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BEING ONSTAGE WAS EXHILARATING. THE oval-shaped Mecca was choked beyond capacity with screaming men and women chanting her name. Like a sponge, she soaked up their adoration, then granted them a single smile.


A hush fell over the stadium, and anticipation thickened the air. Deborah Anne ran her right hand along her purple sequined gown, and waited for just the right moment.

She gave an almost undetectable twist of her hand, and the orchestra played the first note. Deborah Anne spread her arms and began her song. The applause was deafening, but not enough to drown out her voice. She was wrapped in a silken cocoon of euphoria, and the notes flowed from deep within her soul.

Closing her eyes, she sang the final note, holding it for several seconds as the crowd roared. She stood still, not moving a muscle, allowing the moment to settle. Then she opened her eyes.


A ray of sun sprinkled through the stained-glass window depicting the Madonna and hit Deborah Anne’s eyes. She squinted through the polite applause as she looked over the congregation of seventy-nine parishioners who sat on the wooden benches of Mountain Baptist Church.

She was still standing, stuck in place, and it took a subtle nod from her mother before Deborah Anne returned to the choir stand.

A moment later, Deacon Miller stood. “Please turn to Psalm 90:17 for today’s scripture reading.”

As Deborah Anne flipped through the worn pages of her burgundy-covered Bible, she scolded herself. “I don’t know why I do that,” she whispered under her breath. She often let her mind wander too far—daydreaming of stadiums packed with adoring fans, thrilled to hear just a single note from her. She shook her head. She had told herself many times that whatever God had in store would be good enough.

She used the church bulletin as a fan, hoping her heart would stop racing so she could pay attention to Deacon Miller’s reading of the scriptures.

As the deacon read the words aloud, Deborah Anne scanned the faces of her family and friends, many of whom had attended Mountain Baptist Church for as long as she had walked the earth. Her eyes moved to the second row, and she smiled at Alfreda Dobson, known as Mother to all who knew her.

Mother was the oldest woman in the church—and in all of Villa Rica, for that matter. She sat with her petite frame held tall, like a queen on her throne.

Mother Dobson smiled and nodded ever so slightly, before Deborah Anne shifted her gaze to look at the young man sitting next to her. She frowned, not recognizing the face. When the young man’s lips spread into a wide grin, Deborah Anne coughed, and let her eyes fall to the Bible in her lap.

The Deacon was speaking. “In each of us is a talent that comes from God above. How we express this varies from person to person. But the most important thing is that we can never forget the source. Some people think that they are free to do what they want without thinking about God at all.”

Slowly, Deborah Anne lifted her eyes again, but dropped them quickly when she saw that the stranger was still looking at her. She turned slightly in her seat, pretending to focus on Deacon Miller, but from the corner of her eye she glanced again at Mother Dobson and her guest. He was handsome—cute, really. His chestnut-colored skin and baby-face features made him look barely twenty-one.

A few seconds later, Deborah Anne realized who he was and stared at him outright. Triage Blue.

Everyone in Villa Rica knew about Triage Blue. He was one of the most successful rappers in the country, and now a big screen star. But most important, Triage Blue was one of Mother Dobson’s thirty-two grandchildren, and Mother Dobson bragged about him every chance she got.

“My grandson performed for the President at the inauguration,” the matriarch had proudly announced to everyone she knew.

Deborah Anne glanced at the young man again. That was definitely Triage Blue. She’d seen enough photographs of him in the tabloids to recognize him. Mother Dobson had also reminded her recently that she had actually met Triage many years before his rise to success. It was one summer about twenty years ago—when they were both about seven or eight—when his family was visiting Villa Rica from Chicago.

“Now before we turn to Pastor Duncan,” Deacon Miller began, “I would like to acknowledge our visitor.”

After a nudge from his grandmother, Triage stood and smiled shyly.

“Well, well.” Deacon Miller beamed. “I believe we have Mother Dobson’s grandson visiting with us today. Brother Waters is here from California.”

Triage nodded as the congregation clapped. Before he returned to his seat, he looked at Deborah Anne again and smiled.

“We welcome you back to Mountain Baptist Church and want you to know that we’re all proud of you. Now I can’t say that I’m one who knows all of your music, but my girls can’t get enough of you.”

Deborah Anne held back a giggle as she watched Deacon Miller’s three teenage daughters slide lower into their front-pew seats.

“Keep making us and your grandmother proud, Brother Waters.”

Deborah Anne lowered her head to her chest, but strained her eyes upward so she could continue watching Triage.

It wasn’t until Pastor Duncan’s bass voice rang through the small church that Deborah Anne allowed her eyes to return to the altar. She hadn’t even realized that the pastor had taken his place.

“Today’s sermon is taken from the twenty-fifth chapter of Matthew,” Pastor Duncan boomed, and took a handkerchief to wipe the sweat that dripped from his brow, even though he’d only uttered ten words. “From the fourteenth to the thirtieth verse—the parable of the talents.”

Deborah Anne sat up. One of her favorite stories.

“A talent in Jesus’ time was a sum of money that was worth two years’ wages. But it is no coincidence that this term for money is what we use today to describe the gifts that the Lord has given us. Whether it is a talented singer or athlete, a talented businessman or even a preacher man . . .” Pastor Duncan sang. He paused until the chuckles faded.

“Whatever the talent is,” Pastor Duncan continued, “it has been given by God, not to be wasted. . . .”

Deborah Anne ran her hand down her neck.

“But the gifts that God has blessed you with cannot be used in just any old way. No! Your gift must be used for His purpose. Your gift must be used for His glory. Your gift must be used to serve Him. . . .”

Deborah Anne closed her eyes and let Pastor Duncan’s voice fade into the background as she prayed. Lord, help me to know how I’m to use this gift You’ve blessed me with, she prayed silently. Show me what You want me to do.

Pastor Duncan continued talk-singing and strutting, admonishing them all to take inventory deep inside. “Most of you know what gift He gave you. Some of you will be wondering to your graves. But if you pray for wisdom, God will be faithful and just. He’ll answer you. He’ll show you the way!”

Pastor Duncan slid into his seat, and Deborah Anne joined the rest of the congregation, rising to her feet with shouts of “Amen” and “Hallelujah.”

She vowed to do exactly what Pastor Duncan urged. She knew what her gift was, and she was going to find how she should use it. In prayer, she’d find her answer. When she looked up, the first person she saw was Triage Blue, still smiling at her.
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Deborah Anne gathered up her Bible, then lifted her choir robe, preparing to step from the stand. But before she could get down the five steps, Deacon Miller stopped her.

“Sister Deborah Anne, that was a fine song you lifted to the Lord today. Mighty fine.”

She smiled. “Thank you, Deacon.”

“I know your mother and father are proud of the gift that God has blessed you with.”

Deborah Anne shifted from one foot to the other and looked over her shoulder.

