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From Angels Watching Over Me

Leah had been raised to be on her own. Her mother’s many marriages, their frequent moves and different schools had taught her to be independent. But she saw quite clearly that for the Amish, individuality was not a virtue. It was a curse. She stood. “Well, it looks like we’ve come full circle, Ethan. You were right after all—the English and the Amish can’t mingle.”

He stood too. “But we can care about one another,” he said carefully. “We can always care.”

From Lifted Up by Angels

“I guess I have a lot to learn about you Amish,” Leah said, taking a cup of punch from Ethan.

“Things are not always what they seem, Leah. Everyone here is free to try the things of the world. But we are still accountable to our families and traditions.”

“So I’m learning.” She wondered what was going on inside Ethan, where he fit in this strange no-man’s-land of Amish tradition and English worldliness. She felt a kinship with him. They were both searching for a place where they belonged.

From Until Angels Close My Eyes

The revelations about her father, mother and grandmother haunted her. How could she have never known the truth? Why hadn’t anyone told her until now?

“You should have been the one to tell me,” Leah said to her mother, knowing she sounded hurt. “Why am I always the last to know about everything in this family?”

“It isn’t a conspiracy, Leah. I was going to tell you about your father. I just never knew how.”



[image: ]




RL 4.7, AGES 012 AND UP

THE ANGELS TRILOGY
A Bantam Book / October 2002

This edition contains the complete and unabridged texts of the original editions. They have been completely reset for this volume. This omnibus was originally published in separate volumes under the titles:

Angels Watching Over Me copyright © 1996 by Lurlene McDaniel
Lifted Up by Angels copyright © 1997 by Lurlene McDaniel
Until Angels Close My Eyes copyright © 1998 by Lurlene McDaniel
This 2002 edition published by Bantam Books

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher. For information address Bantam Books.

ISBN 0-553-57098-6
eBook ISBN: 978-0-307-81413-5


Visit us on the Web! www.randomhouse.com/teens
Educators and librarians, for a variety of teaching tools, visit us at
www.randomhouse.com/teachers



Published simultaneously in the United States and Canada


Bantam Books is an imprint of Random House Children’s Books, a division of Random House, Inc. BANTAM BOOKS and the rooster colophon are registered trademarks of Random House, Inc. Bantam Books, 1540 Broadway, New York, New York 10036.



v3.1_r1





CONTENTS


Cover

Title Page

Copyright



[image: ] Angels Watching Over Me
Dedication

Epigraph

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty



[image: ] Lifted Up by Angels
Dedication

Epigraph

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one



[image: ] Until Angels Close My Eyes
Dedication

Epigraph

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three







Angels Watching Over Me





This book is dedicated to the memory of Emily Anne Thomas, a loyal reader and a precious child of God.
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Are not all angels ministering spirits sent to serve those who will inherit salvation?
(Hebrews 1:14, New International Version)




ONE
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“Well, I can’t believe a broken finger can land you in the hospital, Leah. Are you telling me everything? Are you sure those doctors know what they’re doing? I expected Indiana to be a little more progressive. Even if we are living in the boondocks.”

Leah Lewis-Hall gripped the phone receiver. Her mother sounded as if she were next door instead of halfway around the world in Japan on her honeymoon. Leah took a deep breath, not wanting to scream at her mother. But she didn’t want to let her know how scared she was either. I’m sixteen and perfectly capable of handling the unexpected on my own, she told herself. After all, nothing about her and her mother’s lives together had ever approached what was expected all these years.

Patiently Leah explained, “I saw the doctor Neil said to call in case of an emergency. He did some X rays and blood work and told me my finger was broken. Then he told me I should come to the hospital and be checked out more thoroughly. So I did.”

“How did you break your finger?”

“I don’t know. After I took you and Neil to the airport, it just started hurting. I didn’t bang it or anything. But it hurt so bad I couldn’t even sleep last night.” She didn’t add that sleeping alone in the old farmhouse Neil was renovating for the three of them to live in wasn’t exactly restful. “Maybe the doctor thought I should be in the hospital because the two of you are so far away.”

“I want to talk to a doctor. Is one around?”

“Not right now. Neil’s doctor said to call him at his office and he’d discuss it with you.” Leah hated acting as go-between. What other girl her age had to check herself into the hospital alone?

