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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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Dedicated to the theater faculty and students at Northwestern College, Iowa, where I earned my BA in theater/English and spent all my time behind the scenes, building sets, sewing costumes, directing and writing. My years in college were some of the best times of my life. I remember building the rigging for H.M.S. Pinafore, and painting the set for Taming of the Shrew until 1 a.m., then walking through town to my dorm, in perfect safety. Orange City was a great place to go to school. Thanks to our triumvirate of teachers at that time: Boss, Mr. T and Mr. P, who (I swear!) have absolutely nothing in common with Joel Randolph, Daniel Morgan and the General, except for the love we students had for them. Orange City, Iowa, is one of several foundations for the town of Tabor Heights, and Northwestern one of several templates for Butler-Williams University.
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Saturday, April 19

"Max Keeler anywhere around?" Heavy footsteps crunched in the gravel of the yard behind the scene shop at Homespun Theater.

"Who's asking?" Max Randolph finished putting the freshly sprayed copper plates down on the wire drying rack her stepfather had created decades ago. The chemical stink of the spray paint made her feel a little dizzy, which was why she took advantage of the nice weather to do her spray painting chores outdoors. 

When she had a hard time working on a scene for her latest book or screenplay, she put in a few hours in the scene shop or the printing shop. Today, she worked on props for The Taming of the Shrew, Homespun’s next production. She had been doing a lot of scene shop chores since her writing partner and best friend, Tony Martin, went to UCLA to do his writer-in-residence stint. If he didn't come back in mid-May as promised, her writing career just might be stalled out permanently.

"I'm Steve Coheny," the stranger said.

"Sorry, don't know the name." She stood up, careful not to wipe her paint-smeared hands on her jeans. Max turned around and nearly staggered backward into the damp plates. A jolt of adrenaline drove away the paint fumes headache that threatened to turn into nausea.

She knew that face, but fifty years older. The face that haunted her worst nightmares had similar coarse curls, but shorter, tighter, gray-frosted, not dark chocolate. Steve Coheny wore Carlo Vincente's face. Or an unreasonable facsimile, as Tony would say. He was taller than Carlo; his shoulders wider, and his complexion not quite so Mediterranean dark.

Max took a deep breath and felt some of that tension knotting her guts loosen and fade. No, he only looked a little like Carlo. It was more her imagination than his bone structure. She had to get her mind off that problem she had been gnawing since the mail from the Gabrielli Film Fellowship came yesterday.

I have got Carlo Vincente on the brain, she silently snarled.

It wasn't Carlo's fault that he was single-handedly shredding her latest triumph. He had no idea she even existed, and Max preferred to keep it that way. For the rest of her life, if possible.

Okay, God, I admit I was stupid choosing my mother's maiden name for my screenwriting name, but do You have to keep rubbing my nose in it?

"Buddy Sanker sent me. He said his good buddy Max had a couple openings in the tech crew," Steve said.

"Buddy is a brainless dweeb with a slippery grasp of reality," she said with a chuckle. The tension unwound more, making her feel giddy. "Technically, I don't have any openings in the tech crew because this isn't my theater. But if Buddy vouches for you, well..." Her impending headache gave one last throb and faded away.

"This is Homespun Theater, right? Is Max Keeler here, or was Buddy yanking my chain?" Steve took a step backward, looking around at the old firehouse connected to an old barn connected to an old shed, all turned into a community theater complex.

"Yes, this is Homespun, and Max Keeler is... me. My pen name. Max Randolph, actually." She checked her hand for paint smears before offering it to him.

Steve blinked a few times before accepting her hand to shake it. A crooked grin finally pushed away his dazed look. "Why do I get the feeling that having Buddy vouch for me isn't going to do me much good?"

"Why do you want a tech job here?" She gestured him through the open door into the scene shop.

"I've been doing some independent film work, and I figured I should see what live theater is like before I settle into one place in my career." He hesitated before stepping over the threshold ahead of her.

Max bit back a comment that he looked somewhat old for still trying to decide where to "settle." He had to be around thirty.

"Working your way from the ground up?" Joel Randolph called from the far end of the scene shop. He finished marking a measurement on a one-by, let the tape measure snap back into the case, and stepped away from the workbench. "Where are you from?"

"Pomona." Steve looked around at the array of in-process stage dressings for the upcoming Shakespearean production.

"Buddy Sanker sent him," Max said, heading for the door into the backstage area. "He's all yours, Dad. Wants a tech job."

"Dad?" Steve said.

"Joel Randolph," he said, holding out his hand. "And you are?"