“I’m sorry, am I keeping you from something?”

She whipped her head around. “Oh no, I . . . was just looking for my mother.”

“She’s at the front door talking to Mother Dobson.”

“Thank you,” Deborah Anne said before she carefully made her way down the aisle toward the front doors. She paused every few steps, smiling and kissing people who praised her at every turn. Though it was just a few minutes, it seemed like an hour passed before she finally made it to the door.

“Baby, you did good today.” Virginia kissed her daughter and handed her her coat. “I’m so proud of you.”

“Yessiree, sugar,” Mother Dobson added. “You have the voice of an angel.”

“Thank you, Mother Dobson.” Deborah Anne leaned over to kiss Mother Dobson’s weathered cheek. Over her shoulder, Deborah Anne could see a group of young girls, squealing as they circled Triage.

“Would you look at my grandson?” Mother Dobson exclaimed. “And look at those fast girls, all over him.” With a single turn and one tap of her cane, she called, “Milton, can you come over here?”

After signing one last church bulletin, Triage came quickly toward his grandmother and the Peterson women.

Before Mother Dobson could say a word, he extended his hand to Deborah Anne. “Hello, I’m Triage Blue.” He squeezed her hand in his.

“I’m Deborah Anne Peterson,” she said forcefully, though her knees were weak. Triage Blue is holding my hand! she screamed inside.

“Boy, you ain’t in Hollywood now. Your mama named you Milton. Leave that Triage stuff back there. Anyway,” Mother Dobson said, shaking her head and introducing Triage to Virginia, “this is Deborah Anne’s mother, Mrs. Peterson.”

“Nice to meet you, ma’am.”

“Mrs. Peterson used to watch your mama when I worked for the Wiltons.” Mother Dobson paused, and a frown spread across her face. “Or was I working for old Mrs. Mattie King back then?”

Virginia took Triage’s hand. “When you speak to your mother, please tell her that I asked after her.”

Triage nodded and glanced again at Deborah Anne.

“Well, come on, honey.” Virginia nudged Deborah Anne. “I know your daddy is waiting in the car, and it’s a bit chilly out here.”

Virginia took Mother Dobson’s elbow and helped her down the stairs. Deborah Anne and Triage followed, lingering a few steps behind.

“Forget that Milton stuff—call me Triage.” He grinned, but kept his voice low.

Deborah Anne looked at him sideways. “I guess you look like a Triage more than a Milton. How did you get that name—Triage, I mean?”

Triage chuckled. “During college I worked in the ER at Cedars-Sinai because I wanted to be a doctor. But I still needed to make some extra money. So I did a little rapping on the side at nightclubs and parties. The music took over my life, and I decided to name myself Triage for all that it represented. And Blue, well, that’s not so interesting. That’s just my favorite color.” He laughed.

She smiled up at him. His six-foot frame towered over her by at least four inches. His closely cropped hair made him look boyish, and it was hard to believe that he was a year older than she was.

“So what are you doing in town?” Deborah Anne asked.

“Just spending time with my grandmother. I have a concert in Atlanta next weekend. I love coming here; not that many people know who I am.”

“It doesn’t look that way to me,” Deborah Anne teased, as she nodded toward a group of girls standing by the church giggling and pointing toward them. “Are you enjoying your vacation?”

“What vacation?” Triage raised his eyebrows in mock surprise. “I’ve whitewashed a fence and painted three rooms. I get up every morning before dawn to feed the chickens. Hanging with Grandma is no day at the beach.”

Deborah Anne laughed. “You may never come back.”


“Oh, I’ll be back.” He gave her a long glance. “Girl, you know something? You can sing! I’ve heard a lot of people tackle ‘His Eyes Are on the Sparrow,’ but you tore it up.”

She grinned widely. A compliment from Triage was worth more than all the accolades she received in church. “Thank you.”

“Ever thought about singing professionally?”

“I think of nothing else. But I don’t know how to be discovered in Villa Rica.”

“Maybe you don’t have to do anything. Maybe I just discovered you.”

“Yeah, right,” she said, kicking a pebble as they got closer to the car where her parents were chatting with Mother Dobson.

“I’m serious. I have a friend who’s auditioning backup singers in LA right now. Lavelle Roberts. You’ve heard of him, right?”

She stopped. “Please don’t kid me.”

“I’m serious,” he said, stopping next to her. “All you have to do is send him a copy of a tape with a note that I recommended you. You have a tape?”

She nodded. “My cousin Bubba has a friend with a studio, so I’ve got several tapes.”

“And you’ve got the voice.”

“Do you think he’ll like me?”

“If he has an ear, he will. You sound as good as the singers he has now. Anyway,” he said, leaning closer to her, “it’s about who you know in this business, and now you know me.”

Deborah Anne stopped in front of her parents’ car. She shoved her hands deep into her coat pockets.


“Well, come on, Milton.” Mother Dobson tapped her cane twice, and Triage took her elbow.

“Thank you, Triage,” Deborah Anne said sincerely. “I really mean that.”

“It’s no big deal.” Just as Mother Dobson and Triage stepped away, he said, “Deborah Anne, can I give you a call while I’m here?”

“I’d like that.” She grinned.

Before Deborah Anne got into the backseat of her parents’ Lincoln Continental, she could hear Mother Dobson muttering, “What was Deborah Anne thanking you for?”

Deborah Anne smiled. If Mother only knew.
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“Deborah Anne, what did you do with the lace tablecloth?” Virginia yelled from the kitchen.

“It’s in the bottom drawer of the buffet, Mama,” Deborah Anne replied as she entered the dining room. “I’ll get it.”

Virginia was still wearing the gray knit suit she’d worn to church, but Deborah Anne had already changed into her favorite T-shirt and denim overalls and had pulled her thick black hair into a ponytail.

“Mama, why don’t you go change?” Deborah Anne said as she spread the tablecloth across the dining room table. Even with the large oak table set for twelve, they’d still have to set up a couple of card tables along the wall to accommodate all the relatives who came by every Sunday. “People will start arriving soon.” Deborah Anne had barely finished saying it when she heard voices on the porch. “See, I think that’s Aunt Bird and Uncle Moses now.”

As Virginia scurried down the hall to her bedroom, Deborah Anne opened the front door.

“Girl, you sure sounded good in church this morning,” Aunt Bird drawled. “One day, somebody’s going to come and take you away from us.”

Deborah Anne only smiled, knowing that she had to wait for the right moment to tell everyone her news. Before she could close the front door, her cousins Willetta, Pauline, and Maxine arrived.

Though they were first cousins, Willetta and Deborah Anne were also best friends. Born only four months apart, they’d lived next door to each other all of their lives.

“Girl, get in here. I’ve got something to tell you.” Deborah Anne grabbed Willetta’s hand and pulled her into the dining room, away from the other relatives who were starting to arrive in groups.

While the living room filled with loud talk and laughter, Deborah Anne kept her voice low.