Neil Dutton got on the phone. “What’s going on, sugar?”

Leah wanted to shout, “I’m not your sugar and you aren’t my father!” Instead she explained the situation all over again.

Neil said, “Dr. Howser’s a good man, and if he thinks you’re better off in the hospital, then you are. Don’t you worry, I’ll call him and get the whole story and call you back later tonight. It’s six A.M. here,” he mused, “so that makes it—what? About four in the afternoon over there?”

“That’s right.” In Japan it was also a day later.

“I know we’re a long way off, but if you want us to come home, we can be there in less than twenty-four hours.”

Although being in the hospital frightened her, Leah certainly didn’t want to interrupt her mother’s new life. And she was positive that wasn’t what her mother wanted either. Also, she vaguely remembered that Neil, a retired auto executive, had an important meeting scheduled with some Japanese businessmen on behalf of his former company. She said, “Please put my mother back on.”

“Is that what you want us to do?” Roberta Dutton sounded cautious. “I mean, if you want us to come home—”

“No way,” Leah interrupted quickly. “It’s your honeymoon and I’m not a baby.”

“Well, maybe we shouldn’t act too hastily.” Leah could almost hear the relief in her mother’s voice. “I mean, wait until Neil talks to the doctor. Then we can decide what to do.” She paused. “Japan’s wonderful. I’ve already bought you some gorgeous things for Christmas, Leah. Why, I’ll bet no girl in that new high school of yours will have anything as nice. I’m talking designer labels, no imitations.” Her mother giggled. “Neil is positively pampering me.”

Leah hated her mother’s helpless-little-girl routine. Leah knew firsthand just how strong and unhelpless her mother could be when it suited her.

“I’m sure I’ll like whatever you’ve picked out,” Leah said dutifully. It was Thursday, and Christmas was only nine days away. Since she was in the hospital, Leah was missing a few days of school, but so what? She really didn’t have any friends at the high school yet. Maybe she was better off in the hospital.

Rural Indiana was a far cry from Dallas. Leah hated the cold weather, the dreary gray skies, the farm-country high school, the whole bucolic scene. She missed her friends and the sophistication of Dallas. So far, everybody she’d met seemed hopelessly hick and uncool. At least the hospital was in Indianapolis, a decent-sized city. Maybe she could persuade her mother to send her to a city high school starting in January. She could commute to the farm on weekends.

“So,” her mother said, “it’s settled. We’ll talk to the doctor and call you later.”

“Sure,” Leah said listlessly. “No use rushing back until we know something more.”

“That’s my girl,” Roberta said with a soothing lilt. “You were always so mature for your age, Leah. I know you can handle a few days in the hospital without me. While you’re there, you get anything you want. Neil said he’d pay for it. Besides, I’m convinced that the doctor is overreacting. You’re going to be perfectly fine, dear. Perfectly fine.”

Leah hung up and scrunched down under the covers, hot tears brimming in her eyes.

A woman knocked on the door, and Leah quickly swiped her hand across her eyes. “Come in.”

“Hi, I’m Molly Thasher, your day nurse. Just call me Molly. I’m here to take temp and blood pressure. It’s routine.”

Molly’s smile was so genuinely pleasant that Leah felt her spirits lift. “You don’t look like a nurse,” she told the thirty-something woman, whose long light-brown hair was clipped back by a gold barrette. She wore taupe slacks and a cranberry-colored long-sleeved shirt. A colorful Christmas pin on her shoulder twinkled with tiny lights.

“We try to dress real casual on the pedi floor. It’s less scary for the younger kids.”

“The pedi floor?”

“Pediatrics. You’re in the adolescent area, but we’re so crowded right now we may have to stack new patients in the hallway. I can’t remember the pedi floor ever being this full.” She slipped the blood pressure cuff around Leah’s arm.

“Will I get a roommate?”

“You might. Each room can accommodate two patients, but it is possible to get a private room. Would you mind sharing?”

Leah thought about it and decided it didn’t matter. Maybe she’d feel less isolated if she had a roommate. “Only if he’s really cute,” she told Molly.

The nurse laughed. “ ‘Fraid not. Your roomie would definitely be female.” Molly picked up Leah’s left hand. Leah’s forefinger had been strapped to a curved metal splint with gauze and tape.

