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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!
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Friday, March 22

Quarry Hall, Akron, Ohio

"How do you feel about going away for a while for a project?" Joan said, meeting Nikki on the massive natural stone patio of Quarry Hall when she came back from her morning walk around the estate.

"What kind of project?" Nikki grinned at her half-sister and knelt on the top step. Her companion dog, Gray Brother, obediently raised one paw after another to let her check for any mud he might have picked up, to clean his feet before they went indoors. "Where?"

For just a moment, their matching hazel eyes locked gazes and Nikki shivered slightly from the sensation that struck at the oddest times: that when she looked at Joan, twelve years her senior, she looked in a blurred mirror. The same wide cheekbones, shoulder-length dark hair with a touch of red in bright sunlight, hazel eyes... and the same ghost pain in those eyes. Today they had even dressed similarly, though Nikki was sure it was pure coincidence. For those who worked behind-the-scenes at Quarry Hall and the Arc Foundation, faded jeans, hiking boots and plain t-shirts were the uniform of the day.

Joan shrugged, offering a crooked smile, and tucked her tangled, dark hair behind an ear. "Tabor." She turned to go indoors with her Akita, Ulysses, a silent, watchful shadow.

"How long?" Nikki followed her through the french doors, through the Great Hall, to the stairway up to the living quarters for Joan's father and stepmother.

"We won't know until you're already hip-deep in it," was all Joan said.

Nikki bit back a smart remark about being hip-deep in alligators. Her first solo mission for the Arc Foundation, last summer, was supposed to just be a courier run. An easy assignment became complicated when she stopped in a small mountain town to pick up Brooklyn, was falsely accused of kidnapping, then was kidnapped herself and held prisoner with Brooklyn and the local sheriff. She had never been so grateful to have a big sister, when she learned how Joan had dropped everything to drive cross-country, ready to tear the little mountain town apart with her bare hands to find her.

"Nikki, good, Joan found you." Elizabeth Carter greeted the sisters with a smile when they stepped into the office. She finished setting down the tea tray and gestured with a nod toward the massive desk where Harrison Carter, Joan's father, leaned back in his black leather chair, talking on the phone, his voice a pleasant rumble.

Though she had only been part of the Arc Foundation for less than two years, Nikki felt as close to the people here as if she had grown up with them. She was glad to see that Joan's father, whom she called Uncle Harrison, was having a good day today. No wheelchair, or a robe for extra warmth over his crisp white Oxford shirt and chocolate brown trousers. His white hair didn't look quite so thin and lifeless, and his big, elegant hands didn't look quite so skeletal and crooked with pain.

Elizabeth wore her usual outfit of a simple silvery-gray calf-length skirt, matching sweater, and loafers. Today her blouse was a pearly blue that added its tint to her gray eyes and hid the silver streaks among her golden hair, caught up in its usual casual chignon. Nikki had found it hard at first, when she came to Quarry Hall, to accept that Joan and her stepmother got along so well. Wasn't Elizabeth supposed to despise the daughter of “the other woman,” a visual reminder of her husband's momentary infidelity? Soon, Nikki was grateful for that relationship, because Elizabeth's acceptance and love extended to her, as Joan's sister.

Joan, Elizabeth and Nikki stayed quiet, filling their cups and helping themselves to the generous plate of cookies Brooklyn had sent up from the kitchen, while Carter finished his phone call. Ulysses and Gray settled on either side of the door, reminding Nikki of the stone lions guarding the pavement in some ancient temple.

"One more detail cleared away." Carter hung up the phone. "Thank you, dear," he said, chuckling, when Elizabeth handed him a cup already prepared for him, with three chocolate-iced oatmeal-raisin cookies sitting on the saucer. "Well, Nikki, are you bored yet?"

"How can I be bored with Vincent beating up on me all the time?" Nikki laughed with the other three. She was proud to be able to say that even if she couldn't flip the foundation's security chief on his back yet, or bomb him with water balloons during Quarry Hall's version of war games, she could sometimes hold her own during self-defense lessons.

"Anne had an interesting talk with Lisa Montgomery the other day. Do you know her?"

"Dad was her advisor, but we really didn't spend much time together."

"Have your parents kept you up-to-date on the progress with the Mission at Tabor Christian?"