"Steve Coheny." A snort escaped him. "I thought she was a he. Buddy said to ask for Max Keeler, not Randolph."

"Max uses her mother's maiden name for her pen name," Joel said. "Told you that might cause you problems," he called, as Max passed through the doorway.

"Yeah, yeah." Max’s grin slipped, reliving that moment when she thought Carlo Vincente stood before her. He was the last person on the planet she ever wanted to run into.

Why did you choose a writing name sure to catch Hollywood's attention? Not one of your brightest moments. Max sighed, anticipating another frustrating two hours at her computer, with no progress to report to Tony when they had their regular collaboration phone call this evening.

~~~~~
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"I FIGURED OUT WHY BUDDY Sanker makes such weird comments on the group chats." Max’s voice raised a slight echo in the phone connection.

"Yeah?" Tony Martin scooted down in the pitiful excuse for a sofa in the apartment the university had provided him as writer-in-residence. From where he lay, he could see the single framed photo he had brought with him to California. In the last few weeks, he had studied it with all the aching intensity of a boy at summer camp for the first time.

"He thinks I'm a guy." She snorted.

"Well, you never did come out and say you're a girl."

The day of the photo had been one of those bright, perfect spring days that made his heart ache for something he couldn't identify. He had joined the Randolphs on a trip to Kelley's Island last year, one of those spur-of-the-moment adventures that made people say, “Why don't we do this more often?” Joel and Emily had rented a golf cart, while Tony, Max, and her brothers Joe and Jeremy had rented bikes.

"It's not something that comes up in conversation." Max sighed. 

"So what made you think of Buddy?"

When they stopped for a picnic lunch, Emily had asked another tourist to take their photo. They were all sunburned, sweaty and windblown. They had perched on the picnic table. Joel and Emily sat quietly smiling in the center; she golden-blonde and gray-eyed, her heart-shaped face and serene smile focused on her brawny, dark-haired, gray-bearded husband. Joe and Jeremy, sixteen and fourteen, were raw-cut images of their mother. They clowned for the camera, standing on the bench on the other side of the table, trying to push each other off. Max, twenty-five, dark of hair and eye like Joel, sat on the ground at Emily's feet. She smiled up at her parents, but Tony could make himself believe she smiled at him, standing at Joel's side.

"Dad hired a new guy for the tech crew. Oh, and Dad decided to let him rent your apartment until he finds his own place."

"Great. I appreciate it."

The Randolphs had made Tony a member of their family ever since his own parents had been killed in a plane crash. He supposed he had Joel's wide shoulders, and Emily's gray eyes, but where he got his thick mop of black curls—liberally sprinkled with silver at thirty-two—Tony would be hard-pressed to say.

He wanted to belong to the Randolphs as more than just Max's writing partner, good friend and a backstage helper at Homespun Theater. He wanted Max to love him as more than just her best friend.

"Yeah, but... there's something creepy about him. Not dangerous—Dad would never let somebody dangerous get in the door—but just weird. Mom kept looking at him like she knew him, but she couldn't remember where she met him. Anyway, Buddy recommended him."

"What's his name?" Tony asked, a shiver up his spine. The thought of danger infiltrating Homespun made him want to cancel his writer-in-residence stint right now. 

It was bad enough that arrogant diva—divo, for a guy?—Jake Holt was still hanging around Homespun, waiting for his undeserved shot at fame and fortune. The guy was an overgrown playground bully. He showed respect for Joel as the owner and director, and Emily because of her former career. Jake's attitude clearly said that everyone else at Homespun Theater existed only to help him climb to stardom. Any woman who didn't respond to his charm was mentally challenged. Max had disliked Jake from the start. The unfairly talented and handsome young actor returned her dislike with constant criticism badly camouflaged under 'friendly interest in her career.' 

"Steve Coheny."

"Doesn't sound familiar. Did Buddy ever mention him?"

That settled it. Tony needed to be back in Tabor, where he could watch over his adopted family. It had taken this enforced separation from Max to make him wake up. He had finally figured out what that aching, hungry feeling from that day on the island meant.

Problem: How did he find out if Max could ever feel the same without scaring her away or destroying what they already had? He couldn't exactly email and tell Max he was in love with her. He certainly wasn't going to unload this revelation on her now, over the phone.

"There was an email from him when I got online to ask. I really wish I never mentioned to him that Will was going to England and leaving a big hole in the tech crew." She sighed again.

Tony grinned, having a clear image of Max lying upside down on the old puke green couch in the center of the Green Room at Homespun Theater, with her feet hanging over the back and her head hanging halfway off the edge of the seat cushion.

"Your dad wouldn't have hired him unless he got good vibes," he offered.

"Yeah, but Dad said he's going to call his other references again, just to double-check. On Monday." Max groaned, and Tony knew she was trying to roll over without falling off the couch. "Maybe I'm just paranoid. I mean, he could have made the calls this afternoon before they went out."

"Date night tonight?" Tony choked. Now was the perfect opening—although, how cheesy would Max consider it if he said something like, By the way, how about you and me trying a date night when I get home?