Leah was embarrassed because her injury looked so insignificant. “My doctor isn’t sure what’s wrong with me.”

Molly grinned. “Well, at least you’re mobile. You should explore the place. We’ve got a nice game and rec room. Plenty of free snacks too, so long as you’re not on a restricted diet. In fact, we’re putting up a Christmas tree Saturday night; why don’t you come help decorate it?”

Leah couldn’t think of anything she’d like to do less. “I’ll think about it,” she said.

“So where are you from?” Molly pumped up the blood pressure cuff, and Leah felt it tighten around her arm.

Leah started to say “Dallas,” but realized that Texas wasn’t home anymore. “From Knightstown. My mother just remarried and the guy, Neil, bought this big farm and is fixing it up for us.”

“Sounds exciting. That’s pretty farm country.”

It isn’t to me, Leah thought, but she didn’t say it. “Neil’s always wanted to be a farmer. His first wife died a couple of years ago. He met Mom in Dallas three months ago and they just got married and went to Japan for their honeymoon.” She wasn’t sure why she was babbling on and on to Molly about things the woman probably couldn’t care less about.

“My father was a career navy man, and he was once stationed in Japan,” Molly said. “The country sounded so exotic to me, so romantic. Boy, did I ever want to go over and visit him.”

“Didn’t you get to?”

“No, he was back home in a year and then he got out of the service. He and my mother are retired now, and they have a condo here in Indy.”

Leah had never known her father and never would. He’d left her and her mother when Leah was barely three, and he’d died when Leah was ten. In fact, aside from her mother, Leah didn’t have any family. The only grandparent she’d ever known had been her father’s mother, Grandma Hall, who had died from liver cancer when Leah was ten. And since Grandma Hall and Leah’s mother didn’t get along, it had been difficult for Leah to be a part of her grandmother’s life.

Molly folded the blood pressure cuff. “I’ve lived all my life in Indiana, but I’ve always wanted to travel the world.”

“Why don’t you?” Leah couldn’t imagine being stuck in one place all her life. Maybe because she and her mother had always moved around so much.

“Oh, I’m married, I have two kids, and we’re settled. Maybe my husband and I will travel when we both retire.”

It all sounded deathly boring to Leah. Molly started to leave. “Will you be back?” Leah asked, not wanting to be left alone.

“My shift ends soon, but the night shift is a great bunch of nurses. You’ll like them.” Molly paused at the doorway. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Leah offered a smile, but when she was alone she lay in the bed feeling sorry for herself. Sick of moping around, she decided to do some exploring. She climbed out of bed and felt her leg buckle as pain shot through her kneecap.


TWO
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Leah grimaced and leaned against the bed, waiting for the throbbing to subside. Now what’s wrong? The pain had an eerily familiar quality. Was her knee broken too? She took a deep breath and counted to ten. Gingerly she put weight on her leg, and thankfully her knee didn’t give. She rubbed it. The knee was sore, but the sharp pain had gone away.

“Probably twisted it getting out of bed,” she mumbled. She found her robe and went out into the hall.

The ward was a cheerful-looking place, with a spotless expanse of patterned linoleum that looked as if it belonged in a kitchen, not a hospital. The doors of the rooms were different bright colors, with animals painted across them and along the walls. A small sign on the wall marked one of the doorways as Toddler Ward #1. Farther down the hall, another door was painted to look like the open mouth of a rabbit. Its sign read Baby Ward.

Leah soon discovered that the entire floor was constructed like a giant wheel, with spokelike halls leading to patient wards and rooms. At the hub of the wheel stood the nurses’ station, a large circular desk where the nurses congregated, keeping track of charts and monitoring individual patients with computer screens and banks of machines. The younger and sicker patients were closest to the hub.

The long corridor walls were painted with scenes from fairy tales. There were two waiting rooms on the floor for parents and relatives. And in a spacious rec room Leah discovered a gathering of younger kids watching a Snow White video on a giant-screen TV. The rec room also had neon-colored plastic climbing toys, and the carpet was patterned with games such as hopscotch and tic-tac-toe.

Leah tried the three doors at the end of the room and discovered video games, a snack bar and kitchen, and a library. The snack bar’s counter held bowls of fresh fruit, graham crackers and granola bars, and containers of fruit juices in bowls of ice. Vending machines lined one wall, and several tables stood in the center of the room. A young mother, patiently feeding a gaunt little boy, nodded at Leah. The boy had no hair and was attached to an IV line that led to a pole beside the table.

