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TABOR HEIGHTS 

Welcome to Tabor Heights:

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

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

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

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

Settle back and enjoy your visit.

Welcome!
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Thursday, October 31

"Please, Lord," Bekka Sanderson prayed before she opened her eyes that morning. "It's a whole new life for me—would it be too much trouble to add in a boyfriend? Or have I used up my quota of miracles for the year?"

Grinning, she rolled over and looked around her tiny bedroom. The early morning glow in her bare window was more beautiful than all the fancy window treatments Grandma Sanderson had tried over the years. The smaller of the two bedrooms in the apartment she would soon be sharing with Kat and Amy; bare floor; bare, pale blue walls; naked bulb in the ceiling; no curtains; a mattress on the floor and clothes stashed in a three-drawer chest or milk crates stacked up along one wall to form shelves.

Paradise.

Her grandparents had moved to Florida last week, and this afternoon, her roommates would move in. The past week had been pure bliss. She went to bed when she wanted, without anyone nagging her about how she wore herself out working three jobs. She got up when she wanted. She ate when she wanted, as little as she wanted. She lounged around the apartment in shorts and a tee shirt, barefoot, in October, without being told she would catch a cold. And she worked on her computer, in front of the TV, without her grandparents telling her she was wasting time on writing, and she should find a husband, settle down, and start producing babies. Bekka drank herbal tea without a lecture how it was a tool of the New Age movement. She went to bed at nine without someone asking if she was ill.

The silence had been heavenly, but the solitude was paradise.

Bekka loved her grandparents. They took her in at age five, long after they had met the empty nest years with a sigh and a smile. Still, they expected her to be her father, sensible, reliable, and unimaginative, to become a secretary or a teacher, marry an accountant or doctor before she reached twenty, and be settled. Most certainly, they expected her to only have friends in her church and never associate with anyone who wasn't a Christian—except for the sole purpose of converting them.

Here she was, twenty-four, working three part-time jobs and taking classes at Butler-Williams University on a piecemeal basis, involved in theater and trying to make a career as a writer. Her grandparents constantly wondered, out loud, where they had gone wrong. They panicked when they decided to migrate to Florida and Bekka decided not to go with them.

The apartment building across the street from City Hall and the police department barely struck them as safe enough. Still, by some miracle they left town on schedule. The Tower was five minutes from the library and pool and the best grocery store in town. Bekka loved it. She could get anywhere in Tabor by bicycle. She knew that for a fact, because one job was as a bicycle courier.

Bekka slightly regretted sharing the apartment, but she needed the companionship and financial support, Amy needed to get out of the dorms before her Goth roommate smoked her out. And Kat...

"Lord, Kat's stepfather is a sleaze. She can't even avoid him living in the dorms. What can I do, except be here for her? Maybe all I can do is be here for both of them. Please, Lord, when will my books sell?"

She arched her back against the mattress, then rolled off her simple bed, onto the throw rug she had knit out of scrap yarn when she was eight. She picked up her Bible with one hand and her notebook computer with the other and got to her feet. 

Two short steps out her door took her to the skinny bathroom between the two bedrooms. Twenty steps took her across the square living/dining room to the curtain door of the kitchen that resembled a galley in a schooner. The apartment was small and gloomy in its nakedness, even with her half-unpacked boxes scattered everywhere. Her private kingdom for six glorious days. Bekka whispered a short prayer of thanks as she found her breakfast in the echoing refrigerator: her last apple and the last three inches of chocolate milk. Then she went outside onto the balcony.

Late October in Ohio was a little cool for sitting outside in the morning, but she slept in sweats and a tee shirt. Besides, she wanted to enjoy her balcony and the view of the Metroparks as much as possible.

"Lord," she whispered as she settled down on a plastic crate for a seat. "Lord, please work in me today. Work through me. Use me."