“Help me set the table,” she said, handing Willetta the wooden case holding the Sunday silver.

“So what’s the big news?” Willetta whispered back.

Grinning widely, Deborah Anne gushed, “Girl, you missed it in church today. You’ll never guess who was there.” Before Willetta could respond, Deborah Anne announced, “Triage Blue!”

Willetta’s mouth opened wide, and Deborah Anne laughed.

“Oh, no,” Willetta groaned. “How could I have missed that? Did you meet him?”


Deborah Anne bobbed her head. “Yes, and Mama and Daddy did too!”

Maxine sauntered into the dining room. “What ya’ll whispering about?”

Willetta was still holding her head in her hands. “Deborah Anne just told me that Triage Blue was at church this morning.” Willetta glared at her sister. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Maxine’s eyes grew round and wide. “He was at our church?”

“Yeah, girl.” Deborah Anne laughed. “That’s what you get for sneaking out before Deacon Miller introduced Pastor Duncan and his sermon.”

Pauline plopped into the chair next to her sister. “I love his music.”

Deborah Anne said, “Me too. I love that he’s so popular, even though he doesn’t use profanity or bash women, like some of those others.”

“Yeah, and if you listen to the words, he’s really talking about taking care of family and being true to yourself,” Willetta said.

“Ooohhh!” Pauline moaned. “If I had stayed in church, I could’ve told everyone in school tomorrow that I met Triage Blue!”

“I bet that’s the last time y’all will be sneaking out.” Deborah Anne laughed.

The cousins continued laughing and talking about Triage Blue as Virginia and her sisters-in-law started moving the food onto the buffet table. Twenty minutes later, all eighteen Petersons were standing around the table, with Elijah Peterson at the head. Even as the smell of the macaroni and cheese and fried catfish wafted under their noses, Elijah, the oldest of the four Peterson brothers, made the family wait until every hand was held and every head was bowed.

“Heavenly Father,” Elijah finally began. “We thank You for this food that we are about to receive. We thank You for the many blessings that You have bestowed on each of us and we want You to know, Lord, that we take none of it for granted.”

As her father prayed, it took everything in her for Deborah Anne not to scream out her secret right then. But she knew she had to wait, and she was grateful when Elijah finally said, “Amen.”

It took another twenty minutes for the Peterson clan to pass through the buffet and pile their plates high. It took only moments for the conversation to turn to Triage Blue.

“I can’t believe I missed Triage Blue!” Deborah Anne’s cousin Bubba said, as he stabbed his fork into a chicken leg. “If I’d known that he was going to be there, I would’ve been in church myself.”

“Is that the only reason you can find for going to church, Bubba?” Elijah asked. “You know when the Lord comes back, some of his people gonna be in real trouble. Now, I ain’t calling no names, Bubba. . . .”

The room filled with laughter as Bubba lowered his eyes and grinned. “I know, Uncle Eli, but I still wish that I’d seen Triage Blue,” he said sheepishly. Then he raised his head. “Did you get to meet him, Deborah Anne?”

She nodded and took a deep breath. “Not only did I meet him, but he told me that he might know of a singing gig. Lavelle Roberts is looking for a backup singer, and I’m going to send in a tape.” She stated this matter-of-factly, even though her heart was beating furiously.

An electrical shock seemed to sear through the room, silencing them all. Only the tick-tock of the grandfather clock in the living room filled the air. But it was the smile that fell from her father’s face that Deborah Anne noticed the most.

Willetta was first to break the silence. “Deborah Anne, you didn’t tell me that! You’re going to sing with Lavelle? I love him!” Willetta held her hand over her chest.

Deborah Anne’s heart continued to pound, but she kept her voice steady. “I don’t have the job yet. Triage just suggested that I send in a tape, and I’m going to do it.”

To Deborah Anne, it seemed the room parted like the Red Sea. On one side, her excited cousins jabbered about how their cousin was going to be famous; on the other, her aunts and uncles remained silent and waited for Elijah to speak.

Finally, Deborah Anne picked up a biscuit and slowly spread butter across the top. “So what do you think, Mama and Daddy?”

Virginia took her time, wiping her mouth with the corner of her napkin. “That sounds interesting, baby.” Virginia’s words came slowly. “But we don’t know anything about it. Where exactly is this job?”

“In Los Angeles.”

“Girl, you’re going to Hollywood,” Bubba bubbled. “I wanna go!”

“That’s a long way from home,” Uncle Moses said, eyeing Elijah, who remained silent, though his eyes hadn’t left Deborah Anne’s.

Deborah Anne smiled. “I’m just sending in a tape. We don’t know what’s going to happen. There are lots of talented women out there.”

“None as talented as you, Deborah Anne,” Maxine piped in. “My cousin is da bomb!”


“Well, nothing is going to happen until I talk it over with you and Daddy, Mama. And I’m going to pray about it a lot.”

“Wouldn’t that be exciting?” Aunt Bird smiled. “Our little Deborah Anne, a big-time singer.”

Deborah Anne smiled at her aunt, grateful for the support and hopeful that the sea was beginning to close. “Remember, everyone, I’m only sending a tape.”

“Well, all you can do is just wait and see what happens,” said Virginia as she patted her daughter’s hand. Then she changed the subject. “Has anyone heard about that big company that’s supposed to be opening an office right here in Villa Rica? All the nurses are talking about it. People are saying there’s going to be lots of new jobs, but a lot more traffic.” Virginia spoke to no one in particular, but it was enough to take the focus from Deborah Anne, who exhaled, finally taking a bite from the biscuit she’d held in her hand.

She leaned back in her chair and let her mind drift. This was going to be her first real chance at her dream, but it was going to be a tough sell to her father. Deborah Anne knew that Elijah would never try to stop her. She was twenty-six years old—“grown folk,” as her father was fond of saying. But still, she wanted to please him, and she wanted to please God even more. As Pastor Duncan had said this morning, everyone had to use the gift God gave them. This was how she’d use hers.

When she heard her father’s voice, she looked up. He was smiling, deep in conversation with Uncle Moses. Deborah Anne smiled then too, knowing she’d jumped the first hurdle.

“Girl, I am so happy for you,” Willetta whispered, and took her hand under the table. “You’re going to get this job. I’m going to be praying for it. You know what the Bible says about when two agree.”

Deborah Anne only smiled, but she didn’t need to say a word for Willetta to know that she would be praying for exactly the same thing.

Deborah Anne squeezed her cousin’s hand. “Thanks, girl. I’m going to need you on my side.”

“Don’t worry about me,” Willetta said. “You’ve got God, and He’s all you need.”





 

CHAPTER 2
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DEBORAH ANNE CLOSED THE DOOR BEHIND Willetta and sighed. Finally. Everyone had stayed much later tonight than usual. When the last of her aunts and uncles left, her parents retired to their bedroom. But Willetta stayed for almost two hours longer, wanting to know every word that Triage had uttered.