Leah shuddered. The little boy reminded her of Grandma Hall. Leah could remember visiting her sick grandmother in the hospital as though it were yesterday. Just like the little boy, her grandmother had been attached to an IV line and had been bald from chemotherapy treatments. At the time, her grandmother’s wasted body had terrified Leah, who loved her grandmother dearly in spite of her mother’s hostility.

Leah grabbed an apple from a bowl and retreated to the library, where she sorted through teen magazines in an attempt to forget the painful memories. She flopped onto a comfortable love seat and began to read. The magazines were filled with ideas for Christmas gifts and holiday fashions and only gave her pangs of homesickness.

All her friends, she was sure, would be going to holiday parties and on shopping expeditions and skating at the ice rink at Dallas’s Galleria Mall. She was stuck in a hospital while her mother was thousands of miles away. No use feeling sorry for yourself, Leah insisted silently. A glance at the clock showed that it was six.

Hoping she hadn’t missed the dinner cart, Leah returned to her room but stopped just outside the doorway. Another bed had been placed in the room, and on it sat a girl who looked about five years old. The girl was sobbing and clinging to a woman dressed in a peculiarly old-fashioned style of clothing. Her dark blue skirt brushed the floor. The sleeves of her blouse were long, the neck high. A filmy white cap covered the woman’s long hair, which was twisted into a bun at the nape of her neck. She wore no makeup and no jewelry, and she had no wedding band.

“There, there,” the woman cooed soothingly. “Do not cry so, Rebekah. You’re hurting my heart with such a flood of tears. You know I must go home to nurse the baby. But Charity and Ethan will come tomorrow.”

“Don’t go, Mama,” the girl sobbed.

Feeling like an intruder, Leah wasn’t sure what to do. Just then a man stepped from behind the open closet door. He too was dressed in a strangely old-fashioned way. His suit was dark, without lapels or buttons, and he held a broad-brimmed black hat in his big, rough hands. He had a beard but no mustache, and his long hair brushed the top of his collar. “Come, Tillie, the van’s waiting downstairs. We’ve a long way to go tonight and it’s beginning to snow.”

“Papa,” the child wailed, reaching for him. “Don’t leave me, Papa.” He hugged her tightly.

For the first time, the woman noticed Leah. “We did not mean to disturb you. Rebekah’s scared, but she’ll quiet down after we’ve gone.”

Leah stammered, “I-It’s okay. I don’t mind. You’re not bothering me one bit.” Fascinated, she stared at the threesome. She stepped forward and held out her hand to the girl. “I’m Leah. We’re going to be roommates.”

The small girl’s body quivered as she struggled to stop crying. “Leah?” she repeated, staring at Leah’s flowered robe and dark, shoulder-length hair. “Are you a plain person?”

The question thoroughly confused Leah. “Plain enough.”

“We’re Jacob and Tillie Longacre,” the girl’s mother explained. “We’re Amish.”

Visions of photos Leah had seen of horse-drawn buggies and farms in Pennsylvania flashed in her head. She knew absolutely nothing about the Amish. She managed a cautious smile. “I—um—I’m just a regular person.”

“We hate to leave our Rebekah, but we can’t stay this night with her. Her sister Charity and her brother Ethan will come tomorrow, but until then she must be alone,” Jacob explained.

“She’s so young,” Rebekah’s mother said, wringing her hands.

“I’m not going anywhere,” Leah said, feeling a surge of sympathy for little Rebekah. She knew what it felt like to be deserted. “Can we be friends?”

The girl was quiet. She bit her lower lip, picked up a rag doll and hugged it tightly against her chest. “Will you stay in the room with me?”

“That’s my bed right there,” Leah said, pointing across the room.

After a few more hugs and whispers, Rebekah’s parents edged toward the door. At the doorway Tillie turned to Rebekah and said, “Remember what I’ve told you. The Lord’s angel will watch over you until we can be with you.” She smiled at Leah and said, “Thank you.” And then they were gone.

For a moment Rebekah stared with wide blue eyes at the empty doorway. Slowly tears began to slide down her cheeks. Flustered, Leah reached out and awkwardly patted the tiny girl. “Would you like to watch TV?”