An hour later, showered, her straight brown hair braided and tucked up under her biking helmet, dressed in jeans and sweatshirt with her neon green elbow pads and nylon courier jacket with the company's logo, Bekka walked her bike out of the elevator. As one-third of Donley's Bike Couriers, she had a busy morning ahead of her.

~~~~~
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SHANE HOPKINS PARKED his motorcycle behind the theater at BWU, where he was supposed to meet Joe Kreigan, who was borrowing a truck from a friend. Somehow, Shane had let himself get talked into helping move Joe's girlfriend, Amy Whittier, from her dorm to an apartment. 

Emptying out a dormitory room shouldn't take up more than a car's back seat and trunk, but Amy had rented a storage shed. Two weeks ago her parents had brought everything Amy owned. Shane didn't know if Joe was being exceptionally brave, not running in terror at this hint that Amy was marriage-minded, or if he was more serious about her than any of their friends thought. Shane thought Amy was pretty enough, but she had a wicked tongue and a firm belief about the superiority of poetry over all other writing. Especially songs. 

Shane decided Joe had to be serious about Amy, to ignore her diatribes and attitude, because he had a slowly growing career writing commercial jingles and songs that he hoped to sell to Nashville someday.

"Okay, God," Shane muttered, settling down on the curb of the parking lot to wait for Joe. "Maybe I'm jealous. At least Joe's got Amy, no matter how much of a pain she can be sometimes. I can't seem to find a nice girl. A sane girl, anyway. Could I have one? Please?"

He tipped his Stetson back to look up at the sun. The weather would hold, despite the chill. It was a gorgeous day for moving. He just wondered how long before Joe and Amy had another fight. Grinning, Shane made a bet with himself, then stood up as he saw Joe's old Chevy pull into the parking lot, followed by a pickup with an extra-long bed. Shane winced, and hoped they wouldn't need all that room for Amy's gear.

~~~~~
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BEKKA WAVED TO JOE as he pulled into the parking lot at the multi-stage theater building on the BWU campus and hurried through the door of the building. She sighed in relief when she found the Studio Theater empty of occupants. The folding chairs were all stacked against one wall, the square acting platform in the middle of the room empty, the curtains pulled back to reveal the empty ten feet of 'backstage' space. She parked her bike against the wall by the back door at the top of the raked aisle and peeled out of her pads and windbreaker. She stuffed everything into her backpack and pulled out a deli sandwich, notebook and pen. Munching quickly, she walked down the slope to the empty stage and sat down to enjoy a rare lunch in solitude. If she was lucky, she could write two pages longhand before anyone showed up.

She managed half a page before the General barreled out of the side door, bulldog head bowed, his tent-sized coveralls unbuttoned halfway down his chest, revealing a paint-spattered green tee shirt with the faded logo of a sixties rock band. He stomped up onto the platform, making the metal braces creak and groan. Bekka froze in the middle of a bite. 

"Ah, there you are," the General roared in what Bekka swore had to be a fake Russian accent. He smiled and spread his arms wide, every gesture overdone, as always. "One dedicated worker. If we weren't so far behind schedule, I would send you home, because how much can one person accomplish?" He raked his hands through his bushy sandy hair. "See? I am losing all my hair from the pressure!"

"I can only stay for an hour—” she began.

"An hour? But I need everyone, all this afternoon!" He staggered back, clutching a hand to his chest as if he would have a heart attack.

For all his bulk and his awful eating habits, Bekka knew the General was the last person to suffer a heart attack, or any other physical problem. Illness got shouted away, according to his mixed admirers and detractors.

"I have afternoon classes."

"Bah—classes!"

The entrance of other students who had volunteered to set up the stage for the directing class took the General's attention off her. He immediately set upon the others, praising them for showing up and complaining that they were late. Bekka grinned and hurried to finish her sandwich.

~~~~~
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SHANE WATCHED THE BYPLAY between Joe and Amy as they maneuvered all her boxes and bags and hampers of kitchen equipment from the storage unit into Prescott's truck. Joe, aspiring songwriter, teamed up with a poetry-spouting Julia Child wannabe? Shane had seen worse match-ups.

If he didn't have a psychology class after dinner, he was tempted to pack a picnic and his homework and go for a long ride in the Metroparks. He needed time on his motorcycle to clear his head.

What he needed was to go riding with Trix, but Duke, her brother and Shane's apartment-mate, hadn't heard from her for five months now. Shane stole another glance at Amy and Joe, grinning at each other when they had been nose-to-nose just seconds before about stopping at a used furniture store. He envied them, road bumps and all. At least Joe knew where Amy was. Shane had thought Trix was ready to move from buddies to something serious, and then she vanished like the exhaust from her Harley.

Why couldn't he find a girl he had more in common with than a love of motorcycles and Stetsons?

~~~~~
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THREE P.M. BEKKA PUSHED aside all thoughts of her classes, upcoming tests, and the General's complaints. Now was time to write, uninterrupted and alone. Behind every story she wrote was the goal of having enough money to have an apartment all to herself. 