"They drove to that Amish restaurant halfway to Columbus. They better bring me a cherry fry pie, that's all I can say, leaving me to hold the fort all by myself."

"Yeah, poor pitiful abused Max." He shifted around, trying to find a comfortable spot. Well, that was one opening he had missed.

Maybe he had lost his timing, unsettled by the realization that he felt cut in half without Max. Ironic, because it took missing Max to the point of physical discomfort to realize he didn't want to be anything more than Max-and-Tony.

"Dad's been communicating with his sister. He said something about her visiting."

"That's good, isn't it?"

"I guess. But I can't help feeling like she's taking her life in her hands, if her father finds out she's been talking to Dad." Max snorted again. "She's not really my aunt... but I guess I care because Dad's worried. He said his father's been sick."

"Is he talking about going to Boston to visit him?"

"Dad's too smart for that. That nasty old man isn't anywhere near dying. I am so glad I don't have to call him Grandpa, y'know?" Another long sigh. "I can just bet, if Dad did go, he'd insist on Dad giving up theater and becoming a lawyer to take over his practice, like the last thirty years of silence never happened. Y’know?”

"Uh huh." Tony was glad to know that even all the distance between Ohio and California couldn't diminish his ability to read Max. This non-issue was letting her warm up to telling him something that had been gnawing on her. "What's really bothering you? Don't make me leave the university and come home and beat a confession out of you." He envisioned cornering Max and making her listen to quite a few things, while he was at it. Maybe throw her over his shoulder? Would the caveman routine convince her that he was serious?

Problem: Max hated the caveman routine and the never-talk-unless-we-argue routine in various romance books they had read for research. She would either get angry when he confessed his changed love for her, or think he was joking around.

"You and whose army?" Max retorted.

"Dare me?" He grinned as a half-groan, half-chuckle escaped her. "Fess up, Maximilian. Something's eating at you. Let old Uncle Tony fix your problem."

"Nobody can." A short sigh. "Okay, here's the scoop. I just got news on the Gabrielli Fellowship."

"You're not a finalist after all?"

"No." Max laughed. Tony wasn't sure if that was a good sign, or bad. "They've been doing some reorganizing. Carlo Vincente is the head of the board of directors now. He came on board just after the judging closed."

"And?" he prompted, when Max fell silent. "What about him?"

"I'm just... okay, this is probably stupid. But what if people accuse him of rigging the contest in my favor?"

"Huh?" Tony sat up and shook his head. "What are you talking about? Your mom hasn't had contact with him in years."

"Oh. Yeah."

"Max? What are you keeping from your best buddy in the whole wide world?" Now was one of those times when Tony really missed not being able to see her face—or shake her.

"It never came up. Why would it need to come up?" she muttered.

"Max?"

"Mom and Carlo... lived together for a while. Until he went to France and she left Hollywood for good."

Tony almost blurted that Max was teasing him. Carlo Vincente was a moral figurehead in Hollywood, the face of a growing movement demanding higher standards from the film industry. Even if he didn't have that reputation, Tony couldn't believe such a thing of Max's mother.

"Miss Emily and Carlo... wow."

"Yeah. I get that oogy feeling whenever I think about it. They both went through a rebellious phase, and he fought with his wife's relatives after she died. There was some custody battle over his son. Mom thought he wasn't too hot on being a father, which is part of what they were arguing about when he left her."

Tony clutched the arm of the sofa, but he couldn't drive away the sensation that the floor had dropped out from underneath him as an earth-shaking idea filled his brain.

"Max... is Carlo Vincente your father?"

"Joel Randolph is my father," she nearly growled.

"You know what I mean."

"Yeah, I do. And yeah, he is, but only in the biological sense."

"That's not..." Tony sensed Max’s fear and the pressure of secrets. And there was a thin thread of anger that she hadn't shared that deep dark secret with him. Weren't they best friends? "Does he know?"

"Are you crazy? I have the best dad in the whole world. What do I need that—" A growling sigh punctuated by the creak of the couch indicated she again shifted her position.

"So what are you afraid of?"

"Fellowship rules prohibit relatives or spouses of staff and board members from participating. Period."

"Ah. Right." Tony bit back laughter. Leave it to Max to focus on the threat to her screenwriting career, silently denying the fear of meeting her natural father. "If anyone finds out, they'll boot you from the fellowship." 

Tony just couldn't envision Emily deliberately keeping Carlo away from his daughter. There was something more going on behind the scenes than he could grasp right now.

"Which is why I'm definitely not going to the seminar and awards ceremony." The couch groaned more. "That's what I have an agent for. Chuck can just show up at the ceremony in my place. Uh oh."

"What?"

"There's a police car in front of the house with the flashers going." Max laughed, her voice cracking a little. "I'll bet you anything, the youth group got caught TPing Pastor Wally's house again. Last time, Chief Cooper threatened he'd haul them home in handcuffs."

The doorbell ring came clear through the phone.

"Be right back," Max said, followed by a rustling sound as she put the phone down.

