window behind her desk.

She paused with one hand on the worn upholstery back of her swivel chair. Her perpetual sweet smile warmed as her eyes met Jennifer's.

"How's Puck doing?" She gestured for Jennifer to take a seat.

That question, the last she expected  anyone to ask her, startled a laugh out of Jennifer. She glanced down at her companion, who settled down beside her, ears perked forward, alerted by the sound of his name.

"Restless."

"Then he won't mind if the two of you take a little trip?"

"Where? Doing what?" Her eagerness to get moving made Jennifer's voice break. She didn't care and grinned at Elizabeth without shame.

"That depends on how strong you feel. Sometimes tedium is the worst part of a job, not the excitement and danger that seems to find our girls like homing missiles."

Elizabeth's words made Jennifer pause before answering. She focused on the pictures filling the wall behind her, between the windows. Her picture was among them, with Puck and another with Barney, the German Shepherd before him. Jennifer had always wondered why Elizabeth and Harrison didn't take photos down when one of their girls died. Now, reminded of how close she had come to being permanently removed from the active roster, she understood why the Carters kept the dead with the living. They would always be their daughters. It wasn't like they were gone forever, just separated for a little while.
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Chapter Two
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"I feel good. Just as restless as Puck," Jennifer said.

"The hardest part of your injury is the way everyone wants to baby you, isn't it?" Elizabeth said.

"That's an understatement." They shared a chuckle. 

"We want to send you up to Tabor, to work with Nikki, and fill a large and immediate need. Whether you'll stay on long-term is entirely up to you. Your first love is working with children, and while I agree you'll heal faster if you keep active, I'm loath to let you out on the road with only Puck and the angels to watch out for you.

"Nikki's main focus right now is helping to expand the outreach of the Mission. They have a daycare and after-school program and senior center right now. With our funding, they'll be able to expand services to the whole community. With your training in counseling and special education, I'd like to make you the minister to children there, to work directly under Nikki. If you feel up to it."

The twinkle in Elizabeth's eye left no doubt she thought Jennifer was more than up to it.

"Minister to children." She liked the feel of the title in her mouth. "Sounds like I'm part of a church staff."

"The Mission is closely affiliated with Nikki's home church, Tabor Christian. That's going to make your job a little precarious. We don't want them to feel we're taking over. This is a partnership. It's their brainchild and ministry to the community. Arc is providing a few essential staff to get things moving, but most of the staff will be chosen by the Board already in place. They've agreed to let us provide personnel to get things moving, but whether all of you stay on will be a mutual decision."

"Temporary, until I'm completely well, and working with kids." She took a deep breath, trying to calm the jangling feeling inside. "Sounds too good to be true."

"That's because you haven't heard all the details." Elizabeth picked up the top envelope folder on the third stack of many filling her desk. "Read all the details, especially our goals and the parameters of your duties, and then—"

"Pray twice as long," Jennifer filled in for her. She took the folder, hooking one finger through the elastic band, but not ready to open it until she retreated to her room.

"Of course." She sat back and released a weary sigh. She cocked her head to one side and her gaze rested on Jennifer's masking scarf. "Will you feel comfortable around children until your hair grows out?"

"It'll probably give them something to talk about. Break the ice."

"Hmm. There is that."

Jennifer choked on a sudden bubble of laughter. She knew that weighing look in Elizabeth's eyes. Vincent called all the girls his "little birds," and Jennifer carried an image of Elizabeth as an eagle carefully tending her brood, fiercely defending them, yet willing to push them from the nest if that was the best thing for them.

"I'm all right. If you hadn't sent for me, I'd probably be banging on your door in a few days, begging for something to do."

"Oh, I know that all too well. You coddle everyone but yourself. What concerns me is the answer you'll give people who ask you the hard questions."

Jennifer's smile faded and she held the folder with all the Mission details close to her chest. Like a baby.

"When they ask you why God didn't protect you from that madman's attack, what will you say?" Elizabeth whispered.

"The easy answers are that I could have died or ended up a vegetable or been paralyzed for the rest of my life. Way sooner than the doctors thought, I'm up and around and I only get headaches when I ignore Puck and try to do too much." Jennifer knew better than to try to fool Elizabeth with a chuckle and a shrug and a bright smile. 