She really did love her roommates. She prayed for them constantly. Amy and Joe were perfect together, but they bickered over everything, especially poetry versus lyrics. Bekka wondered if they would ever grow up enough to stay together. As for Kat, she never dated a guy more than twice and Bekka had the awful feeling her stepfather had a lot to do with it. Mike Tyler creeped out Bekka. How bad had it been for Kat to grow up with him? It was bad enough Kat's father died before he married her mother, but why did Mrs. Tyler pick Mike when she finally did marry? 

On the surface he was fine—a jolly, chunky, loud guy. But he made the hairs stand up on Bekka's neck and arms whenever his gaze stayed on her a little too long. He had a way of looking every woman over, head to foot, like X-ray beams in a B-grade science fiction movie.

Bekka didn't want to stir up trouble if it was just a threat in the air and not something happening to Kat, but she could certainly offer her friend a refuge more secure than the dorms. Kat had leaped at it faster than lightning.

If this wasn't a mission field, staying in Ohio and giving her friends a place to strike out on their own, what was it?

The phone rang, breaking into her writing. As if her thoughts weren’t? Bekka sighed, slid her computer off her lap, and got up off the floor to run to the kitchen. For the hundredth time, she made a mental note to get the landlord to fix the phone jack in the living room.

The moment the phone stopped ringing in the kitchen, Amy and Joe staggered through the door, their arms loaded with suitcases.

"Doesn't look like anyone's here," Joe said.

"That's her computer." Amy emptied her arms and pointed at the open notebook on the floor. "She never goes anywhere without it. Bekka?" She chuckled when Bekka came out of the kitchen and spread her arms wide. "We're here!"

"Already?" Bekka turned around, trying to remember where she had put the wall clock she had been intending to put up for three days now.

"Talk about your absent-minded writers," Joe muttered.

"He's just jealous." Amy turned to survey the apartment. "You always find something new to write about. He's been working on the same song for the past two months."

"Writer's block is painful," Bekka offered, knowing where that remark would lead.

"He's not—”

"You're here. That's the important thing. Welcome home, roomy!" She spread her arms and finally hugged Amy.

"Roommates. Finally!" Amy snatched up a suitcase and stepped to the doorway of the first bedroom. "Why is there a mattress in this closet?"

At that moment, two neon green milk crates and a duffle bag with legs staggered through the door. They landed on the floor with assorted thuds, revealing a sandy-haired, gray-eyed man a few years older than Bekka and a good six inches taller. He grinned at her and yanked off his brown Stetson to wipe his sweaty face. She grinned back.

"Because it's my bedroom," she said. Didn’t Amy see the chest of drawers? "I put you and Kat in the big bedroom. I figure, I'm a morning person, you two are night people, it'll work out better."

"Sounds good to me," Joe muttered to the newcomer.

"Who asked you?" Amy went into the other bedroom. She looked over her shoulder. "Bekka, that's Shane. And this is more like it. Nice. Joe, we have to hurry down and get my bed frame and mattress right away."

"That means us," he said to Shane and they headed for the door.

"Need some help?" Bekka offered.

"Nope. The fewer people she has to yell at, the better."

Bekka settled down with her computer again, hoping to get at least a page written, while Amy lugged her bags into the bedroom.

"I made corn pudding for dinner before we go to rehearsal," she called as Amy vanished into her room.

"That's great. I bought some groceries on the way over, and I got a can of whipped cream. We can put that on your pudding."

Bekka shook her head, still typing. "Why would you put whipped cream on corn pudding?"

"What?" Amy emerged and picked up a crate.

"Corn pudding. It's a grain. You don't eat it for dessert."

"Picky, picky. Grain. Dessert. What's the difference?"

"Corn's a grain and you're a pain. Hah—I made a poem." She waggled her eyebrows at Amy.

"Don't give up your day job."

"Which one?"

"Where am I going to put all this stuff until the furniture arrives?" Amy paused in the doorway of her room with the last crate in her arms.

"What furniture? I thought we were decorating in Salvation Army Classic."

"I dipped into my wedding savings and hit Downstairs Attic."

"Wedding savings? Does Joe know?" 

"Who says it'll be spent on him?"

"Trouble in paradise again."

Bekka gave up on trying to write. It was impossible to concentrate while Amy bustled around, setting up her room, and Joe and Shane came in and out with crates and boxes and furniture. Especially while Amy held forth on Joe's latest 'impossibilities'. Bekka leaned against the doorframe and listened while Amy put sheets on her newly assembled bed.

"He's so silly about his music. Everybody knows lyrics are more important than melody."

"Tell the guys who write soundtracks for the movies." Bekka smirked.