Tony heard the thud of her feet hitting the hardwood floor of the former firehouse, then a few moments later the creak of the big front door. He heard a male voice... but not Max's laughter or the sounds of her brothers good-naturedly arguing with the escort officer. A shiver ran up his spine again. What was happening? 

"Tony? Mom and Dad—I have to go to the hospital," Max gasped, her voice cracking.

Then the connection broke.

Tony lowered his cell phone from his ear. The display said the call had ended. He stared at it, willing it to open up, and for Max to say he had misheard. But the phone didn't light again.

"Please, Lord, whatever happened..." Tony listened to his heart thudding in his ears for a few moments. Then he got up and walked over to his desk. Where did he file those papers with all the information he would need for his stay? He hoped the Dean of the Humanities Department had given him his home phone number, and the man was in a good mood right now. This writer-in-residence was going home to the people who needed him.

––––––––
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SUNDAY, APRIL 20

Nine a.m. Max knew she should call Tony. At the oddest times during the long, stressful night of waiting at the hospital, she thought of Tony anxiously waiting for news. She couldn't. Telling Tony her parents' condition would be admitting how bad it was. The three-hour difference between California and Ohio would only be a valid excuse a little longer.

The hospital had set aside an entire waiting room, just for their family and friends. At least twenty people waited with her and her brothers at any one time. The noise alone had to be a problem. 

Pastor Glenn and Rita had been there from around 11:00 until 3a.m., then they had to go home to get a little rest and prepare for the worship services. Jeannette Marshall had come around 8:00, with breakfast and fresh clothes for her and the boys. Dr. Morgan had keys to the theater. He let her in, then followed her to the hospital. From the moment Morgan walked in the door, he had been a rock of support and common sense. Not ten minutes ago, he ran interference with the first newspaper reporter who tried to slip into the waiting room. Max hadn't even realized what was happening until Morgan was at the door, throwing the full weight of professorial disapproval on the stranger with the digital camera. Then a hospital security guard showed up and led the reporter away before any damage was done.

Max supposed the moment the name Emily Keeler appeared in the accident report, a flag program somewhere on the Internet passed the news on to a thousand sites. The concept of "viral" took on a whole new meaning.

Worrying about the paparazzi was low on her list. She had a book deadline to meet. Taming of the Shrew was supposed to open up next Tuesday. The set wasn't finished yet. The costumes weren't finished. Joel was playing Petruchio—who was she going to get to replace him with eight days to learn the lines and the blocking? Maybe she should cancel the production. She had a long list of things to do when she went home from the hospital. If she ever went home. How could she go home and leave her parents here? Why wasn't Tony here to hold her hand and help her think straight? She was cut in half without Tony. Why did he have to pick now to leave her all alone?

"Max." Morgan sat down next to her and caught hold of her hands. "One thing at a time. You're not alone in this."

"Considering it's standing-room-only?" Her face ached with the effort to dredge up a smile. A vaguely familiar face appeared in the doorway and looked around. She thought the woman was a doctor, maybe with some news.

"Lynette?" Morgan stood, still holding onto her hand, and his eyes widened with surprise when the pretty, auburn-haired woman hurried through the crowd of friends. "Max, this is Lynette Teague. She's—"

"I've met your parents, Max. I'm so sorry to hear about their accident. If I can help with anything, please, tell me." Lynette wrapped her arms around Max, hugging her quickly. 

Max's brain skidded to a halt when Morgan put an arm around Lynette's shoulders, and she blushed. Then everything shifted, and Max remembered something Joel had said a week ago, snickering about Morgan finally having a love life. So this was the lady?

"Max?" Jeannette hustled over. "Is there anyone you'd like me to call, to let them know what's happened?" She looked around the room and her smile went crooked. "Not that you need more people in here, but don't you have a production coming up? Shouldn't the cast and crew know?" Leave it to one of her closest friends to remember that.

"I can make calls," Lynette said, pulling out her cell phone.

Minutes later, Max and her brothers sat down to throw together a long list of people—BWU staff, cast and crew of Homespun, customers, and friends who wouldn't have heard about the accident. She had never really appreciated how many people were part of their lives until she had to think of appointments to reschedule, deliveries to change. How had her parents handled all these details, day in and day out?

Afternoon came, along with a flood of her father's students and fellow professors from the university. Morgan and the General were more than able to take care of Joel's classes for the remaining few weeks of the school year. Bekka Sanderson, Dani Paul, and Nikki James teamed up to bring in lunch, and then dinner, and took turns sitting vigil at the theater office to take care of the flood of phone calls. The entire country now knew that Emily Keeler had suddenly reappeared after twenty-six years. 

And, of course, someone had to be there to receive the flood of food from the church family and the neighbors. Max reported that predictable detail when she was allowed ten minutes to visit Joel that evening. He was finally awake, after being sedated while they worked on his shattered leg.