She had asked herself the same questions. It was easy to get solemn and tell herself it was God's will when someone else was seriously injured or even killed. When it got personal, though, her faith and dedication and sense of calling grew deep cracks of doubt.

"What do you say to the people who ask why God didn't get you out without a scratch?"

"I don't know why," she whispered. "It hurts and I'm scared and I even get mad at God. But I've seen too much beauty come from the ashes to run away now. God's too big to comprehend all the reasons or meanings. I have to go on, even when quitting is a whole lot more fun and comfortable and easy."

"Why?" Elizabeth waited, but Jennifer could only sit and stare into those deep, caring eyes and wonder what sort of answer she wanted. "Why risk your life? Why trust in someone you can't see or hear or touch, who demands everything?"

"Because He gave up everything for me." Jennifer smiled as the words slipped almost without planning from her lips.

––––––––
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Tuesday, July 1

"On his way," Brock Pierson said, as Claire staggered into the front office of the Mission with her arms full.

The bottom box in the stack of six slid in her precarious fingertip hold. Brock jammed his cell phone into his pocket and leaped past Nikki, who was perched on the counter. He caught the top three boxes before they tilted to the floor and bumped Claire's nose hard enough to make her worry about bruises.

"That should be the last of them," Claire said with a satisfied groan, and slid the bottom three onto the counter. She narrowly missed bumping Nikki, who only grinned at her, and then almost tripped over the big gray Akita hiding under the counter below Nikki's feet.

"Sorry, Gray," she added as she sidestepped and dropped into the chair in front of her computer.

"Can't believe we almost have everything entered." Brock put down his boxes and pulled off the top lid. According to the scribble on the side of the box, inside lay all the receipts, invoices, purchase orders, and inventory records for the first two years the Mission had been in operation.

Brock and Claire were entering all the paper records into the new record-keeping program provided by the Arc Foundation. It would make backtracking much simpler in the future, though Claire admitted she hoped they never had to backtrack at all.

"Can that wait for a while?" She brushed sweaty, strawberry-blond bangs off her forehead. "Like, until I get an assistant hired?"

"How about we transfer some of the high school kids from the after-school program to help you with that?" Nikki said. 

As new regional director for the Arc Foundation, which now supplied two-thirds of the Mission’s funding, she could make decisions like that without asking anyone's opinion. Claire was grateful Nikki always asked. The Tabor native seemed acutely aware of how much the Mission meant to her. She took pains to avoid stepping on toes or commandeering all decisions and operations. 

"What about freeing Brock up to help get it finished?" Claire asked. Then a moment later, it occurred to her to wonder why the man didn't react to Nikki's offer. As if he knew something she had missed. "What's going on?"

"New head custodian just accepted the position," Nikki said with a grin she directed mostly at Brock.

" Someone reliable and emotionally mature, I hope?"

"Oh, yeah," Brock said. "Paul's about as mature and reliable as you can get without being a terminal Boy Scout."

"Paul?"

"You remember, Brock's buddy from prison?" Nikki offered.

"Prison ministry,” Brock said. “There's a difference. He only served two years before charges were dropped. Without him and his prison ministry team, I sure wouldn't be here."

"Returning the favor," Claire murmured.

Brock had served time for being the numbers man for a drug runner, his sentence shortened because he voluntarily worked with the DEA to bring down his former boss. He had come to Tabor Heights, looking for Nikki to beg her forgiveness and try to repair their relationship. Now he was bringing his prison chaplain here to take over the custodial work a rotating team of volunteers handled ever since Rich Thomas fled town.

"Why move here?" Claire asked. "If he has a successful ministry—"

"Trouble from his in-laws and all their friends. Good old boy network," Brock said with a shrug. "No one will let him forget he was in prison and his daughter's old enough to understand when people make snide remarks. He wants a fresh start, and he likes working with his hands."

"What about his wife?"

"She died when Sammy was a baby."

Claire groaned. "Not another Rich and Aurora situation?"

"I guarantee, Paul Hunter is no Rich Thomas."