"Honestly! You're as bad as Joe. Lyrics are degraded poems. If a poem is a real poem, it doesn't need music to make it sing. Am I right?"

"I don't write poems, I don't read poems. Leave me out of it."

The doorbell rang, which made no sense, because Joe had a key. Bekka went to answer it. The door banged open, almost hitting her in the nose. Kat stumbled through, carrying two milk crates full of files and books, with a gym bag slung over her shoulder.

"Is this the place?" Kat grinned and looked around, flushed and sweating. Bekka guessed she had missed the elevator. Or else it was full. Probably full of Amy's furniture and her two temporary slaves.

"If you're looking for Grand Central Station, I guess so." She took one of the crates. "This weighs a ton!"

"Textbooks and scripts. Morgan is making us read soap opera scripts next semester and I want to work ahead." She grinned and set her crate down next to Bekka's neglected computer.

Amy emerged from their room with her pink feather pen and purple notepad, a sure sign she had finished unpacking and was ready to chat for a few hours and pretend to compose. "I thought you were allergic to the soaps," she said, heading for the pink beanbag chair patched with duct tape, slung into the corner by the door.

"I am, but Morgan says we have to know all forms to judge them properly."

"He's probably right." Bekka sank into the chair at the table.

"Then why don't you study poetry?" Amy shot back with a smirk.

"Because with a poet for a roommate, when I need a poem for my award-winning novel, I'll ask you for it."

"As long as I get proper credit."

"When doesn't she get credit?" Kat asked with a creditable imitation of Groucho Marx. She grinned at Bekka and wiped sweat from her forehead.

Joe and Shane came through the open door, carrying only three bags of groceries each.

"That's the last of it. Where does it go?" Joe asked. Amy popped up and led them to the kitchen. Shane grinned at Kat, and Kat smiled back.

Bekka sighed. Shane seemed like a nice, considerate guy. He had style under his oversized flannel shirt. She liked the cowboy hat, and he could hold his own against Amy's diatribes on which poet was greatest. Now that he had seen Kat and that sparkle of interest lit up his face, Bekka knew she would soon be invisible.

Don't go whining, Bekka scolded herself, and pointed out where Kat could stack her things until her computer desk was set up. The last thing you need in your busy schedule is a relationship.

"Nice place." Kat kicked her crates over by the balcony door and slung her duffle bag into the bedroom. "Who's your decorator? Goodwill?"

"They're too pricey."

"You only go to junk stores on the West Side, I suppose."

"Hah. Hah. Besides, who has time to decorate?"

"Another disgusting flow of creativity? I swear, your computer is connected directly to your brain!"

Amy, Joe and Shane emerged from the kitchen.

"If you need anything unloaded," Joe said, "speak now or forever hold your peace."

"Yes, please." Kat's eyes widened in panic. "My car's unlocked!" She dashed out the door, with Amy, Joe and Shane right behind.