"On the bright side, we're not going to have to cook for the next week," she told her stepfather. "On the negative side, I think Mrs. Spinelli dropped off a double order of her mushroom casserole."

"It's not that bad," Joel whispered, his eyelids fluttering as he fought to keep them open. "How's your mother?"

"She's..." Max gripped the bed rail hard enough she thought she would dent it. "She's not awake yet, Dad. They let me see her. She looks fine," she lied, still nauseous from the sight of Emily with her hair shorn on one side and blood seeping through the thick bandages, "but... she just won't wake up." 

Max wished she hadn't eavesdropped on Dr. Holland and the neurologist conferring in the hallway outside Emily's room, worrying about brain damage. 

"How long?" Joel said.

"How long what?"

"How long have we been in here?"

"It's only about 9:00. Not even a whole day yet."

"Got me so doped up... feels like forever." Joel licked his lips and tipped his head to the side to look around the room. "The production—"

"We're going to cancel." Max found the cup of water with the straw in it and held it for him so he could drink.

"No." He tried to sit up, but his arm slipped out from under him.

"Lie still, Dad."

"Show must go on." He managed a shaky grin and gave up the battle to keep his eyes open. "Stupid cliché, but it's true. Everything's set. You'll do fine. Everybody's ready."

"Kind of hard to do Shrew without Petruchio."

"Oh. Yeah." The chagrin in his voice brought a weary giggle from her. "We'll find a replacement."

"Who?"

"Gimme time to think." He flinched when someone outside rapped sharply on the door.

"Tomorrow. That's my cue to get out and let you sleep." Max squeezed his hand and leaned over the rail to press a kiss against his eyebrow, about the only spot on his face that wasn't bruised or scraped.

"You'll be fine. Don't really need me." He squeezed her hand but didn't open his eyes.

"I'll always need you, Dad." Max thought his lips twisted in an answering smile. She suspected he was asleep before she shut the door.

What she really needed was to talk to Tony. Out of all the people who had surrounded her with support and offers of help and shoulders to cry on, the one she needed to see most was the one who couldn't be there.

She suspected God was trying to tell her something, but she was too tired, her head too full of details to be handled, to figure it out.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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"Hey, Max?" Steve Coheny called her when she turned the corner and braced herself to face whoever remained in the waiting room. He broke away from a hospital security guard who blocked him from coming down the hall. "Tell Godzilla here I'm with you, okay?"

For half a second, she was tempted to tell the guard, another church friend, that she didn't know him. Max's head throbbed.

"Andy, he's new on the tech crew."

"Thanks." Steve hurried over, holding out a hand, and for just a second she thought he would wrap his arm around her. His expression said he was upset over something more than being stopped by security.

Why would he care so much?

"I just heard a little while ago. I was busy moving my stuff from the hotel and... how are your folks? How's Miss Emily? What can I do?"

"Miss Emily?" Max's tired brain tripped over that label. Yes, a good number of people called her mother that, but Steve hadn't even been in Tabor two whole days. Who could he have picked it up from?

"Ah... I talked with some people who knew your mom when she was doing college theater, setting up programs. I started thinking of her that way." Steve caught hold of her arm and guided her to the waiting room. Joe and Jeremy were there, but not alone.

"Excuse me," she said. Fury triggered one last burst of energy when she saw the town’s know-it-all busybody had cornered her brothers. "Guys? Visiting hours are over. Dad said for us to go home." 

Jeremy smirked as they hurried away from diminutive, wrinkled, prune-mouthed Mrs. Pluch. What was she doing there? The woman had been a vocal critic of the residents of Homespun for years, so no one could say she was a friend of the Randolph family and had come here out of concern for them. There was a reason why the boys referred to her as “Mrs. Puke.” Actually, a multitude of reasons.

"Maureen." Mrs. Pluch folded her hands at her waist, and her mouth folded into pleased lines as she looked Max over, head-to-foot. "You look awful. It must be so stressful, holding things together. Your parents have such disorganized lives."

"You know, there's a word for people who make untrue statements about things they know nothing about, but I'm too dang tired to think of it right now." Max stalked past the woman, whose mouth dropped open in shock. Did Mrs. Pluch realize Max implied she didn’t know what she was talking about? Or did she hear a worse word when Max said “dang”?

Max snatched up her backpack and her computer case, noting that one of her brothers had packed up everything for her while she had been visiting their father. She turned around and nearly ran into Steve, who gathered up the boxes and bags of leftover food and various gifts left by the many visitors throughout the day. Max thought for a moment about leaving all the bakery behind for the hospital staff, but she had to feed her brothers while taking care of the theater and the print shop and working on her book and going to work at the newspaper.

"I'll forgive you this time, because it's obvious you're under a lot of stress," Mrs. Pluch said, and sniffled, as if she fought tears.

"Fair warning, Mrs. Pu—Mrs. Pluch," Max said, as she led the other three out of the waiting room. "I'm going to be under a lot of stress for a long time to come. Spare your tender feelings and stay away."