Rebekah shook her head.

“That’s a pretty doll. What’s her name?”

“Rose,” Rebekah said, sniffing.

The doll was as unadorned as the child who clutched her. Rebekah wore a simple long nightdress with a high neck, and a cap like her mother’s over a head of wispy golden curls. Her cheeks looked rosy, her blue eyes red and swollen from crying. Leah felt at a loss. She didn’t have any siblings.

Rebekah looked up at her. “Are you an angel?”

“No way,” Leah said with a smile. She sat on the edge of Rebekah’s bed. “Do you know why you’re in the hospital?”

Rebekah held out her arm. A bright red splotch stained the inside of her wrist and lower arm. It looked swollen. “A spider bit me. And I got sick.”

Sitting close to the child, Leah could feel heat emanating from her small body, and she realized that Rebekah’s cheeks were rosy because of a fever. “Did you bite him back?” she asked.

Rebekah looked startled, then giggled. “No.”

Making Rebekah laugh made Leah feel better than she had all day.

Two nurses bustled into the room, and Rebekah shrank back. “We have to put in an IV,” one of the nurses explained.

Terrified, Rebekah shook her head.

“I’ll stay with you,” Leah said quickly.

One of the nurses eyed her. “Are you her sister?”

“Her roommate.”

Rebekah clutched at Leah’s hand. “Don’t leave, Leah.”

The single plea cut like a knife through Leah’s heart, and she knew there was no way she could leave Rebekah.

Leah moved closer to Rebekah and reached for her small hand. “Look at me, not them,” she instructed.

Obediently Rebekah fixed her gaze on Leah. “This is nothing,” Leah said, hoping she sounded more convincing than she felt. “A piece of cake.”

“Cake? Can I have some cake?”

Leah remembered the snack bar. “If it’s all right with the nurse, I’ll get you a cookie or something as soon as they’re finished.”

The nurse flipped open Rebekah’s chart. “No food restrictions. The dinner cart’s on its way, but a cookie would be fine.”

“Lie still, honey,” the technician said. “This will just be a little prick.”

Leah smiled reassuringly at Rebekah, who lay rigid on the bed. From the corner of her eye, Leah watched the lab technician gently slide the needle of the IV under the skin on the back of Rebekah’s hand. The child trembled, but she didn’t move. Leah felt queasy. She watched as a tear slid from the corner of Rebekah’s eye. “You’re doing great,” Leah said, still clasping Rebekah’s hand.

Soon the IV was in and running, the tubing taped to Rebekah’s arm and safety-pinned to the bedsheet. “This medicine will make you feel better,” the nurse said, patting her patient.

When they were gone Leah stood and said, “I’ll get you that cookie now.”

Rebekah clutched at her. “Don’t go, Leah. Please don’t leave me.”

Leah started to explain that she’d be right back, but the look of terror in Rebekah’s eyes stopped her. “I won’t leave,” she said softly. “I won’t leave you alone tonight for a single minute.”


THREE
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As she tried to fall asleep that night, Leah’s mind flashed to a memory of when she was six years old. She and her mother had been living in a trailer, and Don, her mother’s second husband, had been gone for more than a month. Her mother had tucked bedcovers around Leah. “Don’t leave, Mama,” Leah had pleaded.

“I have to go to work, Leah. But all the doors will be locked and I’ll be back before you get up in the morning for school.”

“Don’t go,” Leah wailed.

“Hush! Stop that. I don’t want to go, but I have to if we want to eat next week. Close your eyes and go to sleep.”

Leah had lain stiff and unmoving in the dark, listening to her mother’s car driving away into the night. Dogs howled. Trees rustled in the wind. Terror made her heart pound until she thought it might pop out of her chest. She was alone. Totally alone …

“Leah?”

The sound of Rebekah’s voice snapped Leah back to the present. “What?” she asked softly.

“Will you read me a story?”

“Um … I don’t have a book.” She remembered the library, but she doubted Rebekah would let her leave the room long enough to go there.

“I have my book.” Rebekah pointed to the shelf in the bedside table.

Leah turned on the bedside light and retrieved a Bible storybook. “So, which story do you want to hear?”

“Read about Mary and the angel.”