"They were just finishing the first phase of renovations at the old Eloise Elementary school when I ran away," she said, nodding. "They're talking about expanding the food cupboard and meal delivery program and opening up a couple of rooms for shelters for homeless people in the winter. There's a local band, Firesong, that's having a concert next week, I think, to raise money."

"Exactly. That's how Lisa comes into it. She's designing the cover art for their coming CD, and she suggested to Anne that the Mission would be a good outreach opportunity. We're considering partnering with Tabor Christian," Elizabeth said. "We want to send a representative to evaluate the situation, see where there are needs, and determine if it is even possible to partner with the church without taking over or stirring resentment."

"And you want me to do that?"

Nikki didn't know what made her heart race more. Going back to Tabor Heights, among the people who knew the wretched mess she had made of her life, or the responsibility the Arc Foundation was willing to put on her shoulders.

"You don't have to," Joan said, resting a hand on Nikki's wrist. "I know how hard it is to face all those people."

"So that makes me more of a coward, doesn't it, if I stay here, within spitting distance, and pretend..." Nikki sighed and put down her cup so she could rub her temples. Her head ached. "It's the right thing to do. For my sake, maybe even more than the Mission. But I don't know if I can."

"We won't make you," Carter said. "Jennifer is the next choice, but we'd like to give her a few more months to recover from surgery, make sure the damage isn't deeper than the doctors say."

"I think I need to take a walk. Think it over." Nikki got up, grateful her knees weren't wobbly. Gray was on his feet, waiting in the hall, before she could open her mouth to command him.

Nikki's thoughts leaped back and forth between the two opposing reactions to the proposal as she hurried through the house and outside. First, there was the pressure of doing a good job for the foundation, helping the Mission, doing something worthwhile for the church where she had grown up. Then there was the discomfort of facing all those people she had grown up with, who had watched her turn her back on all her values and break her foster parents' hearts. Nikki knew she was forgiven, by the Holwoods, by the people in her church family who really mattered, and by God, but that didn't make it any easier.

She ended up in one of the lower, sheltered gardens of the massive old estate, where the willow trees were still misty bright green with fresh growth. Nikki thought she would have ended up there in the willow garden, even if she had come out here in the middle of the night, in a raging storm, with her eyes closed. Her heart led her here.

"Hey, sweetheart," she whispered, and went to her knees in front of the brass marker set in the polished chunk of stone. Nikki brushed a few cherry blossom petals off the plaque, blown over from a garden several levels up in the terraces, and her fingers traced the raised letters spelling out Mercy Grace Kathryn. "Mommy's here."

At times of stress, she could still feel the ache in her womb and the bruises and cuts that came from the car wreck when Ringo, Brock's former boss, had rammed a roadblock and rolled his car. He had kidnapped her to use her as a human shield when he fled the authorities. She had been seven months pregnant. The doctors said her daughter would have survived being born prematurely, but the injuries from the accident eventually led to her death. What made the loss so ironic was that Brock had ordered her to abort when she first told him she was pregnant, but Ringo wanted her baby to provide another layer of camouflage for his drug running operations. 

"So, do you think I should do it?" Nikki adjusted her position so she sat with her legs drawn up to her chest, arms wrapped tight around her legs, and her chin resting on her knees. "Time to face the music?"

Gray settled down next to her, his muzzle resting on her foot.

There were so many reasons to go back to Tabor Heights, to face her past and her shame, look people in the eye when they sneered at her, and go on with her life. She would be able to prove she had gotten past her adolescent, selfish stupidity, by bringing something beneficial to the town. How long could she justify staying in the safe, warm, nurturing nest of Quarry Hall and the Arc Foundation?

How long could she keep visiting her daughter's grave and vow to make up for her bad choices before she actually fulfilled that promise?

Just a few feet away, another bronze marker lay half-buried in grass that needed cutting. Nikki stared at it as the quiet of the morning seeped into her mind and body. Finally, she scooted around and went on her knees to the other marker, to brush the blades of grass aside. There were no dates, nothing but the word Faith on the marker. There were no ashes in a sealed marble box under the marker, like under Mercy Grace's.