"Yeah, far away," Jeremy muttered, as they escaped into the hallway. "Like the other side of the galaxy."

Max held her breath and waited for Mrs. Pluch to follow them down the hall, ranting about their rudeness and how she had always known the Randolph family would destroy Tabor Heights. Her usual litany.

"Maureen?" Steve said, when they reached the elevator in safety and the doors closed behind them.

"Mrs. Puke says Mom didn't know what she was doing when she named Max Maxine," Joe explained. "She insists her name is Maureen. Even got in a fight with Mr. Coffelt at the paper about it, when they were running staff bios during the Sandstone Festival last year."

"She uses every excuse she can to fight with the Picayune," Max said. She closed her eyes and leaned back against the elevator wall.

"Why?" Steve's voice was rich with laughter.

Max decided she might like him, despite the uneasy first impression.

"Back about four years ago, when the reporter for the Dateline: Tabor column left, Mrs. Pluch decided she was the most knowledgeable resident of Tabor, so she should take over. She waited for the owners to offer it to her. When they ran a contest to see who could write the best article, to choose Barbie's replacement, her column didn't get a single vote. She claimed it was rigged."

"Gee, if nobody votes for your column, you think maybe people don't like you, or you can't write?" Jeremy said with a chortle.

"So, she basically hates anybody who is loyal to the paper and the Coffelts." Max opened her eyes as the elevator doors opened on the ground floor. "Every once in a while, she tries to guilt-trip Dad into letting her start a rival paper out of our print shop." They stepped out and hurried across the lobby to the doors to the parking lot.

"For free," Joe added.

"Wow," Steve said with a grin, shaking his head. "I don't suppose you'd ever put her in a book or one of your scripts?"

"Max has a couple times already." Jeremy snickered.

"Max gets back at a lot of people by putting them in her books and plays and then blowing them to pieces," Joe added.

"They never recognize themselves," Max said. 

Steve burst out laughing. They were all laughing, softly from exhaustion, by the time they got to her car and the four parted ways.

When Max and the boys got home, Bekka was still on duty. She handed over half a dozen sheets of scribbled notes from phone calls she had answered on the kitchen phone. That was the unlisted number, known only to friends, the church staff, and Max's co-workers. After showing Max where she had stowed all the casseroles and cakes and salads, in the upstairs refrigerator and the auxiliary refrigerator and freezer downstairs in the theater, Bekka was ready to go.

"You're going to love this. Hope you don't mind if I use it in a book someday," she said as she headed for the back door through the kitchen.

"Must be good, with that smirk."

"Did you know you have a sister named Maureen?" Bekka paused in the doorway.

"What?"

"We've had six—count 'em, six—reporters or camera crews show up in the last four hours. Somebody in town told them Emily Keeler's children are Joseph, Jeremy, and Maureen."

"Mrs. Puke." Max sagged down into the nearest kitchen chair. "I actually wondered why she took so long getting to the hospital. She must have had a field day, intercepting everyone and telling them our life stories. And she has insisted for years that I don't know my own name."

"Actually, it kind of helps with things, if you think about it." Bekka shrugged and took a step outside. "It's like when telemarketers call and slaughter our names. You can honestly say there's no such person living here. When those reporters ask about Maureen Randolph, tell them the same thing. It's a secret identity."

"Yeah, that's what I need right about now."

For the first time in nearly a day, Max thought about the Gabrielli Fellowship, and the major tactical error of entering under the name of Max Keeler. She should have contacted them as soon as she learned Carlo Vincente was now head of the board and declared herself disqualified. Still, she reasoned, if Carlo never knew he was her father, why hold an accident of biology against her?

Chuck Winters, her agent had probably expected her to do the right thing and ask him to handle the PR fallout from that little revelation. If he guessed Carlo was her father. Emily had never told him, but Winters had been a close friend since before Max was born. He had to have guessed, so he had to know what the announcement of Carlo's new position on the board would do to her standing in the fellowship. Right now, Max and Winters were both too busy handling the media storm that swirled around her family. Hospital security had kept away the paparazzi today. How soon would those nosy reporters resume invading tomorrow? And the day after? And the day after that?

The world had discovered that Emily Keeler was still alive. Tabor Heights was likely on the evening news. How long could the comfortable, safe life her parents had built for their family last against the invasion that was already gathering speed and force?

"Hi, I'm looking for Maureen Randolph. Seen her around?" she asked, adopting a slightly British accent and holding out her hand to Bekka.

"Whatever you need, you know I'm here. Anything at all," Bekka said, stepping back into the kitchen to wrap Max in a hug.

When the door had closed behind her, Max rested her head in her hands and braced for another deluge of tears. For the first time in nearly twenty-four hours, she was entirely alone. It was time for the frantic, furious storm of tears to hit.

But it didn't.

––––––––