Deborah Anne turned off the two bright living room lights before scurrying silently over the tan carpet to her bedroom at the opposite end of the house.

She quickly changed into her nightshirt, then got into bed and leaned back against the stack of pillows. She closed her eyes. Could her dream really be coming true? She allowed herself to drown in the fantasy that she’d had ever since her parents had taken her to see Patti LaBelle. When Patti belted out “Somewhere Over the Rainbow,” Deborah Anne knew what she wanted to do.

The shrill sound of her telephone interrupted her reverie, and she sucked her teeth. She knew it was Willetta. That girl was as excited as she was.

“May I speak with Deborah Anne, please?”

Even after only one meeting, she recognized his voice. “Hi, Triage.”

“Hey, I hope I’m not calling too late, but I wanted to give you Lavelle’s address. I’ve made a couple of calls, but you should still get your tape into the mail tomorrow.”

Deborah Anne sat up and wrote down the information as Triage dictated it to her.

“Triage, I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this,” she thanked him again.

“Hey, I know how difficult it is in this business. Everyone needs help.” He paused. “Plus, I have to take care of the daughter of the lady who baby-sat my mama!”

They laughed together.

“Well, if there is anything that I can do to return the favor, just let me know.”

“How about going out with me tomorrow? We can grab a bite to eat or something. I haven’t done much since I got here, and it’ll be kinda nice to get out with someone who doesn’t take her teeth out at night.”

“That’s terrible!” Deborah scolded him through her giggles. “But dinner sounds fine. I should be home by six.”

Deborah Anne’s smile was still wide when she hung up the phone and pulled back the bed covers. Before she got in, she knelt by the bed.

“Heavenly Father, I thank You for this day that You blessed me with. But most of all, Father, I thank You for this opportunity that You’ve brought my way. Please, Lord, You know my heart, You know my dreams. I’ve waited so long for something like this, and I pray that this is from You.” She paused. Of course this was God, Deborah Anne thought. Didn’t she find out about this in church? She grinned, then continued her prayer. “Thank You, Father, for this gift that You’ve given me, and I thank You in advance that I will get the call from Lavelle and I will be blessed with this dream.”

She jumped into bed and pulled the covers over her, but a moment later, she got up. She opened her closet door, stood on her tiptoes, and pulled a box filled with tapes from the top shelf. She sorted through them, already knowing which one she would send. When she found it, she placed it inside her purse, then returned to bed for a night full of fantasy-filled dreams.
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“I can’t believe you’re still awake,” Virginia said as she peered over her reading glasses at her husband.

Elijah grunted and flipped the television channel with the remote control, as he’d been doing for the last two hours.

Virginia closed her Bible and turned onto her side. “Come on, Eli, let’s talk about it.”

He remained silent.

“Okay,” she said, sighing. “But this isn’t going away. Deborah Anne is going to send in that tape, and with the way she can sing, and the recommendation from Milton, there’s a good chance that she could get this job.”

Elijah clicked off the television and ran his hand over his bald head. “It’s just that I didn’t think our baby would use her voice that way.”


“Well, that’s the first problem, honey. Deborah Anne isn’t our baby anymore.”

“You know what I mean. I’ve heard that man, Lavelle, and he does nothing to exalt the Lord.”

Virginia sighed. “That’s what I was thinking. But we’ve raised Deborah Anne right. We can’t tell her not to do this.”

Elijah stood and paced along the side of the bed. “I know. I stopped trying to tell grown folks what to do long ago.” He sat on the edge of the bed with his back to his wife. “This just isn’t what I imagined for her.”

“I know, sweetheart,” Virginia said, rubbing his back. “Why don’t we just wait and see how this is going to play out? There may be nothing for us to worry about.”

After a few moments, he nodded, then clicked off the light on his side of the bed. Virginia did the same, then lay back in his arms, but it was several hours before either fell asleep.





 

CHAPTER 3
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DEBORAH ANNE PEEKED THROUGH THE HEAVY curtains at the front bay window for what had to be the third time in just ten minutes. As soon as she turned away, she heard footsteps coming up the porch steps.


She smoothed her pants suit down and waited for Triage to ring the doorbell. But when she opened the door, her face dropped in disappointment.

“Pauline, what are you doing here? Don’t you have a Girl Scout meeting or something?”

“Very funny.” Pauline laughed as she closed the door behind her. “I came here to see Triage Blue. Aunt Virginia told Mama that you were having dinner with him, and I want to get his autograph.”

Deborah Anne’s eyes opened wide. “No, Pauline. Please don’t embarrass me this way. He probably already thinks we’re country.”


“So? He’s as country as we are, even if he lives in LA.” She laughed.

Deborah Anne stubbornly shook her head. “No way. And if he comes while you’re still here, you’re out the backdoor!”

Pauline sucked her teeth. “No, I’m not,” she said, plopping into the wide chair in front of the window. “I’m going to sit right here until he signs this for me.” She held up an index card.

Deborah Anne tilted her head and looked at Pauline as if she were crazy.

Her cousin’s stance made Pauline believe that Deborah Anne was serious. “Please,” Pauline finally pleaded. “I’ll be the most popular girl in high school with that autograph. Please!”

It was the begging that made her acquiesce. “All right, I’ll get it for you while we’re at dinner.”

Pauline grinned. “That’s fine. Just tell him to sign it to his best friend in the whole world and the finest woman he’s ever met.”

Deborah Anne rolled her eyes. “Okay,” she assented. “But now do me a favor. Don’t go running around town telling everyone that Triage is here. He’s trying to get some rest.”

“All right. But everyone already knows that he’s here,” Pauline whined.

Just as Pauline stood, they heard a car in the driveway. Pauline peeked through the window. “Oh, Deborah Anne, it’s him! Please let me meet him. I promise I won’t do anything to embarrass you.” She held up her hand as if taking a vow.

Deborah Anne laughed. “Okay, open the door for me, please.”


Pauline kissed her cousin on the cheek before she ran to the door.

Deborah Anne stepped forward. “Hey, Triage. Come on in.”

She introduced him to Pauline and was amused that suddenly her sixteen-year-old cousin acted like she met celebrities all day long. A moment after Pauline had scurried down the porch steps and over the lawn to her house, Deborah picked up her purse and coat, leading Triage out the door.

“This is nice,” she said, as he helped her into the Ford Explorer. “But I’m surprised that you’re not riding around in a limousine or something.”

“Why would I do that?” he asked, as he put on glasses and pulled his cap over his forehead. He pulled out of the driveway and turned onto the main road. “I’m not trying to be noticed.”

“If it were me, I’d be in a long limousine with a driver wearing a black suit and black hat and white shirt with a black tie—”

“Dang, girl, you’ve got this all figured out.”

They laughed and chatted easily, as Triage followed Deborah’s directions to her favorite restaurant in Carrollton.