Joan had miscarried before she even knew she was pregnant. She had been with Nikki when Mercy Grace died, and held her and wept with her, and confessed the secret she had carried so long. Nikki knew Joan had done it to help her heal. There was nothing to bury, but Joan had placed the marker for her child as a reminder of all she had gone through, and all the changes she had made in her life since then.

Confessing years of secrecy to that baby's father had probably been the hardest thing Joan could ever have done. Nikki considered her half-sister the bravest person she had ever met.

If Joan could face her sins and failures and move on, Nikki decided she could and should do the same.

"Please, God... it's going to be so hard. Bring good out of this, please?"

She sat between the two markers, letting the peace soak in again, until Gray nudged her and whined, and looked toward the house, hidden by the trees and raw stone walls and the sloping terraces of Quarry Hall's grounds. Nikki nodded and slowly got to her feet.

"I'll be back. I promise," she whispered.

––––––––
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SUNDAY, MARCH 24

Valleyford, PA

"You're risking your life," Paul Hunter said, pitching his voice low.

As one person, Brock Pierson and Paul glanced at the next picnic table in the park, where Paul's five-year-old daughter, Sammy, played with her Larrymobile and the beanbag figures of Bob, Larry, Larryboy and Junior Asparagus. The little girl giggled and pushed the two cucumber toys together, side-by-side, her white-blond head bobbing up and down with the force of her chatter to her toys. Brock decided Sammy hadn't heard a thing he had said to her father since the two men sat down to talk half an hour ago. He was relieved.

"It's the right thing to do," Brock said, shrugging. He reached for his travel mug of coffee and tipped it back, grimacing when he found it empty. He had done that three times already. It just showed how distracted he had been since he had made up his mind.

"The Feds offered you witness protection and a new identity because you're valuable to them. You did a good job."

"They're hoping I'll remember more details some time in the future, to testify against anyone else they manage to bring in."

"True." Paul slapped his hand down on his Bible as the freshening breeze stirred the pages. "She must be worth it."

"More than worth it." Brock sighed, feeling about ten degrees of tension uncoil in his gut and shoulders. Paul had been there as a counselor since his first days of incarceration, before the trial to put away Ringo Esteverde had even been put on the docket. He had helped Brock finish the last steps of the path he had chosen the day Nikki fled him, when he ordered her to abort and then hit her hard enough to fling her across the hotel room bed, to hit the wall.

Remembering those horrific days, when he had been secretly working for the DEA and feared for Nikki's life more than his own, Brock stroked the Bible he had carried with him from that hotel. He had caught Nikki reading it, crying over the pages, and tore it out of her hands, ripping it down the spine into three pieces. When she fled the hotel, he had found the pieces in the wastebasket, pieced the Bible together, and started reading it.

When Ringo had found Nikki and kidnapped her, Brock realized he had read that Bible because he wanted to find a way to end up in Heaven, just so he could see Nikki again and apologize.

And tell her that he loved her.

"I've paid for my crimes," Brock finally said, raising his head to meet Paul's gaze. He had the same piercing blue eyes as his daughter, the same white-blond tangle of hair. If Sammy exuded innocence and joy, her father radiated strength and integrity and a demand for honesty and honor. "I helped put Ringo away. I served time in prison. By some miracle, I wasn't charged with statutory rape." He shuddered, remembering how the authorities had actually put that charge on the list. Nikki's sister, Joan, testified that Nikki's birthday was three months sooner than the official records said. Brock had escaped that rape charge by two days. "It's time I make things right with Nikki."

"She hasn't written to you. I'll bet she doesn't even know you've been released."

"I haven't written to her, either." He sighed and rested his face in his hands. "Paul, she's the only truly good, beautiful thing in my life. We made a baby together! I have to try to fix things."

"If you're hoping to win her back..." Paul shook his head and reached across the table to grip Brock's shoulder and shake it. "I'll be praying for you, brother."

"You're not talking me out of it?" He could almost have laughed as he straightened up. 

"I think you're an idiot, going around with your own identity, sitting where Ringo's men can still find you. A smart man would opt for the Feds’ new identity and fresh start."

"When are you going to get that fresh start, yourself?" Brock asked. He glanced at Sammy, who chortled as she jammed Junior Asparagus and Bob the Tomato into the Larrymobile and shoved it up and down the tabletop. "She's getting old enough to hear the whispers. When will she be old enough to be hurt by what the people in this town say about her mother and grandfather?"