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"Hey, Max?" Jeremy skidded around the corner and grabbed onto the doorframe as he flung himself at full speed into the scene shop, where Max finished up the last of the props. That was at least one thing she could control. "Mr. Winters is on the phone." He wiped his sweaty forehead on the sleeve of his T-shirt and started back outside.

"Thanks." She pried herself from her knees and stumbled a few steps until she reached the door. "Hey—what are you doing home from school?"

"I forgot my homework. Mr. Carpelli let me come home since I have study hall right now. You know, I can just stay home and work on the set," her brother offered as he fell into step with her. He tilted his head back and squinted at her as they walked along the flagstone path around the back of the theater, to the back door of their home.

"No such luck. Dad wants us to go on with life as usual. That means school for you, and work for me."

She slid an arm around his shoulders. Jeremy was at just the right height for companionable arm wrapping. She wondered how soon his tousled, sandy head would start shooting up past hers.

With the hospitalization of their parents, Chuck Winters functioned as public relations man and buffer between the three siblings and the media. The sudden reappearance of Emily Keeler was big news. People who had turned their backs on her years ago when she abruptly left Hollywood were flooding the media with fond reminiscences. Max despised them all. Whatever Chuck Winters wanted, he would get. Including a speedy pick-up of his phone call. It wasn't quite 9a.m. in Hollywood. What was he doing at work so early?

"Hi, Chuck." She settled into the sagging corner of a couch in the cavernous living room, which also served as the costume shop and Green Room for the Homespun Theater.

"How are you three holding up? How's Joel? What do the doctors say about Emily?" His sympathetic smile came through the phone.

"Dad's more alert. Dr. Holland is threatening to take the phone out of his room if he doesn't stop trying to run things from flat on his back." Max congratulated herself on keeping her voice steady. "We're doing okay. Rehearsal tonight. You're coming for opening night, aren't you?"

"Haven't missed it in seventeen years. Certainly won't miss it now." He sighed.

Max heard a multitude of unspoken messages in that sigh. Chuck Winters had been friend, critic and supporter to her parents when they first established Homespun Theater. He had given away the bride when Joel and Emily married. He had spirited away talented new actors Joel and Emily had nurtured, to careers on both coasts. When Max began writing, he had hounded and harassed her until she improved it enough to be saleable. She blamed him for her current misery, caught in a book she no longer wanted to write. She would be lost without him.

"Got some good news today," he said. "Pelican wants an option on your Gabrielli script. You'll get just over 8,000 after my fee, but it's a start. They want a bio piece before they make a final decision."

"They heard about Mom and made the connection, didn't they?" Max wondered how she could feel so elated, and then two sentences later feel like a lead weight had settled into her stomach. "They don't want a family comedy script. They want something written by Emily Keeler's daughter."

"Son." Winters chuckled. "For some reason, they think you're a boy."

"Let them."

"Max—"

"We're getting hounded here, people asking about Mom. If everybody thinks Max is a boy, that'll be some protection for us, won't it?"

"And when you have to go to L.A. for meetings? If they're expecting a man, and a woman shows up..."

"For now, could we leave them in their ignorance?" Max sighed and pushed her problems aside. This was no time to feel sorry for herself. Future problems would just have to be handled in the future. She had her brothers and parents and the theater to worry about.

"All right." Winters sighed too. Max wondered what kind of rotten day he had had yesterday. "I'll send a safe, unisex biography. I hope you won't be too proud to accept the option check, even if all they do want is something from Emily's kid."

"I'll take all the money I can get right now. Insurance doesn't cover everything." Max leaned back over the swayed arm of the sofa and stared at the ceiling. 

The spider web of crack marks across it had four new arms. Someone would have to climb up and spread tarpaper and sealer on the roof before it rained again. With the hospital bills that weren't covered by insurance, and no real hope of getting restitution from the drunk truck driver who hit her parents, how could she find the money for this new expense? It was all resting on her. It seemed to Max that every hour brought some new responsibility and pressure. For the last two days, her prayers had mainly consisted of "Help!"

Maybe Steve was an answer to those prayers?

"At least we got a new guy in the tech crew. I'm still figuring out how to shuffle roles, but I don't have to worry about the crew. Dad seems to think Steve knows his stuff."

"Where'd he come from? What's his name?"

"Steve Coheny. Buddy Sanker recommended him."

"Coheny, did you say?" Winters asked, his voice strained.

"Yeah. Steve Coheny." She went on to describe him, and barely stopped herself from saying, “A young Carlo Vincente.” Not smart. "Dad didn't get any bad vibes from him, but Mom... I swear she recognized him." Max fought down a shiver. 

"You don't have to keep him around if he makes you uncomfortable, Max. Even with all the help you need right now. Just give me the word, I'll contact some tech guys here who owe me, to come fill in until your folks are back on their feet."

"No, that's okay. Dad hired him. I'd rather keep an eye on him, if he's going to cause trouble."

"No, I don't think he will." The slight hesitation in his voice told Max there was an unspoken 'I hope' added to that sentence.