Leah rarely attended church and wasn’t very familiar with the Bible, but she flipped open the well-worn book and scanned the table of contents. She found the story and read about how an angel of the Lord came to a young virgin to announce that she would bear God’s Son. To Leah it had always sounded sort of farfetched. She knew virgins didn’t get pregnant and remain virgins. Still, the story must have soothed Rebekah, because soon the little girl was asleep.

Leah stole back to her own bed and crawled between the sheets. Her knee again felt sore, and a nagging ache in her lower back made her toss restlessly. But she must have slept because she was startled awake when someone slid a blood pressure cuff around her arm.

“I’ll be gone in a minute,” the night nurse whispered.

“I only have a broken finger,” Leah grumbled, irritated that she was being awakened to have her arm squeezed and a thermometer thrust in her mouth. Didn’t these people have anything better to do than pester patients at night?

The night nurse performed the routine procedures on Rebekah too. Once the nurse had left the room, Leah heard Rebekah whimper. She called out, “Hey, it’s okay. I’m right over here. Can you see me?”

“I’m scared, Leah.”

Leah thought about getting up and going over to the child, but her back was sore and a draining fatigue was sapping her strength. “Do you want me to tell you a story?”

“Can you tell me about Abraham and Isaac?”

“Um … I’m afraid I don’t know that one. How about Snow White?” she offered, reminding herself to leave out the scary parts about the witch.

“Who?” Rebekah asked.

Her question surprised Leah. She thought every little girl had seen the Disney version of the fairy tale. “How about Cinderella or Sleeping Beauty?”

“Who are they?”

Now Leah was at a loss. How could Rebekah not have heard these famous stories? “Never mind. How about I tell you all about where I used to live in Texas?”

“Is that far away?”

“Sure is.” Leah started her story, describing the cowboys and Indians of legends—and wished she’d paid more attention in history class. In no time Rebekah drifted off to sleep.

Leah slept too, but she woke up when she heard someone come into the room. Not another checkup, she thought, moaning to herself. How did they expect a person to get well when the nurses kept waking her all night long? But the nurse didn’t come to her bed. She went to Rebekah’s. Through sleepy eyes Leah watched the woman smooth the sheets and tuck in the blankets around the sleeping child.

Her movements were whisper-soft, and she seemed so caring, so gentle, that a peaceful feeling washed over Leah. She was suddenly glad she wasn’t alone in the farmhouse. At least in the hospital she could be near other people.

The nurse stood silently beside Rebekah’s bed, and Leah drifted off to sleep.

She was awakened the next morning not by nurses but by doctors making rounds. Dr. Howser said, “Good morning, Leah. How are you feeling today?”

“Tired. Nurses kept coming in and out all night long.”

He smiled. “Taking vital signs is hospital routine, I’m afraid. I want you to meet a colleague of mine.”

He stepped aside, and another doctor peered down at her. “I’m Dr. Thomas, an orthopedist,” the man said. “I’m a bone specialist and I’ve been called in to consult on your case.”

“What’s wrong with me?” she asked the tall, slim doctor.

He smiled reassuringly. “That’s what we’re going to find out. I’ve got a telephone conference scheduled with your parents this afternoon—”

“Neil’s not my father,” Leah interrupted.

“Sorry,” Dr. Thomas said. “Anyway, Dr. Howser got your mother’s approval to run some tests on you.”

“What kinds of tests?” Leah was starting to feel uneasy.

“Blood work, of course. But also a CT bone scan.”

“What’s that? Will it hurt?”

“It’s a kind of X ray that gives us a three-dimensional look at the inside of your body, and no, it doesn’t hurt.”

“Why would you want to see my bones?”

“To see what you’re made of,” he said with a twinkle in his eye.

“Sugar and spice and everything nice,” she shot back, making him laugh. She quickly added, “Dr. Howser took an X ray of my finger yesterday. He said it was broken. What else is there to see?”

“The X ray showed that there was a small hole in the bone. The hole weakened the finger and caused it to break. I want more X rays to confirm that finding. And I want to evaluate the condition of other bones in your body.”

Neither doctor looked much concerned, which made Leah feel calmer. “So does this mean I’ll be stuck in the hospital?”

“At least for a few days,” Dr. Thomas said. “You’ve been staying by yourself at home, haven’t you?”