"I'm praying on it." Paul nodded slowly, his smile dimming a little. "Maybe when you find your new place—after you clear things up with your Nikki—you'll find me a decent job."

"I owe you a whole lot more than that." He held out his hand and the two men shook.

"Take some advice?" He waited until Brock nodded. "Make your apologies, accept whatever Nikki gives you, either forgiveness or telling you to stay out of her life permanently, and let yourself move on. You have to consider that what you feel is more guilt than love."

"I know." Brock's mouth twisted in a pained smile, and he nearly admitted he had considered that possibility quite often in the weeks since he had decided he needed to see Nikki and try to win her heart again. He didn't want to believe that the aching, empty, torn-in-half feeling that haunted him was just guilt over seducing an innocent, pure girl into abandoning her family, using her as camouflage in his drug-running business—and then not having the guts to admit to her when he decided to work with the Feds. Brock had changed his life because of Nikki, but he hadn't had the courage or opportunity to tell her that yet.

He would find her, apologize, and move on. It was the only smart thing to do.

But he loved her, and he had known very few people who had ever said love was even in the same universe as “smart.”

The place to start was to visit her parents and apologize to them for the pain he had caused. If Dr. Holwood and his wife were as generous and understanding, and as strong of Christians as Brock remembered, then maybe he could ask for their advice on how to approach Nikki. Or if he should approach her at all.

––––––––
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TUESDAY, MARCH 26

Quarry Hall

Nikki had so much on her mind, preparing for the move back to Tabor Heights, she didn't react at first when Kurt Green walked into Quarry Hall that morning to meet with the Carters. She had front door duty and knew a representative from the Allen Michaels Evangelistic Association was due that day. Vincent had called from the gatehouse to say he had sent the visitor up to the main house. She stepped into the kitchen to put the tea tray into the dumb waiter, to send upstairs, and went out the side door to hurry to the parking lot, to meet Kurt and lead him to the house. She even knew his name but didn't make the connection until she had led him through the front door and they were heading down the front hallway to the main stairs.

His name and face registered in her memories just as they started up the stairs. She stumbled on the second step, turning to look at him again. What was more disconcerting was the puzzled expression Kurt wore on his handsome, golden face, the comprehension waiting to dawn. She guessed he recognized her, but wasn't sure from where, and she laughed.

"Kurt Green." She grappled at the carved mahogany banister to keep from falling. "Katie's cousin, right?"

"Right. How do you..." Kurt's mouth dropped open. "Nikki... James. From Tabor. From Tabor Christian. What are you doing here?"

"Besides doing a lousy job as a tour guide?" She grinned and turned back around on the stairs, gesturing up to the second floor. "I work for the foundation now. Like, duh." It relieved her more than she wanted to admit, when he laughed with her. "So Allen Michaels is having a crusade in Ohio this year?"

"This summer, Cuyahoga County Fairgrounds. I'm the first part of the team. Investigating resources, making arrangements, that sort of thing."

"And Quarry Hall is a part of it. I think it's so cool, Uncle Harrison being a friend of Rev. Michaels."

"Uncle?" Kurt slowed as they neared the door to Carter's office.

"Long story. The short version is, I have a half-sister, his daughter, and it's just easier to call him Uncle."

"Oh. Okay."

Then they were at the office. She stepped back into the hall, and gestured for him to go in. "We can talk when you're finished here, okay?"

"You better believe it." Kurt winked at her, then stepped into the office, holding out his hand to Elizabeth, who crossed the room to greet him.

"Maybe it's a test," Joan said, when Nikki found her ten minutes later in the gym, going through her flexibility routine. "If you can survive running into one old friend, you'll do fine when you go home. Kind of like a warm-up."
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Chapter Two
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"For one thing, Kurt wasn't exactly an old friend. He's six or seven years older than me and Katie." Nikki sighed and leaned back against the wall, letting herself slide down to sit on the wood floor. Gray immediately settled down next to her and put his head on her ankles. "For another, Kurt left Tabor years before Brock showed up."

"Nikki." Joan straightened up from her twisting maneuver that always made Nikki feel like her spine would snap. "You don't have to do this. If you're not ready, then give the job to someone else."