Bekka took a step for the door when the phone rang again. Sighing, she headed into the kitchen.

~~~~~
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THE PARKING LOT WAS only one-third full at that time of the afternoon, so Kat's car could pull up next to the door. Kat, Joe, Shane and Amy set to work first on emptying her back seat.

"We've got rehearsal tonight, right?" she asked, handing a wastebasket full of toothpaste and other toiletries to Shane. They exchanged smiles. Shane made a mental note to pump Joe for information on Amy's two roommates. He wasn't used to God answering his prayers so fast. Then again, how could he be sure either Kat or Bekka were the answer? But there was no use wasting an opportunity.

Problem: if they were friends with Amy, either they were saints with a lot of patience and common sense, or they were just as crazy as she was. Shane didn't need crazy girls in his life anymore.

"Unfortunately." Amy emerged from the other side of the car and handed a handful of hangers to Joe.

"What's wrong? You get to sit on the sidelines and study."

"I'd rather act, like you."

"I'm a tree, for heaven's sake! I get to slide around the stage waving my arms in the air." Kat demonstrated, nearly bopping Shane in the nose.

"At least you look good in green tights."

"And you have beautiful—” Joe gasped as Amy dug him in the ribs with her elbow. "Branches! That's it. Branches. You didn't even get on stage last time. You threw leaves in front of the fan to simulate a storm."

"That sounds like the General to me," Shane muttered.

"True." Kat laughed as they headed into the building, their arms full.
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Chapter Two
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Bekka was hard at work again on her computer as the four entered the apartment. Kat immediately dropped her bag and pulled out a paper Halloween witch to hang by the kitchen door.

"What's that for?" Amy nearly tripped over a box as she headed for their bedroom.

"It's Halloween, of course."

"But I haven't written my Halloween poem yet." She emerged from the bedroom a moment later and raced for her pad and feather pen.

"You have two hours until rehearsal," Joe said, dropping the crate of papers on the floor. He groaned and straightened. "That's plenty of time."

"Maybe if I was writing one of your Country-Western songs, but—”

"Sorry, guys, but the General called," Bekka broke in.

The announcement was met with universal sighs and groans.

"Oh no, not again. Another early rehearsal?" Kat dropped into the beanbag chair, beating Amy to it by three seconds.

"The man is neurotic," Amy muttered.

"He's directing the very first play he ever wrote," Shane said. "Give the guy a break."

"Which vertebrae?" Kat batted her eyelashes at him, earning a chuckle.

"Don't tempt me. I might not stop with his back. How about his jaw?" Amy demonstrated with a right hook. "His mouth should be registered as a lethal weapon."

"Very funny." Bekka wasn't going to get anything more written until rehearsal was over, so she closed her file and shut down her computer. "We have five weeks until Christmas season performances start. If the General isn't happy with how it's coming together—”

"Ain't nobody happy!" Amy and Kat chorused.

"At least you're suffering together," Joe offered.

"This is going to be great," Kat said, nodding.

"How great is it going to be," Amy said, "when we're struggling to work and write and pay for classes and this apartment?" She plopped down on the edge of the beanbag chair and nudged Kat with her hip.

"We'll be fine. One for all and all for one!" she ended with a yelp, sliding to the floor.

"I always wanted to be one of the Musketeers." She made swordplay motions with her feather pen and tickled Kat's nose with the tip, turning her friend's scowl to a grin.

"As long as I get to be D'Artagnon," Joe said.

"I always thought Aramis was the romantic one." Bekka fought not to look at Shane. She ought to be used to all the cute guys looking at Kat first. What she wasn't used to was the funny little tickle in the middle of her chest, when she looked into Shane's eyes that first time.

"Well, poverty builds character, right?" Kat said. "Yep, that's what we are—three authors in search of some character."

"Pirandello is rolling over in his grave," she groaned, sharing a grin with Shane.

"Come on, I thought it was great for spur of the moment." Amy thought a moment. "It was, wasn't it?"

The witch fell off the wall, as if in response.

"You know, I completely forgot about it being Halloween." Bekka stood to put her computer in her room. "There are a lot of kids in this building. Trick-or-Treat's tonight."

"Attack of the sugar fiends," Amy groaned. She wrote three words on her notepad.

"Look who's talking." Kat slapped her shoulder. "The woman who ate more triple cheeseburgers than the entire football team and lost weight."

"Guys," Bekka said, "the thing is, who's going to give candy to the kids if we're at rehearsal tonight?"

"What candy? I didn't bring any." Kat pointed at her bags and boxes on the floor. "I've given up buying candy. My roommate's philosophy was 'Anything that's yours is mine.' Before her, it was that jerk who married my mother—”

"It's called a 'stepfather,'" Amy said with a sigh.

"That jerk ate everything that wasn't nailed down. I couldn't even lock my door to protect my chocolate bunny at Easter. He picked the lock!"

Bekka shuddered. After all her suspicions of Mike Tyler, she couldn't help imagining what else he could get at by picking the lock on Kat's bedroom door, if he wanted it badly enough.

Thank You, God, that I could invite Kat to live with me.

"Okay," Amy sighed. "I have a little candy I can give the kids."

"About six bags, if I know you," Joe said. He and Shane grinned at each other. Amy slapped his shoulder, but she smiled at him even as she blushed.

"Hush. Who's going to hand it out, though?"

Silence. Then, it was like they all had the same thought at the same time. All three roommates turned to focus their attention on Joe and Shane.

"Gotta run," Shane said, backing for the door. "Big test tomorrow and I gotta finish tuning an engine and... Bye." 

Bekka sighed as Shane slipped out the door. She told herself she was far too busy to take the time for a relationship. Besides, Shane was probably one of those guys who cared more about working in the garage than his studies. Although, she did see him around the theater building a lot.

"Joe, you weren't planning on doing anything big tonight, were you?" Amy said in her baby doll voice. Joe shook his head, his eyes getting wide like a deer caught in headlights.

Two hours later, after getting Kat unpacked and making their first dinner as roommates, the three ran down to the theater. Joe settled in the living room with his guitar and an enormous mixing bowl full of candy. The children in the apartment building were just ringing the first doorbell. Bekka laughed quietly when she saw them. Even listening to the General rant and say ridiculous things like, "If I must tell you a thousand times, I have told you a million times," was better than handing out candy and listening to silly chants from costumed beggars.