"Hope not," she muttered. Then she realized how she had to sound and look. She tried to smile and hoped she hadn't ruined her growing friendship with Brock. What if he thought she was against Paul coming to Tabor because he'd been in prison, and then suspected she didn't trust him because of his prison background? "Well," she said, and forced herself to relax back into the chair, "I guess you're relieved you don't have to supervise cleaning any longer."

"I'm relieved," Nikki said. "He won't show up for dinner at Mum's smelling like disinfectant. Really kills the appetite, you know?"

Claire gladly laughed with them. She was strangely grateful the Board had talked with Paul Hunter, checked his credentials, and hired him without any input from her. She had little time to spare for meetings lately. She took care of the administration side of the Mission, but the physical aspect of the building still meant a lot to her. Especially when it came to renovations for handicapped accessibility. Having a brother in a wheelchair made her doubly aware of simple things like doors that were wide enough, ramps, accessible bathrooms with grip bars, Braille signs, and warning flashers for the hearing-impaired.

This new head custodian would supervise those renovations. He would have his own ideas of what had priority or didn't need doing at all. Claire envisioned the battles she could face over the coming months.

She refused to give up a single one. Making the Mission accessible and available to every member of the community was her passion. She had worked around Rich Thomas with his "me first" attitude, trying to do as little as he could get away with. He had been a lousy father, dumping most of his responsibilities on his entirely too-supportive mother. Then he capped all his crimes by stealing from the Mission and attacking Pastor Wally.

Speaking of whom—

"How is the Board doing, convincing Pastor Wally to start interviewing candidates for his assistant?"

"They're meeting again on Wednesday." Nikki hopped down off the counter. Gray got up. "They use nice words like 'reducing his workload,' but everyone knows he's training his replacement. I don't like the idea of anyone taking his place."

"I know, but I'd rather have him part-time for the next twenty years than full-time for only one or two." Claire shivered. The Mission would feel like a tomb without the booming voice and bulky frame of Pastor Wally. The man was in his eighties, but he could still out-work men one-third his age.

"Try to convince him of that," she said as she headed for the door. Brock and Gray followed.

"Hey—where are you two going?"

"House hunting," Brock said in a stage whisper, his eyes wide in mock terror.

Nikki paused for two seconds, her mouth open and her face turning red. Then she slapped his arm. "Paul and Sammy are arriving Saturday. They need a place to stay until they find something they like."

"Try Mandy Gordon," Claire offered. "I hear there might be some efficiency apartments in the house on the other side of hers. Other than the prison ministry house, I mean."

"Our first stop," Brock said. He pressed his hand flat against Nikki's back to keep her moving out the door.

Sighing, Claire turned back to the boxes with all those records waiting to be put into the new system Arc had paid for. They wouldn't enter themselves. Her smile faded as she worked, but not from the tedium. She couldn't quite yank her thoughts away from that conversation. Paul Hunter and his daughter, Sammy, were arriving on Saturday. Arc certainly worked quickly. It hadn't been that long since Rich Thomas fled town to avoid being arrested for burglarizing the Mission and putting Pastor Wally into the hospital. How old was Paul? How old was his daughter? Claire imagined a heavy-set man, graying and calloused; maybe a trucker-type. Sammy would probably be a gum-chewing tomboy teen in tight jeans and rock star t-shirt, with a stud in her nose.

Arc had checked them out and Brock vouched for him. Claire trusted Brock and Arc, so why did her hackles rise when she thought of someone new taking over a vacant spot in a vital area of service?

A bell rang somewhere far down the main hallway that ran the length of the building. Claire smiled as she heard a door bang hard against the brick wall, a whistle sounded, and the squeals and laughter and chatter of dozens of children tumbled down the empty hallway to the office. Playtime and exercise had ended. Time to get down to something serious, like crafts or songs or a Bible lesson.

The children were the reason. Claire didn't like letting strangers, no matter how highly recommended, into the safe, loving shelter she had helped to create for the children of Tabor Heights.

––––––––
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Wednesday, July 2

Claire sent an apologetic little smile around the room as she walked the length of the two lunch tables placed end to end. She hated being late for anything—especially a meeting of the Board of Directors. Just as she feared, the only open seat was at the end furthest from the door. Why did church people always have to sit closest to an exit?