"I'm a coward."

"You haven't forgiven yourself yet." She muffled a bark of laughter when Nikki flinched at her words. "Listen to the expert in guilt trips. If I had told you about our mother, if I had told you we were sisters when I first landed in Tabor, you might have had a totally different attitude about guys. You might not have even been in the right place to meet Brock when he first came to town. You might never have let him take you out on that first date. Everything would be different. For both of us. Faith never would have been conceived. Sophie might not be in her wheelchair. We both would have done a thousand things differently."

"You might not be a Christian now," Nikki whispered.

"You don't know that. My point is, I could let guilt eat me up every day, but I had to learn to let go. I had to stop saying 'If only,' every time I turned around. If I didn't, I'd be useless—to the foundation, to Dad, to you, to God. I waited four years before I got the guts to tell Matt about our baby. I hurt him and damaged our friendship... Sometimes I wonder where we'd be if I had told him right away."

"Do you think the two of you would be married by now?" She lost her breath for a moment when Joan closed her eyes and blushed. "You're in love with him, aren't you?" 

Her sister claimed it was just stress sex, reacting to a life-and-death situation, when she and Matt Cameron had slept together four years ago. Nikki had always believed Matt had been in love with her. After all, he had hounded her for weeks to marry him. 

"Doesn't matter."

"Yes, it does! Matt is perfect for you."

"Doesn't matter." Joan dropped to one knee in front of Nikki and grasped her younger sister by her shoulders. "The past and what might have been don't matter. What matters is what we do now. And you'll be crippling yourself if you don't forgive yourself. Understand?"