Rapture was only half filled, as it was almost every Monday night. The young hostess led them through the restaurant. Deborah Anne was amused as the girl looked over her shoulder at Triage as if she recognized him but couldn’t place the face.

“Would you mind if we had a table farther in the back?” Triage asked, motioning toward a corner booth.

“That section’s closed.”


Triage slowly pulled his wallet from his jacket. “Is there anything I can do to get it opened?”

The girl’s eyes moved from his face to his hands, then back to his face again. “I know who you are!” Her surprise was etched in each word.

He held his finger to his lips. “I’m trying to keep it a secret,” he whispered.

She nodded with a wide grin and led them to the table he’d requested. “I’ll explain it to the manager.” She stood at their table. “I can’t believe that Triage Blue is actually in our restaurant.”

“But we’re going to keep it a secret, right?” He smiled.

She nodded and hurried away.

Triage looked at his watch. “In five minutes, there’ll be twenty people standing at this table,” he said, without a hint of annoyance. “I hope it’s not going to bother you.”

“Are you kidding? I dream of the day when people will rush me for my autograph. It must be awesome to have people love you and your music so much.”

He twirled his glass of water. “In the beginning, it was cool, but it gets old quick. It’s hard to go anywhere without being swamped by fans.”

“Mr. Blue!” A short man with just a wisp of hair combed over his scalp rushed to their table. He took Triage’s hand before he or Deborah Anne could say anything. “I’m Otis Newman, the manager. It’s an honor to have you here.”

Triage smiled and pulled his hand away from the man, who didn’t seem able to let go. “Thank you, Mr. Newman. My friend tells me this is a real nice place.” Triage motioned to Deborah, but Otis kept his eyes on Triage.

“Well, if there is anything I can do while you’re here, just let me know. Dinner is on us. Dessert too! If there is anything you need—”

“We need menus.” Triage smiled.

“Oh, yes.” Otis swung his head around and motioned to the girl who had led them to the table. “Andrea will help you.” The man paused and looked down at his shoes for a moment. “Mr. Blue, if it’s not too much to ask, would you mind signing an autograph before you leave?”

“No problem.”

“It’s not for me,” Otis said quickly. “I’ve got two girls at home who play your CDs constantly.”

Triage nodded and took the menus from Andrea. He handed one to Deborah Anne. Otis and Andrea continued to stand by the table.

Triage pointed to the menus and said, “We’ll need a few minutes.”

“Oh, of course.” Otis coughed. “Andrea, take care of those people who just came in,” he said, as he led her from the table.

“Is it always like that?” Deborah Anne chuckled.

Triage nodded and sighed. “Don’t get me wrong, I’d be nowhere without the fans, but sometimes, I’d like to just have a nice dinner without any interruptions.”

“You seem to handle it. I’ve heard of stars being rude to people when they ask for an autograph or a picture.”

“I try not to be that way, but I can understand how celebrities can go there. It’s as if you lose all your privacy. Anyway, what’s good here?”

Deborah Anne suggested the grilled salmon, and Triage agreed. Otis and Andrea hovered nearby, bringing them drinks and, finally, dinner.


As Triage picked up his fork, Deborah Anne said, “Would you like to bless the food, or should I?”

He blinked and after a moment said, “Uh, no, I’ll say it.” He stammered and began, “Uh . . . thank You, Lord, for this food . . .” and then stopped, as if he didn’t have anything else to say.

Deborah looked up at him. “Amen,” she said. She picked up her fork. “I guess you don’t say grace very often.”

He shrugged. “I do forget most times, except of course when I’m with Grandma. You know, in her house, we thank the Lord for everything.”

“Don’t you think that’s how it should be?” Deborah Anne asked, shoveling a few green peas onto her fork.

“Yeah, but you know, in this business and with my schedule, sometimes God doesn’t get His due.”

Deborah Anne put down her fork and sat back in her chair. “Well, you know I’ve got to ask you the question that all card-carrying Christians ask.” She paused. “Are you saved? Do you have a personal relationship with God?”

“Oh yeah!” he exclaimed. “For a long time. It happened right here in Villa Rica with Grandma. As soon as she thought I was old enough to understand, I prayed for Jesus to come into my heart.” With his fork, he cut a piece of the salmon. He continued, “Even though I’m a card-carrying Christian, I don’t pull the card out of my wallet often enough.” He smiled weakly, but Deborah Anne could hear the sadness in his voice.

“What do you mean?”

He shrugged. “I guess it’s this business. It may sound like an excuse, but work takes over everything. Instead of going to church on Sundays, I find myself in the studio or on somebody’s boat negotiating a new deal. Instead of reading my Bible when I wake up, I roll out of bed and jog five miles or go to the gym to make sure I’m in shape for the next video or movie. And don’t even talk about touring. Road trips really keep me away from God.”

Deborah Anne dropped her eyes.

“Go ahead and say it. I’m not really a Christian, right?”

She tilted her head. “You know you can’t lose your relationship with God. Once you accept Him, He’s always there.”

“I know that, but I do feel bad because I’ve allowed this business to move me away from where I should be with the Lord.”

Deborah Anne pursed her lips. “If I make it in this business, that’ll never happen to me.”

He raised his eyebrows.

“I’m sorry,” her apology came quickly. “I don’t mean to sound judgmental. It’s just that no matter what, if I end up in the business, I’ll do my best to maintain my walk with God.”

Triage smiled. “I’m surprised that you’re not trying to get a gospel deal.”

She shook her head. “There’s no money in that.”

His eyebrows rose higher.

“I keep saying the wrong things,” she said, pulling her napkin to her mouth. “I just meant that I don’t think that’s what I have to do. I think that I’ll be able to serve the Lord better if I’m right in the middle of the world. That’s what Jesus did.”

“Well, if you think this is what Jesus would do, then you go for it, girl. Did you send in the tape?”

Her smile returned. “First thing this morning. My hands were trembling when I gave the envelope to the postman. I’ve been hoping and praying for something like this to happen, but being a twenty-six-year-old police dispatcher, living in Villa Rica, wasn’t doing much for my dream.” She paused and bit her lip. “Triage, do you really think I have a shot at this?”

He nodded boldly. “I’m telling you, when Lavelle hears that tape, it’s going to blow his mind. In fact, I’ll give Lavelle a call in the morning.”

Her eyes opened wide. “You’d do that for me?”

“Of course. I’m going to take care of you, girl.”

Deborah Anne beamed. It seemed like her prayers were finally being answered. But just to be sure, she vowed to pray every chance she got.
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They stayed in the restaurant until closing time. Then, at the stroke of ten, Otis and all of the other employees lined up at their table to get Triage’s autograph. Deborah Anne stood to the side, enjoying the scene.

“I’m so sorry about this,” Triage whispered to her between signings.

She waved her hand. “Don’t worry about it.”