~~~~~
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"SO, YOU KNOW JOE'S girl Amy?" Shane leaned on the counter at the library as Drake, a classmate, checked the storage racks for the DVDs he needed for a research paper.

"Madame Poetry?" Drake chuckled and flipped a case onto the counter as he went in search of the next one. "Yeah. She works morning shift."

"You know the girls she hangs with? They're moving in together today."

"Yeah, Kat Teague and Bekka Sanderson." He found the next DVD and paused, straightening up. "Give up."

"What?" Shane plastered a fake grin on his face and held up his hands in silent protest of innocence.

"Kat's got a waiting list a mile long. And she's picky. She never has a steady boyfriend because she dumps you after the second date."

"What about Bekka?"

"I think she's serious about some guy in the tech crew. I heard some rumors she's been Dr. Morgan's assistant so long because there's something going on. Know what I mean?" Drake waggled his eyebrows and bent over to look for the third DVD.

"Morgan's a straight shooter. He teaches my class at church." Shane stuffed his fists into his pockets before he used them on Drake. Now he remembered why he didn't hang around with Drake and his buddies.

"Whatever. She's one of those forever students, either working or taking classes or doing student assisting. Even if she had the time, why make the effort? She's not that much to look at."

"Hey, just asking. Joe was talking about double-dating, so it'd be one of the roommates, that's all." He held onto a pleasant expression, silently urging Drake to hurry and scan his DVDs so he could get out of there.

So what if Bekka wasn't gorgeous? There was just something nice about her. He wished he had spent more time in the apartment and talked to her more. If he hung around with Joe, he would be over the apartment often enough to get to know Bekka.

And Kat. There was something fascinating about Kat. And she certainly seemed interested.

Monday, November 11

Katrina Harper, the second target of the stalker who had been named the White Rose Killer, vanished after visiting Sam Conrad in the hospital. Bekka heard the talk between classes and tried not to listen to the details and speculations discussed over the sound of hammers, table saws and drills in the scene shop.

The White Rose had first targeted Gretchen Saunders in September, leaving her white roses and love notes demanding her loyalty, then threatening her. Then she vanished. Katrina received her first white rose two days before the police found Gretchen's body. The police were sure it was the same man because the handwriting matched on the notes Katrina and Gretchen received. 

A wannabe profiler published a report claiming the White Rose was only interested in girls who belonged to no one. Sam tried to protect Katrina by pretending he was her boyfriend. Bekka thought of poor Sam, lying in a hospital bed right now, after being ambushed in the park at night and beaten with a baseball bat. She had dated Sam once. She liked him, but there had been no spark.

Katrina was missing, and Bekka couldn't help looking in the mirror and seeing similarities between herself and Katrina. Single, dateless, with long dark hair. Supposedly, living with her parents was part of the equation, but Bekka doubted that moving into an apartment with two other girls would be that much protection. She wondered if Shane, Joe's friend, had a girlfriend. She remembered him now from her theater history class last semester. Was that enough of a connection to ask him to pretend to be her boyfriend, to scare off the White Rose?

She ditched her last hour of studying for a history test to join the Singles class at church in a prayer vigil for Katrina.

Tuesday, November 12

Bekka was at the Tabor Picayune, delivering a package of documents, when the news came in that Katrina's body had been found in the cross-country skiing cabin in the Metroparks. She finished up her route and hurried back to the apartment to get her books for class. On the way there, she ran into Ron Parker, a friend from the Singles group at church.

"Did you hear about Katrina?" he said, catching up with her when she waited for a light to change so she could cross the street.

"Yeah. How did you?" Bekka dismounted her courier bike.

"I was helping my mom open up the cabin, to get ready for the ski group from school. I'm just glad I was the one who opened the door and found her, and not Mom." Ron wrapped his arms around himself. Bekka suspected he didn't shudder just from the cold gusts of wind tearing through the intersection. 

She shivered, imagining the shock Ron and his mother felt when they found Katrina's body. "Are you okay?"

"Yeah. Spent some time talking with Pastor Wally."

"I think you should get on the phone and call Dana." Bekka had never been jealous of his fiancé until that moment. She liked Dana, who was at school in Colorado, two years older than her, and one of her first friends when she came to Tabor Heights to live with her grandparents. Still, she couldn't help wishing a nice guy like Ron had a claim on her, to drive away the White Rose if he ever noticed her. The light changed and they headed across the street.