"Yeah," Nikki whispered. "I think so."

~~~~~
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"YOU KNOW, I REMEMBER coming here on a field trip when I was in junior high." Kurt Green looked through the french doors, out over the rain-soaked lawn and the sprawling theme gardens behind the Great Hall, now that the tour Nikki and Joan had given him of Quarry Hall had finished. "It's kind of hard to wrap my mind around..." He turned back to face them. "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 with Ulysses 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. Even when the day had gone gray and drippy, Quarry Hall was beautiful. A pang twisted her insides for a moment. "I'm going to miss this place." She bit her lip when a memory flashed into her mind's eye, of the same type of weather, looking out the back door of her foster parents' home on the back yard. The pang turned into an ache to be standing there in the kitchen, helping Doria bake cookies, talking about high school concerns and homework.

"Thirty miles away," Joan offered with a smirk.

"What are you talking about?" Kurt looked back and forth between them, clearly puzzled.

Joan explained about Nikki's coming assignment, to assess the Mission to see if the Arc Foundation would partner with Tabor Christian in the community outreach center. Talk switched to where the idea had come from, then to Lisa Montgomery designing the cover art for Firesong's coming CD, and the upcoming fundraising concert for the Mission. 

Kurt was taking an apartment in Tabor Heights, close to the church, and would be within walking distance of the Mission. He and Nikki made tentative arrangements to try to meet up for lunch once or twice while they were both staying in town, and more solid arrangements to meet up at the Firesong concert the next week.

"You've got something nice to look forward to," Joan remarked, as she and Nikki watched Kurt drive away an hour later. She snorted when Nikki gave her a confused look. "The concert. A friendly face in town."

"Lots of friendly faces," Nikki said. "There's Katie and Dani and some other girls in our class at church. They'll be nice. They certainly won't be a bunch of nasty old Pharisees. Then there's Max and some of the older girls. It won't be so bad."

"And Xander and Hannah, if you're feeling lost. And gee, we're not that far away. You could come home for lunch every day if you wanted." Joan laughed when Nikki glared at her.

The next moment, she laughed with her older sister, despite feeling like a kid going off to first grade. The knowledge that she could indeed run home to Quarry Hall if she felt unwanted and outnumbered did give her some sense of security.

And increased her determination not to let anything drive her away from Tabor Heights before her job was done.

––––––––
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MONDAY, MARCH 31

Tabor Heights, Ohio

Coming up Sackley Road from the Hyburg I-71 exit into Tabor, Nikki stopped to buy flowers at the roadside stand by the fairgrounds' entrance. It had been there since before she came to the Holwoods as a foster child, and Nikki supposed it would always be there. She liked that sense of stability, something to rely on. Some things didn't change and never would. That was good.

Some things had to change, though, and for that, she gave thanks with all her heart and soul and every breath she took.

Gray sniffed suspiciously at the hodgepodge of carnations and gladiolas and blue-tinted daisies, wrapped up in crinkly white tissue paper. The dog woofed softly and sat up in the front seat of the dark blue Jeep as Nikki pulled out into the lazy, pre-lunch traffic.

She rolled down the window and leaned her elbow out, grinning at the tickle of the cool breeze on her winter-pale skin. She glanced at herself in the side mirror and wondered if anyone would recognize her.

"All grown up, you think, Gray?" she murmured, and raked a hand through her shoulder-length hair. She had always worn it long and in braids until she ran away with Brock and had all the money she wanted to experiment with hair and makeup and clothes. Some people in Tabor were so set in their patterns, just the change in hair might make her unrecognizable. Nikki considered that she might be a little thinner, with a few lines around her mouth and eyes from pain and guilt, but otherwise she hadn't changed much. In her faded jeans, blue gingham shirt, and hiking boots, she could have been coming home for lunch from high school.

Nikki shook her head as she drove past Tabor High School on her right. On her left, the sprawling horseshoe of single-story buildings for Tabor Children's Home—where she would have spent her childhood if the Holwoods hadn't taken her. Then all around her, scattered throughout the town as if it held Tabor on the map, the ivy-clad sandstone buildings of Butler-Williams University.

She was home. With butterflies battling in her stomach, Nikki admitted that Tabor Heights would always be home, no matter where she went or how long she was gone. She had work to do for the Arc Foundation, which had given her a new life and purpose. All the tears in the world wouldn't bring her child back from the dead—what was the use of tormenting herself with memories?

Other memories came to her as she turned left on Main with its hodgepodge of quaint, old houses that had been turned into shops and apartments, then took another left on Stephen. She had grown up here, treating the entire Butler-Williams University campus as her back yard. Her foster father was head of the Humanities Department; her foster mother, a part-time tutor for the music department. Nikki had always been on campus when she wasn't doing something with the other foster children or the youth at Tabor Christian Church.

"Didn't keep me out of trouble, did it, Gray?" she murmured, slowing to travel the one-way street lined with clumps of oaks and elms that cast all the sprawling Century homes into perpetual shade. "I should have seen the warning when Rich turned his back on everything we believed in. When he broke his promises to me, he was betraying God. I was so upset over my broken heart, it never occurred to me that I would do the same thing half a year later." She turned left on Church, with the Holwoods' house in sight. "Guess we really were a pair after all, huh?" The big Akita snorted and nuzzled her hand on the steering wheel. "We're here. You behave yourself and don't eat anybody, hear me?"