As she watched him, she imagined herself returning to Rapture and receiving the same adulation. She sighed, content to watch it all from the sidelines—at least for now.

On the way home, they laughed about Otis and his crew.

“Otis told me those autographs were for his daughters, but then he had me sign two with his name on them.”


“Oh, that reminds me, I almost forgot,” Deborah Anne said as she pulled the card Pauline had given her from her coat pocket. “Do you think you have the energy to sign one more for my cousin Pauline?”

He laughed as Deborah Anne dictated the words just as Pauline had told her.

“You sound like Otis and his people.”

Finally, he walked her to the front door. “Deborah Anne, I had a great time. Thanks for showing me something else besides Grandma’s house.”

She laughed. “I enjoyed it too. And it’s the least I could do with all that you’re doing for me.”

“Hey, I’m leaving tomorrow, but how would you like to come to my concert in Atlanta on Friday? You’ll be my guest, and you can even bring some friends along—not a whole crew, just a few folks.”

“I’d love it!”

“Okay, I’ll call you when I get to Atlanta.” He kissed her gently on the cheek, and waited until she was in the house before trotting back down the porch steps.

She could hear the television coming from her parents’ room, but it was too late to disturb them. Instead, she tiptoed to her own room and lay across her bed. “Oh, God,” she said aloud. “Your Word says that You will give us the desires of our heart. Well, Lord, You know my greatest desire, after knowing You, is to sing. I want to do what You want me to do, Lord, though, if there is any way possible, please make this job with Lavelle come through.”

In the silence of her bedroom, she let the words of her prayer sink in.

When she finally closed her eyes, her sleep was filled with dreams of singing at sold-out concerts, draped in glamorous gowns, jewels dripping from her ears. Screaming fans mobbed her until her bodyguards finally whisked her away in a sleek black limousine.





 

CHAPTER 4
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WILLETTA WAS SITTING ON THE PORCH STEPS when Deborah Anne pulled her Toyota into the driveway behind her father’s Lincoln.


“Hey, girl, what are you doing out here?” Deborah Anne asked. “Daddy’s home.”

Willetta stood and dusted off her jeans. “I saw him, but he was just sitting in the den reading his Bible. I tell you, he should know that book by heart now. How many times has he read it cover to cover?”

Deborah Anne laughed. “Leave my daddy alone! He’s prayed this family out of a whole lot of situations! God must be listening to him.” She stopped in the den and kissed her father, and then she and Willetta went into her bedroom.

While Deborah Anne changed from her uniform into a Clark University sweatshirt and leggings, Willetta stretched out on the bed.

“You know why I’m here,” Willetta said after they were silent for a few minutes. She grinned. “How did your date go with Triage?”

“Girl, I told you before, it wasn’t a date.”

“I don’t care what you call it. You went out with Triage Blue, and I want to know all the details!”

Deborah Anne grinned back. “There’s nothing to tell. Triage and I are just friends. He said that I was just like a little sister to him.” Deborah bounced onto the bed.

“Um-hmm.” Willetta sounded doubtful.

“Really, all we talked about was my sending a tape to Lavelle.”

Willetta’s eyes widened with new excitement. “Did you send it in?”

Deborah Anne nodded. “Yesterday. Now all I have to do is wait. Triage said he was going to call Lavelle.”

Willetta kicked her legs into the air. “My cousin is going to be a big-time famous singer.”

“Don’t get so excited,” Deborah Anne warned. “There’s a lot of pieces to this puzzle. First Lavelle and his people have to like my tape, and then there’ll be an audition. I don’t know what happens after that, but I know it won’t be easy.” Deborah Anne’s words were for Willetta, but she spoke to her own heart as well. She’d barely been able to concentrate at work, as the dreams she’d had in her sleep carried over into her day.

“I don’t care what you say, Deborah Anne. I’m going to keep praying about this for you.” Willetta paused and stared at her cousin. “This is something that you want, right?”

“I can’t tell you how much. But I’m trying to remain calm. I realize that there are a lot of women going for this.”


“Yeah, but none of them are as good as my cousin!” Willetta laughed.

“Come on.” Deborah Anne stood and walked to the door. “If you’re going to sit here and grill me, you might as well help with dinner. Mama’s going to be late, so it’s just Daddy and me.”

“I guess I have to hang out with my cousin while I have the chance.” Willetta pouted. “Soon you’ll be a big LA girl.”

“Girl, you’re crazy,” Deborah Anne said as she threw a pillow at Willetta.

They went into the spacious kitchen, and Deborah Anne pulled out a large pan before she took the pork chops from the refrigerator. She handed Willetta a muffin tin.

“What do you want me to do with this?” Willetta grinned, tossing the tin onto the counter.

“You’re not going to help?”

“Why should I? This is your dinner.”

Deborah Anne put her hands on her hips. “Okay, but don’t ask me anything about my backstage tickets to Triage’s concert.”

Willetta frowned. “What you talkin’ ’bout?”

Deborah Anne turned her back to her cousin. “Well, Triage invited me, as his special guest, to his concert in Atlanta on Friday, and he said that I could bring a friend with me,” she explained as she lifted the muffin tin from the counter. “But since I don’t have any friends—”

Willetta snatched the tin from Deborah Anne. “Girl, move out my way! I have some muffins I’ve got to prepare.”

As they laughed, Elijah came into the kitchen. “What’s so funny in here?” Elijah asked as he pulled a soda from the refrigerator.


“Nothing, Daddy,” Deborah Anne said, barely able to contain her giggles.

“We were just talking about Deborah Anne’s job,” Willetta added.

Elijah popped the soda can open, took a swig, then looked at the women through slitted eyes. “Um-hmm . . .”

Deborah Anne and Willetta broke into laughter.

“You girls are acting silly. Just let me know when dinner is ready.”

“Deborah Anne, I hope you guys like muffins,” Willetta said when Elijah’s steps faded down the hallway, “because I’m about to make a whole bunch of them up in here!”





 

CHAPTER 5
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THE APPLAUSE WAS DEAFENING. DEBORAH ANNE smiled from her backstage position behind the heavy scarlet velvet curtains. There had to be over twenty thousand people in the Civic Center audience cheering Triage as he danced across the stage.


“Deborah Anne, can you believe that we’re really here?” Willetta whispered. “I hope you and Triage become close. I could really get used to this.”

Deborah Anne only smiled, not trusting her voice. While Willetta clapped her hands and sang along with Triage, Deborah Anne only watched, holding her eyes to his every move. He strutted with a superstar’s confidence, igniting the crowd’s frenzy; the stage was his tabernacle. She weighed how he used his voice to draw excitement or to calm the crowd. It was fascinating.

His arms glistened with sweat. His sleeveless black muscle shirt and black jeans were damp from the heat of the lights and the fervor of his moves.


Finally, Deborah Anne broke her eyes away to glance at her watch. He’d been onstage for over an hour and would begin his finale soon.