"I can't help wondering who the White Rose will pick on next."

"Yeah, me, too." She forced a smile. "I don't suppose you'd consider spending time with me at school, make people think we're interested, would you? Just in case?"

"Huh?" Ron stopped at the edge of the sidewalk to the apartment building. His frown grew thoughtful as Bekka explained her theory about the White Rose's two victims. "Makes sense. Sure."

"Ah, I was kidding. Kind of."

"I know, but Dana would ask me to look out for you. Consider me your pseudo-boyfriend for the duration." He shrugged. "Besides, there are some real twits on campus who don't believe me when I say I've got a fiancé. If they saw me hanging around with a nice girl like you... you'd be doing me a favor."

"Doing Dana a favor, you mean." Bekka sighed and wondered why hearing that she was 'a nice girl' made her feel so depressed.

"But we go dutch on dates, right? I'm saving for seminary."

"You got accepted? Where?" They walked together to the door of the building while Ron filled her in on the news he had gotten just two days ago, that he had been accepted to a Bible college in California. She had a lot to think about as she wedged her bike into the elevator and rode up to the apartment. 

Wednesday, November 13

Life in the apartment settled down to a routine more smoothly and quickly than Bekka had anticipated. She got up with the crack of dawn, and her roommates stayed up until nearly midnight. Each 'shift' took pains to keep quiet for those sleeping. Amy had scholarships and worked in the cafeteria and library for rent and food money. Kat had an allowance from her grandmother. Bekka knew from helping her balance her checkbook that Kat had more than enough money to get an apartment all by herself. So why hadn't she moved out of the dorms sooner? She suspected it had something to do with Kat's distaste for being alone anywhere. Bekka said a prayer of thanks that she could help her friend, even as she envied Kat her freedom to go to school, pay her bills, and work on her scripts without worrying about making ends meet.

"And I get jealous sometimes," Bekka said, admitting her problem to Dr. Morgan during their semi-weekly conference.

He was great that way, she had decided long ago. Even if the students assigned to him didn't have any questions or problems, he insisted on a talk every other week. Just a few minutes to keep in touch with them. She was glad he was her advisor, instead of the General. Morgan would make a great father. She had seen him with his cousin's children, Candy and Chad, and knew he was great with children. She wondered sometimes why he had never married. He seemed totally oblivious to all the female students who sighed and giggled about him.

Which was good, Bekka knew. If Morgan ignored all the girls on hormone overload, no one could accuse him of improper actions toward them later. He kept the door of his office open during all conferences, too.

"Don't be jealous," Morgan said with a smile. "You get more done in a half hour stolen from work and study than Kat gets done in three hours." He glanced over Bekka's shoulder, out the door, and his smile faded. "Of course, a lot of the time it isn't her fault she gets distracted so much."

She turned to see Kat hard at work at the copy machine. Marco Tanner, a junior from Bekka's world history class, leaned against a support post in the lobby of the theater faculty area, watching her. He had that look Bekka had come to recognize in guys who had dated Kat and been dumped, or who wanted to date her, and Kat hadn't noticed them yet. Hungry. Wistful. A little lost. Feeling hopeless. She understood that feeling.

"Excuse me." Morgan slid off the corner of his desk to go to the door.

"He's not a stalker," Bekka said. "Marco's a nice guy."

"Maybe." He crossed the cracked cement floor, walked up behind Marco, and waited. 

The young man didn't notice him until Morgan tapped him on the shoulder. Startled, he glanced up at the man. A sheepish grin lit his face. He glanced at Kat and opened his mouth to say something, but Morgan's implacable frown stopped him. Marco shrugged and slunk out of the room. Morgan came back to his office and settled down on the desk again. 

"I can't keep them from pestering her anywhere else, but I won't let anybody bother her here, at least."

"Kat didn't even know he was there." She gestured at her roommate, who was just pulling the first load of collated papers out of the copier.

"Good. She doesn't need that kind of distraction."

Bekka wondered if Kat was the reason Morgan didn't notice anybody else. She mentally slapped herself. Morgan wasn't that kind of guy. He taught Sunday school at her church. Other than being a 'lowlife theater type,' according to the legalists like Mr. Montgomery and her grandparents, he was a good, mature, Christian man who cared about his students.

"How are you doing at getting her to come to church?" Morgan asked, finally turning his gaze from Kat back to Bekka.