She parked against the curb and sat a few moments after turning off the engine, just looking. Nothing had changed. Not the pristine white paint and forest green shutters on the three-story tall Century house. Not the sprinkling of buttery dandelions on the mossy lawn. Not the crooked, uneven slate sidewalks that had provided such dangerous, exciting paths for hordes of roller-skating children.

There were cars parked in the street and in driveways, and bikes abandoned by front and side doors. Lunchtime in Tabor Heights still meant coming home from school and work whenever possible. A green sedan with temporary tags sat in the driveway of the Holwood house. Probably another parent who finally got her life together enough—job and home and car—to take back her child. Nikki knew with all the praying the Holwoods did for the children in their care, their lives were bound to continue improving when they returned to their parents. She was the only failure her foster parents ever had, as far as Nikki knew, and even she had ended up all right.

"Ready, Gray?" She opened the door, slid out onto the crumbling curb splashed with asphalt from the last paving job, and held the door open until the big dog climbed across the driver's seat to follow her. She left everything in the back seat. Coming home, it was best to leave her arms empty for hugs. Nikki tucked her ring of keys in her left pocket and reached into her right pocket to pull out a single key hanging from a ring with a white ceramic dove attached.

It was the key to the Holwoods' house. Doria had brought it with her when she went to be with Nikki in the hospital, recovering from the accident that killed Mercy Grace. She had given it to her foster daughter almost before Nikki could begin apologizing like the Prodigal Son, and told her she would always be able to come home.

Nikki squeezed the key once for reassurance and slid it back into her pocket. She didn't need the key during the day. The door to the Holwoods' house was always open. University students needing advice could come and walk in and call to announce their presence. Co-workers at the university or from church were welcome any time. What was the use of locking the door during the day, when foster children were in and out at all hours? The only time the door was ever locked was when everyone was away from home, and that was only a concession to the criminal element that reached to touch even quiet, gentle Tabor.

The heavy, forest green door groaned softly as the latch clicked and Nikki pushed it open. She smiled, remembering all the times she had watched and then helped Dr. Holwood oil the hinges, and still the door refused to be quiet. That door and the lack of trees to climb outside her attic bedroom window had forced her to stick to curfews when she fell into her rebellious phase.

"Mum?" she called, pausing in the shadowy hardwood foyer with the stairs in front of her, the living room on her right and the door into the dining room on her left. Nikki tapped the spotty bronze dove-shaped doorknocker twice. "Daddy? I'm home."

"Nikki?" Doria Holwood hurried around the corner of the dining room from the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron. Her coffee-colored face lit and she spread her arms wide. "Sweetheart, you're early."

"Didn't want to miss lunch." She hugged her foster mother hard to fight the twinge in her gut. Did Doria seem smaller than the last time she had been home? 

No. Nikki blamed the thick soles of her boots. She had been able to look her foster mother in the eye since she was fourteen, and nothing had changed there, either.

"More like that monster of yours didn't want to miss lunch," Dr. Rance Holwood rumbled, stepping through the doorway from the kitchen, as his wife led Nikki through the dining room. "Welcome home, baby." He wrapped his massive arms around her, nearly lifting her off her feet. A dead ringer for James Earl Jones, he made his slim, elegant wife look elfin by comparison. He grasped Nikki by her shoulders and held her off at arm's length, looking her up and down. "You look good. Those folks at Arc aren't running you ragged, are they? Are you taking good care of our girl, Gray?"

Gray woofed, then sneezed, and settled down next to the kitchen doorway with a “that's that” expression on his gray and black-streaked face. The other three laughed.

"I'm interrupting something," Nikki said, after glancing around the dining room. The table was set for three for lunch. Her foster parents weren't expecting her until mid-afternoon, and they never ate in the dining room except for special occasions. Guests were in that category. Doria's pale green print dress and the fact that Dr. Holwood hadn't taken off his jacket were further clues. "Somebody's folks here to pick them up? And where are the kids, anyway?"

"A field trip all day," Doria said, and glanced at the doorway into the kitchen.

"It works out well," Dr. Holwood added. He glanced down at his jacket and prepared to take it off.

"Let me get my gear up to my room and get Gray settled outside, and you can get on with things." She took a step back toward the front door.

"Nikki?" The soft baritone voice coming from the kitchen stopped her dead in her tracks.

Myriad images flashed through her mind. Emotions and sensations from dozens of highs and lows in her life flooded her memory, knocking her off balance in heart and body. Nikki reached out a hand for the pale oak chair at the head of the dining room table.

That voice had laughed with her and teased, argued and shouted and cursed. The man had held her in his arms and seduced her into setting aside what she thought she believed, and when she returned to those principles, he had slapped her hard enough to fling her across their hotel room.

"I hoped to see you while I was here, but I didn't think it would be so soon." Brock Pierson stepped into the doorway between kitchen and dining room.