~~~~~

[image: ]


"MR. WINTERS?" GLORIA, his secretary, stuck her head into his office and gave him a trembling smile, her brown eyes bright. Her shaggy mane of platinum hair seemed to fly around her face with excitement.

"Something going on?" Winters looked at his blunt hand, dusted with coarse white hairs, still resting on the phone from hanging up. All the muscles in his arm tensed under the tan. He forced himself to sit back in his chair, straighten his new polo shirt and run a hand through his graying chestnut hair. There was nothing he could do for Max or her brothers that he couldn't do from his desk chair. That hurt.

"Carlo Vincente just called." She scurried across the carpeting and deposited the phone message slip on his desk with all the reverence of an acolyte at the altar. "I mean, it was him, personally, not a secretary or assistant or anybody."

Winters sighed and bit his lip against a smile. If he could have been as vital and attractive at sixty-plus as Carlo, he wouldn't have minded getting older. But then, he reflected, he hadn't started out as a leading man or even comic romantic interest. He had always been a supporting actor until he realized his forte was behind the scenes.

Maybe he was losing his grip. What was Steve—using his mother's maiden name, for some unfathomable reason—doing in Tabor Heights? Why had he gone to Homespun? Did his family know where he had gone? Had he gone as an advance scout? Or had he and his father had a fight, like they hadn't had in a dozen years, and he was off on his own quest? If Steve knew about Emily and Max, maybe his father had seen the Gabrielli paperwork and made the connection between Max Keeler and Emily Keeler. 

Winters closed his eyes and let out a cleansing breath, then sat back in his well-padded chair and looked at the note in his hand. One problem at a time. That was all he could handle. Or maybe not.

"What does old Carlo want?" he muttered. He did grin when Gloria gave him a dismayed look, just before she retreated from his office and shut the door.

The grin died.

He should have been expecting this, he knew. With all the fuss the media made at discovering Emily Keeler's whereabouts and solving the 'mystery' of her disappearance from Hollywood, it was expecting a miracle to hope Carlo Vincente wouldn't be curious. Especially since all press releases were coming from Winters Representation Services. Winters had been a mutual friend of Carlo and Emily. He had been relieved when, after Carlo finally returned from France and Emily was nowhere to be found, Carlo hadn't asked him anything about her.
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