"Well, it'll probably be Thanksgiving service. It's hard getting her or Amy out of bed on the weekends. Not that I blame them, the way the General drives us." She grinned, and Morgan laughed with her.

Monday, November 18

Bekka tried to remember that laughter a few nights later, when she and her roommates trudged back to their apartment building after a grueling rehearsal. Her fingers burned from the sewing she had done, pricked by pins and rubbed raw by the prickly cloth, stiff with glitter and glue. Her arms ached from raising them half the evening, helping assemble the first pieces of the intricate, fairyland set that changed with every scene. She refused to grumble. Working in the theater shop fulfilled her work-study and lab hours and kept her involved in theater work. At least she didn't have to stand on the stage the entire evening like Kat, pretending to be a Christmas tree, and keep a straight face while she spouted lines that had her erupting in gales of laughter the first three dozen times she rehearsed them.

The chill in the air was refreshing instead of draining, and by the time she got to the apartment, she would be able to switch tracks and write at least four pages before bed. 

"Snow!" Kat darted across the street without looking. Fortunately, there was no traffic at the intersection of Main and Sackley. Bekka and Amy kept walking until they reached the crosswalk, then ran across the street. Kat spun in dizzy circles, head tilted back, catching snowflakes on her tongue.

Bekka didn't want to think about the pollution in the air. She wanted to be back in the happy, thoughtless days before her parents died in a plane wreck, on their first vacation in eight years. She glanced at Amy, who also eyed the visibly thickening dusting of snowflakes. They looked at each other, grinned, and joined Kat in muffled giggles and spinning around on their heels, and yelping softly when snowflakes fell in their eyes.

They were giggling, wet and red-faced when they reached home half an hour later. Kat dropped her backpack on the table, which sported a set of Pilgrim candles and a cardboard turkey, and unzipped the pack to bring out more Thanksgiving decorations. Bekka darted into her room to change into her nightgown.

When she emerged five minutes later, Kat and Amy were in their room. Bekka settled her notebook computer on the folding table and opened it up. That little bit of goofing around in the parking lot catching snowflakes had given her ideas for the current scene she struggled over. 

"We just put in three hours of rehearsal," Amy said, crossing from the bedroom to the kitchen. "My brains are fried. How can you get any writing done at this time of night?"

"Practice." Bekka clicked open the book file.

"But you were up at five. Don't you ever get tired of writing?"

"Blasphemy!" She laughed when her words wrung a sigh from her roommate. Amy insisted on the perfect mood and setting for writing. Maybe that explained why she only produced ten or twelve poems a year.

The doorbell rang, cutting off the expected argument. Amy wrapped her robe a little tighter around herself and answered the door. It was Joe. Bekka froze and wondered if the table and her notebook computer covered her enough. She had a floor-length flannel nightgown, but said nightgown was five years old and getting a little thin.

Of course, the way Joe glared at Amy, Bekka suspected he didn't even know she was in the room.

"Let's get something straight," Joe said between gritted teeth. "Music is just as good as poetry. In fact it's better, because people actually listen to music!"

"What?" Amy backed up a step, still holding onto the doorknob.

"I've had it up to here with all your snide little remarks about my music. Got it?"

"Maybe I should leave you two alone," Bekka muttered. 

"How many poems have you sold? I've sold five songs—”

"Those aren't songs, those are jingles. Doggerel. You sold used cars!" Amy slammed the door, but Joe was already inside the apartment.

"But I can make a living at it, which is more than I could say about that ivory tower garbage you call poetry."

"Yep, I really gotta get out of here." Bekka clutched her computer, scurried between Amy and Joe, and dove into her room, closing the door quickly. 

"Ivory—” Amy huffed, clear through the bedroom door. "You’ve got nerve, barging in here at this time of night and unloading on me like that!"

"I've got nerve? Who put me down all through rehearsal and then wouldn't even ride home with me?"

"You had something else to do!"

"For the rest of my life! I've had it with you, Amy." Feet stomped toward the door. Bekka braced herself for a slam and Amy to start screaming.

"Look who's talking!" Feet stomped past Bekka's bedroom door. There was a click. Amy's bedroom door didn't creak open.
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Chapter Three
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Bekka muffled a chuckle behind her hand. Kat had probably locked the door. Good for her! The best thing for Amy and Joe was to force them to talk instead of stomping away from each other like usual. They would make up in a few days, as usual. But they never cleared up what they argued about. Evidenced by continual arguments and breakups on the same topic.

There was a thud. Bekka wondered what had happened. Had Amy thrown something at Joe?
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