Just as she thought that, she heard Triage say, “Now, ya’ll know how I like to end my shows.”

The applause sounded like thunder, the cheers like a lion’s roar.

“I always pull someone onstage with me, and tonight, I have a special friend that I want to introduce y’all to.”

Deborah Anne smiled, wondering who was going to be the person who would get a shot at fame, singing with Triage Blue.

“You guys are going to love her. This gal can sing,” he said, as he strutted across the stage toward Willetta and Deborah Anne.

“Deborah Anne,” Willetta whispered excitedly, “I think he’s talking about you!”

Before she had a chance to respond, Triage came to where they were standing and took Deborah Anne’s hand.

“No, Triage,” Deborah Anne protested as she shook her head. “I can’t do this.”

“Do ya’ll want to hear my friend, Deborah Anne?”

It was the applause that helped her to move forward, though her steps were still tentative.

“This is Deborah Anne Peterson. Remember her name, because this girl is going to be famous!”

Deborah Anne hoped she didn’t look as silly as she felt. But the moment she heard Triage start a “Deborah Anne” chant, her fear dissipated.

“Deborah Anne, Deborah Anne, Deborah Anne . . .” Just like she’d imagined.

“What are we going to sing?” she whispered.


“Do you know ‘Gotta Jam’?”

She nodded. “Yes, most of it.”

“That’s good enough, girl! Let’s go,” cried Triage as he motioned to the band and began clapping, encouraging the audience to join in.

Deborah Anne was glad Triage had chosen a song that was more melodious than most of his raps. She followed his lead, and after only a few moments they were harmonizing and gliding across the stage as if they’d been together forever.

The cheers heartened her, just like she imagined they would. She was born to sing.

At the end, the crowd yelled for both of them, as Triage led her backstage.

Triage kissed her cheek, telling her, “You did great. I’ll be right back.”

It wasn’t until then that Deborah Anne breathed.

Willetta was still clapping. “Girl, you’re a star! I think this is a sign that you’re on your way!”

Still shaking with excitement, Deborah Anne hugged Willetta. “Oh my God. It was incredible.”

Even the other women who were waiting backstage for Triage came over to congratulate Deborah Anne.

After Triage had taken his final bow, he ran off the stage and grabbed Deborah Anne. “I’d better watch out. You almost stole the show from me.” He grinned.

“Triage, I can’t believe you did that.”

“Well, did you enjoy it?”

She nodded as if she were mute.

Triage’s bodyguard tried to push him toward his dressing room as the backstage mob swarmed him.

“Wait a sec.” He motioned to his guard.


“What are you guys going to do now?” he asked Deborah Anne.

“I don’t know. We booked a room at the Ramada Inn around the corner so we wouldn’t have to drive back so late.”

Triage looked at his watch. “I was thinking about getting something to eat, but it’s kind of late. What about getting together for breakfast in the morning?”

“That’ll be great!”

He hugged Willetta, then Deborah Anne. “You were terrific. Lavelle is going to love you.”

“Triage, thanks so much for tonight,” Deborah Anne began, but before she could finish, his bodyguard had pulled him away.

Willetta and Deborah Anne left the auditorium through a back door and went to their car. By the time they made it to the hotel room, the adrenaline was fading and yawns were taking its place.

But even after they’d undressed, they stayed up talking until the beginning of a new day’s light shone through the window. Only then did their eyes finally close.





 

CHAPTER 6
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DEBORAH ANNE PUNCHED LAVELLE’S NAME INTO the computer and waited for his website to appear. She read through his biography and his group’s history. She was engrossed in the tour information and so was startled by the voice behind her.


“I didn’t even know you were here,” Virginia said.

“Hi, Mama. I didn’t hear you come in.”

“I could tell.” Virginia chuckled. “Whatever you’re working on must be important.” She kissed her daughter’s cheek. “Where’s your car?”

“Willetta borrowed it when we got back from Atlanta this afternoon. Uncle Moses took hers to the shop.”

“So how was the concert?” Virginia asked as she smoothed her nurse’s uniform and sat on the bed.

Deborah Anne stood up from the desk. “Mama, it was fantastic. I’d never been that close to the stage before, and . . .” She paused, grinning as she remembered the moment. “Triage pulled me onto the stage to sing with him.”


Virginia smiled. “Really? I bet that was a thrill.”

Deborah Anne sat next to her mother and took her hands. “Mama, it was just like I’d imagined. I was a little scared in the beginning, but only for a minute. Then I felt like I belonged there.”

The front door slammed, and just seconds later, Elijah came into the room. “There’re my girls! I’m glad you made it back safely.” He smiled widely as Deborah Anne kissed him. “How was your little trip?”

“Eli, Deborah Anne was just telling me she sang onstage with Milton.”

Elijah’s smile seemed to narrow a bit. “Well, that must’ve been something.”

“It was, Daddy.” Deborah Anne noticed that her father’s smile wasn’t as bright as it had been, but at least it was still there. “I always knew that I wanted to do that, but I wasn’t sure how I’d feel onstage.”

“Baby, you’re onstage just about every Sunday at church.”

Deborah Anne scrunched her face, but then smiled when she noticed her father’s stare. “Daddy, this was a real stage, with thousands of people watching me.” Her eyes lit up with the excitement of the memory. “I know this is how I want to use what God gave me.”

His smile totally disappeared. “Well, let me get out of this suit. I went with Pastor Duncan to the city meeting, and I’m ready to relax.”

“Okay, honey,” said Virginia. “I’ll start dinner in a moment.”

Deborah Anne waited until she heard her father close the bedroom door at the far end of the hallway. Then she whispered, “Mama, what’s wrong with Daddy?”


Virginia shrugged. “Nothing.”

“Come on, Mama. You saw the way Daddy changed when he found out I sang with Triage. And neither you nor Daddy has said anything about me sending in the tape. We have to talk about it sometime.”

“All right.” Virginia sighed. She ran her hand over her silver ponytail. “You know your father is very proud of you. He just thought that you were going to use that beautiful voice of yours to serve God.”

“Oh, Mama. Daddy of all people should know that there are lots of ways to do that. I don’t think Christians have to always be doing something ‘Christian.’ The way you and Daddy raised me, helped make me who I am, I’ll be able to lift up God’s name. I can make a big difference by singing with Lavelle or someone like him. I can bring more people to God that way.”

“You sound so sure,” Virginia said matter-of-factly.

Deborah nodded. “I am sure. It doesn’t matter what I do; I’ll always find a way to serve God. You won’t have to worry about that, Mama. I promise, you and Daddy will be proud of me.”

Virginia placed her palm against her daughter’s cheek. “We’re already proud of you, sweetheart. Your father just wants good things for you.”

The shrill sound of the phone stopped Deborah Anne from responding.

“I’m going to get dinner ready.” Virginia stood up.