Tommy would say they wanted to be first in line for the Rapture.

Claire muffled a snort of unladylike laughter as she settled into the seat at the end, facing Pastor Wally at the head of the long table. After all these years exposed to Tommy's warped humor and doorknob-level view of the world, she had finally become warped herself.

Fortunately, her tardiness hadn't interrupted or delayed anything. People were still getting beverages and pastries from the cart pushed up against the window in what would eventually be the new teacher's lounge. Right now, the teacher's lounge shared space with the library. There were so many higher priority tasks to be taken care of first.

Claire sighed and put away her mental list. Half the rooms in the former elementary school sat empty, waiting for staff and equipment and renovations. Now that the Arc Foundation had offered to step in and fund everything, all her and Pastor Wally's dreams would come true. 

"If we're all set?" Pastor Wally thumped his fist on the table to get everyone's attention, making a few paper cups jump.

At times like this, Claire could fool herself into believing Pastor Wally was still the hale, hearty, cheerful, disgustingly energetic man he had always been. Hardly anyone at Tabor Christian could remember him without his shining white hair and walrus moustache. His Eastern European heritage kept him forever thickset and a little rough around the edges; a man built to be a steel worker, but with a gentle soul that made him everyone's favorite grandfather.

But she knew better than anyone the changes in Pastor Wally since Rich Thomas put him in the hospital. She caught him half-asleep at his desk nearly every afternoon, and sometimes he paused going down the Mission's halls and leaned one hand against the wall, the other pressed to his forehead. His square face was steadily losing flesh and sometimes he got out of breath. He didn't play kickball with the children or push the merry-go-round on the playground, but limited himself to playing referee and sitting in the shade to tell stories, or pushed the little ones for hours on the swings.

"First order of business," Pastor Wally continued. "Arc is sending us a member of their staff to act as minister to children. She'll be staying on the top floor of the Common Grounds office. Xander volunteered to move out and temporarily use one of the Gordons' apartments. The Teen Board will spend the next week painting and decorating and stocking the apartment for her. After that, renovations will start, combining the apartments on the second floor for Xander and Hannah." He paused and grinned as a ripple of reaction went around the table. "Yes, folks, that means they've finally set the date. Arc has bought the building from the Gordons, but Mandy will act as general manager for the property."

Claire smiled and sat back, listening to the comments. People were excited about the speed with which things were now done, since Arc stepped in. No more worrying about budgets and waiting until there was enough money before committing to a program or renovation.

How soon, she wondered, until gratitude turned to an entitlement attitude or even resentment? Arc was trying to go lightly and leave control in local hands. They had been wise to put Nikki, a local girl, in place as administrator.

"Tell us about her?" Tanya Clay from the church's finance board asked, breaking Claire from her musings.

She was grateful. Claire knew it was a sin to worry over-much or "borrow tomorrow's troubles today," as her mother used to say, but reading between the lines was part of her job. So others wouldn't have to worry.

"Jennifer Deverall," Pastor Wally said, glancing at the folder of notes in front of him. "Doctor of psychology, specializing in children. Six years of experience dealing with abused and traumatized children, as well as setting up orphanages, shelters, and outreach projects such as ours."

"Why is she getting off the road?" Hugh Tracker, the liaison from Tabor Heights City Council asked. He turned to Nikki as he spoke.

So did everyone else, Claire noticed. A tiny smile caught her lips as she admitted her own curiosity. It was assumed that most if not all of the daughters of Quarry Hall were the "mobile forces" of the Arc Foundation. Never staying anywhere more than a month or so. Most people seemed to forget Nikki was one of those mobile representatives and she had technically settled in one spot for the duration. Then again, most people referred to her as "Doc Holwood's girl," and sometimes seemed to forget that she had been gone for four years.

"Jennifer was seriously injured some time ago. The doctors don't want her on the road again for at least six months. She doesn't like to sit still. This is a compromise," Nikki finally said.

"Injured doing what? How badly?"

"What good can she do us here, if she's so badly hurt she can't do her usual job?" Mrs. Balflear, from the Sunday School Board, wanted to know.