His hair was shorter. Nikki was used to it curling down the back of his neck. She used to like stroking the silky blackness to soothe away his headaches. He had shaved his beard and moustache, and his square face looked thinner than she had thought it would.

For a moment, she wondered what it would be like to kiss him without all that hair to tickle her. Fury twisted through her, along with a nauseous sense of guilt. If she had never let Brock kiss her, none of the last four years would have happened.

His wide shoulders didn't look quite so stooped with pressures and anger as they had the last few times she saw him. He didn't wear any of the stylish sport coats he had liked when he worked for Ringo. Nikki supposed his fancy wardrobe, expensive sports car, jewelry, everything he valued had all been lost when Ringo went to prison. She felt a flicker of satisfaction, even as she remembered that Brock had voluntarily forfeited all that wealth when he contacted the DEA to work for them against Ringo and his organization. He actually looked good in new jeans, blue work shirt, sans tie—but she refused to consider that after the first moment.

Brock was out of her life. She had repented and given her life back to God. She was making up for her stupidity and rebellion. Brock was no part of her new life. He had almost gotten her killed. Knowing that he had been working with the DEA, providing them information on Ringo's drug operation for eight months before Mercy Grace had died didn't change anything between them. Brock had ordered her to abort their daughter, had hit her for the first time when she refused, and hadn't come after her when she left him, to work her way home to Tabor. She still wasn't sure what hurt her the most. Knowing he had become one of the “good guys” could never make up for how he had hurt and lied to and used her.

"What are you doing here?" she asked, her voice thin but even. She was proud she hadn't shouted or burst into tears. Proud she hadn't asked what he was doing out of prison so soon. He still had to serve prison time, despite all the bargains he had made with the authorities. Nikki had been glad he had to go to prison, and she wasn't ashamed of her vindictive feelings.

"Trying to set things right, mostly." Brock glanced at the Holwoods, who watched Nikki. "Starting at the top and working my way down the ladder. I was planning to go to Quarry Hall next, but I called and they said you would be working here for a while."

"That's right. I have work to do." Nikki wanted to flee back to her Jeep, maybe all the way back to Akron and Quarry Hall. She dug her boots more securely into the dark green Berber carpet of the dining room and sent up a silent prayer for help.

Why wasn't Gray reacting to any of this? He was her bodyguard, her four-legged conscience and jerk-detector. The big dog just lay there and watched Brock, his ears pricked forward and his massive gray head resting on his paws.

"Nikki—”

"You have no business being here." She pressed her hand against her left cheek, as if she could still feel that shattering blow from his hand.

"Sweetheart." Doria reached out a hand to rest on Nikki's shoulder. "Brock's here to make things right."

"He can't." She almost shrugged off her mother's calming touch, and that shocked her worse than seeing Brock again. 

"He's a Christian now," Dr. Holwood said.

"I don't care! That doesn't fix anything." Nikki wrapped her arms hard around herself, flashing back to that terrifying ride in the trunk of Ringo's car, when he had used her as a shield against the police on his trail. She relived the twisting, empty ache inside when she woke in the hospital and learned her baby fought for her life in an incubator. Nikki thought she had made her peace with that pain and guilt and anger. What good was peace that went away when the man she used to love stood there and expected her to go on as if nothing had ever happened?

"Look, Nikki, I want to do what's right." Brock took two steps toward her, hesitated, and when she didn't retreat, he took another step and held out a hand to her. "I want to make things up to you. I think it's what God wants me to do." He tried to smile. "Did you... did you bury our baby? I'd like to see the place."

Let him come to Quarry Hall? Walk through the gardens that had become her sanctuary and show him the shadowy, green place where she had buried the ashes of their daughter? Did he know what he was asking? How much more did he want to hurt her?
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Chapter Three



[image: ]




Then an image filled her mind: Brock falling backward in the kitchen of the rented townhouse, thrown by the force of Ringo's gunshot; bleeding in an explosive burst that made Nikki think he died instantly. He had tried to free her from Ringo and his enraged boss had shot him.

Brock had cried when the prosecutor announced in court that Mercy Grace had lived a little more than a week in the hospital pediatric ICU and died of the injuries that brought about her premature birth. Nikki had never thought she would ever see Brock cry.

She pushed away the moment of softness toward him. Brock was responsible for so much pain and waste in her life.

Just as responsible as you are, that guiding voice in her heart whispered. If you can finally forgive yourself, why can't you forgive him? He still loves you.

No he doesn't. He never loved me. He was only using me, she fought back. Brock had romanced her away from her home and beliefs to use her as a shield, a front, a distraction for those who got suspicious about the questions he asked and the connections he made.

"I don't think—I can't," she finally said, when the silence grew thick and tense.

"Honey, why don't you get your things up to your room and wash up?" Doria murmured and gently turned Nikki toward the door.

Dr. Holwood beckoned and guided Brock before him, back into the kitchen.

"What is he doing here, Mum?" Nikki whispered as she stumbled down the front steps and down the slate sidewalk to the curb.

"Exactly what he says. I have to admit, I was shocked when he showed up at the door an hour or so ago with your father."
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