Deborah Anne sighed as she picked up her phone. She hoped her parents realized that she was going to go through with this. If Lavelle Roberts ever called . . .

“Hello.”


“May I speak with Deborah Peterson, please?”

She frowned, not recognizing the male voice. “This is Deborah speaking.”

“Ms. Peterson, my name is Charles Wilson. I’m calling on behalf of Lavelle Roberts.”

She dropped onto her bed. “Yes?” she said softly.

“We received your tape last week and would like you to come to Los Angeles for an audition.”

Inside, she screamed, Oh my God! but with all the composure she could muster, she replied, “I’m surprised it’s so soon.”

“Well, we’re speeding up the process. We’re starting a U.S. tour in a couple of months and have to get ready. That’s why we’re hoping that you’ll be able to come out by the end of next week. Do you want to check your calendar?”

For what? Deborah Anne thought. “Uh . . . no, next week will be fine.”

Deborah Anne jotted down the information that Charles gave her, then she gave him her fax number at work just in case.

“We’ll send your tickets and itinerary FedEx on Monday, so look for the package on Tuesday. I look forward to meeting you, Ms. Peterson.”

“Please, call me Deborah A—. . . call me Deborah.”

The moment they exchanged good-byes, Deborah Anne shrieked and ran into the kitchen.

“What is it, baby?” Virginia asked, as she tied an apron around her waist.

“Mama, you and Daddy cannot have any doubts, because everything’s happening so quickly. All of my prayers are being answered.”


“What are you talking about?”

Deborah Anne took a deep breath, trying to calm her shaking. “That phone call was from Lavelle Roberts. They want to fly me to Los Angeles for an audition.”

Virginia put her hand on her chest, then smiled. “Well, baby, that’s wonderful,” she said, hugging her daughter and hoping her husband was ready for this news.

“They’re making the arrangements and want me to fly out the end of next week.”

“Will you be able to get the time off from work?”

Deborah Anne waved her hand in the air. “I have tons of time coming to me, but if I didn’t have a day, it wouldn’t matter. I’m going to LA. This is so exciting.”

“What’s the hoopla about now?” Elijah asked as he came into the kitchen.

“Daddy, I got the call! I’m going to Los Angeles for the audition.”

Elijah looked at Deborah Anne for a long moment, then left the room.

“Oh, Mama.”

“Now don’t worry, baby. Your father will be just fine. Give him some time to digest this. You’ve got to admit it’s so sudden.”

Deborah Anne nodded.

“Let me finish dinner.”

“You want some help?” Deborah Anne asked.

“No, you just enjoy this moment. You probably want to call Willetta or something.”

Deborah Anne went back to her room and closed the door behind her. She jumped up and down, raising her hands in praise.


“Thank You, Father, thank You!” she said over and over again. It was all that she could say. Finally, she walked to the window and rested her head against the cool glass pane.

The late afternoon sun shone brilliantly on the backyard garden that Elijah worked on every weekend. There wasn’t much color now, but as winter gradually gave way to spring, Deborah Anne could see the shifting of the seasons. The trees that had been bare just a few weeks ago were now stirring with new life. Colored shoots were pushing their way through the dirt—the signs of the roses, peonies, and coneflowers that Elijah had planted a few months ago. In just a few weeks, the yard would be alive with every hue of the rainbow.

Deborah Anne lay on her bed. Where would she be when the flowers finally bloomed? What would the Lord have in store for her?

She picked up her journal, wanting to record everything that she was feeling. Her hand moved quickly across the page.



Careful, creative, loving hands

You have, Lord—the greatest artist.

You made such lovely things,

Both Heaven and earth.

I only have to look around

To survey Your handiworks.

Careful, creative, loving hands

You have, Lord—the greatest artist.

With Your great and wondrous hands

You made man and woman.

I only have to look around

To see Your love revealed.


Careful, creative, loving hands

You have, Lord—the greatest artist.

There are no words that I can say

To Praise You, Lord of Love.

I only have to look around

To revel in Your Arms.



She pressed the pen against her lips as she thought, then smiled. “The Artist.” That’s what she’d call this.

Deborah Anne read the words once again, nodding in satisfaction. Closing her journal, she leaned back against the headboard. There was so much to think about, but one thing she was sure of—this was right. First, she’d met Triage in church, on the day Pastor Duncan was preaching about gifts and talents. Next, she’d sent the tape, and a few days later she found herself living her dream onstage with Triage. Now Lavelle’s people had called her in less than a week. This couldn’t be anything else but God. Of that she was sure. Now it was time to convince her parents.





 

CHAPTER 7
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DEBORAH ANNE WAS WORKING HARD TO FINISH her paperwork. Even though she’d be in Los Angeles for only a day, she needed to take three days off from work. And with such short notice, she wanted all of her files to be in order.


Her phone rang, and Deborah Anne picked it up without looking away from the files in front of her. “Peterson,” she answered in her work voice.

“Hey, Deborah Anne. I heard that you’re coming my way.”

“Triage!” she exclaimed, then lowered her voice so she wouldn’t be heard over her cubicle wall. She knew he was in Los Angeles, having left the day after his Atlanta concert. “How did you find out?”

“I told you I was going to keep checking on you. I found out this morning.”

“They called me on Saturday, and I’m leaving tomorrow morning. The audition is on Thursday.”


“I know all the details.” He laughed. “I had to make sure they were treating my girl right. So are you excited?”

She leaned back in her chair. “You have no idea. I haven’t slept in days. Even Mama is excited, though Daddy is still moping a bit.”

“He’ll get over it once you start making the big bucks.”

Deborah Anne sighed. “It’s not about money for him. He just wants to make sure that I’m doing the right thing.”

“I can understand that, but you’re sure about this, right?”

“Oh, definitely,” she said.

“Good, because I’m sure too. When I heard you sing in church, Deborah Anne, I was blown away. You left a big impression on me, and I know it’ll be the same with Lavelle.”

“I hope so. Do you think we’ll get a chance to see you while we’re out there?”

“Yeah, I’ll pick you up at the airport. Who’s coming with you?”

“My cousin Bubba. Mama wanted to come, but Bubba begged. I think if it were a longer trip, Mama would have, but when Bubba promised to be in church every Sunday, my parents decided to let him take the trip.”

They laughed.

Deborah Anne gave Triage her flight information, then leaned back in her chair after she hung up the phone. In less than twenty-four hours, no matter what happened with this audition, her life would never be the same. She’d be leaving Georgia for the very first time, taking her first airplane trip, and, finally, meeting one of the biggest entertainers in the world. She forced these thoughts to the back of her mind, though, and returned to the files on her desk. There would be more than enough time to think once she was done.


[image: art]

Deborah Anne pressed against the back of the airline seat and gripped the armrests. She closed her eyes and muttered a prayer. She was still holding her breath when she felt the plane level off, and only then did she open her eyes.
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