Claire grimaced. Underneath Mrs. Balflear's pillowy grandmother exterior and baby doll voice was the soul of a miser and Pharisee. Claire could just imagine Mrs. B wanted to "appropriate" the new minister to children to help take over her duties at church. Mrs. B was part of a small group at church that saw the Mission as a drain on the church's resources. They had selective deafness and amnesia every time someone reminded them Arc had stepped in to help.

"Jennifer was injured defending a fugitive mother and her children and fractured her skull. The doctor wants her where she'll have people to watch out for delayed reactions. Puck is good, but he's not a trained medic," she added with suppressed laughter in her voice.

"Puck?" Mrs. B asked, her habitual whine climbing into her voice.

Claire checked her watch—a new record of self-control for Mrs. B. She had waited a whole ten minutes before getting whiny. But it would be downhill from here if something didn't happen.

"Her dog," Brock filled in. "The Arc Foundation's companion dogs are highly intelligent, sensitive to danger and problems, but they haven't figured out how to dial 911 yet or give CPR."

Whispers of laughter went around the table. Claire met Nikki's gaze, from her spot next to Pastor Wally, and winked. She definitely approved of Brock. Not only had he straightened out the Mission's tangled ledgers, but he could slow and even short-circuit Mrs. B, proven by the way her mouth flapped like a grounded fish.
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Chapter Three
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"On to more pressing business," Pastor Wally said before the amusement died away. He announced the hiring of Paul Hunter as head custodian, specifically to oversee the accessibility upgrades. He and his daughter, Sammy, would arrive on Saturday. Staples and necessity showers would be held for them and for Jennifer Deverall during the welcome receptions to be held on the Sundays after they arrived.

The latest invoices for supplies and equipment, and repairs to the building's air conditioning system and playground equipment were discussed and payment approved. Nikki took the copies for her records and Brock took the originals, to record the payments. He would pass all the paperwork to Claire, who would write the actual checks. Dividing up the steps made more work but silenced those who constantly searched for hints of conspiracy and cheating. Though Claire hated to admit it, some people at Tabor Christian made it their mission in life to stunt the growth of every worthy endeavor and dared to call it their Christian duty.

"Now the last item on the agenda," Pastor Wally said, only half an hour later. His ever-present smile faded for a few seconds as he looked down at the thin stack of papers set before him. Claire hoped his headache that had plagued him all day yesterday hadn't returned.

"God doesn't hand out gold watches and force retirement on people who still have a lot to give the flock," he continued after a few moments. He finally raised his head and smiled crookedly at Claire, as if no one else sat at the table. "Probably because there will always be more job openings than there are eager workers. Well, the truth is, I'm on the downhill slope of eighty, and I'm starting to slow down. I agree with wiser heads—though certainly not older," he added with a chuckle that almost fooled Claire. "It's time to start looking for someone to train as my replacement, both here and at the church."

"Assistant," Nikki said, her voice unnaturally loud in the sudden held-breath silence of the room. "We're not letting you goof off on the beach somewhere. You'll get to sit down more often and tell people what to do instead of running around and handling it yourself. Assistant, not replacement."

"Humor me, little girl." He blinked away a sudden extra brightness in his eyes and rested one massive, wrinkled hand over Nikki's tanned, slim, smooth hand lying on the table. "I'm training my successor. Arc agrees, something this sensitive should be handled solely by our church, so the Nominating Committee is contacting the seminaries and member churches of the conference. We'll probably be deluged by candidates in the next few weeks."

"Better get someone very young," Nikki said, "because it'll be twenty more years before you start cutting back."

Pastor Wally shook his head. Claire couldn't see his expression. Her eyes were too blurry to let her see beyond the papers almost under her nose.

––––––––
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Thursday, July 3

"Up and at 'em," Paul whispered as he scooped his daughter out of her bed. Sammy mumbled and curled into a little ball, burying her curly blond head into her father's chest. Sighing, he grinned and seriously considered dumping her into the bathtub, pajamas and all.

He didn't want to wake the neighbors with the squalling Sammy would let out—not at 5a.m.. Most of the people in the ancient apartment house were friends, but there were a few sourpusses who always complained about the racket Sammy raised—even when she was nowhere around. Paul didn't want to leave Lucasburg on a sour note.

The good Lord knew there had been enough of those recently.
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