She’d been staying by herself off and on since she was six, but she rarely told anyone that. People might get the impression that her mother was neglectful. She wasn’t. But she was busy with her own life. “I can take care of myself,” Leah told the doctors. “Mom’s on her honeymoon, but she’ll be back before Christmas.”

“And we can reach her by phone,” Dr. Howser assured his colleague.

Dr. Thomas flipped open Leah’s chart. “You told Dr. Howser you’ve been tired lately.”

“Sort of. But I’ve been busy too. I mean, this fall we moved up here, Mom got married, and I started a new school.”

“Any other aches and pains?” He wrote as he talked.

“My knee’s sore. And my back too.”

“Where?”

She placed a hand against the small of her back. “Right here. Down deep. I think maybe I twisted it or something.”

Dr. Thomas examined her, kneading her spine and manipulating her knee. She squirmed because the areas were sore and felt bruised. Finally he said, “Someone will come up later and take you down to X ray. And we’ll see you again on rounds tomorrow morning.”

When they were gone Leah looked over at Rebekah, who was staring at her. “Did they wake you up with all their talking?”

“I want my mama.”

Leah wanted hers too, in a way. She smiled and said, “I’m sure she’ll be back today for a visit.”

Rebekah’s lower lip began to tremble. Leah struggled out of bed and padded across the floor to Rebekah’s bedside. The child’s face still looked feverish, and her arm looked redder and more swollen. The IV bag was nearly empty. Leah wondered when Rebekah’s doctor would be in to see her. “How about breakfast?” she asked, hoping to distract her. “I think I hear the cart coming down the hall.”

Leah stopped talking because Rebekah didn’t look interested. Her small shoulders began to shake, and sobs escaped from her mouth. Instinctively Leah put her arms around the girl. “Oh, Rebekah, don’t cry,” she begged, feeling helpless.

She saw the nurse call button and reached for it. But suddenly a male hand clamped over hers and a strong, firm voice boomed, “What are you doing to our sister?”
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Leah spun, only to stare up into the face of a tall blond-haired boy with intense sky-blue eyes.

“Ethan!” Rebekah cried. He scooped her up, and Leah stepped aside and bumped into a girl. She appeared to be Leah’s age and was dressed in a simple long-sleeved brown dress. She wore a gauzy head covering identical to the one Rebekah’s mother had been wearing.

The girl smiled and held out her hand. “I’m Charity Longacre, Rebekah’s sister. You must be Leah. My parents spoke of you.”

Thoroughly flustered, Leah eased backward toward her side of the room. She hadn’t expected anyone from Rebekah’s family to show up so early. Nor had she expected to face such a good-looking guy while she wore a shapeless hospital gown. She hadn’t brushed her teeth either, or combed her hair or put on a smidgen of makeup. “It’s so early,” she mumbled.

“We left Nappanee, where we live, at five this morning. It’s a hundred and fifty miles, and we didn’t know what time breakfast would be served here in the hospital. We didn’t want Rebekah to have to eat alone.” Charity pulled off a cape and smoothed the long, full skirt of her dress. Her brown hair was parted in the middle and twisted into a bun. She wore no makeup, not even lipstick, but her green eyes were fringed with incredibly thick lashes, and her cheeks looked rosy from the cold outside.

Leah slid between the bedcovers and tugged them up to her chin, trying not to look as ill at ease as she felt. “Breakfast is on its way,” she said.

Ethan turned, then averted his gaze from Leah in the bed. She saw color rush into his face and realized he was embarrassed by her presence. “I—I’m sorry if I spoke harshly to you,” he said.

Harshly? Leah thought. What a weird word for a teenage guy to use. “No problem. Rebekah was crying, and I was just trying to calm her down.”

“Where’s Mama?” Rebekah asked.

“She’ll be here later,” Charity said. “After breakfast and morning chores. And she’ll be bringing the baby so she won’t have to rush home to nurse him.”

“Who’s feeding my chickens?” Rebekah asked.

“Simeon,” Ethan said with an impish smile. “And not very gracefully either.”

Rebekah giggled. Charity smiled at Leah and explained. “Simeon’s seven and Rebekah took over hen duty from him last fall. He doesn’t like taking up work in the henhouse again one bit.”

“You have chickens?” Leah asked. Neil’s farm had no animals, but what if he wanted them someday? Would she have to feed chickens and pigs? She didn’t like the idea.

“We have many animals,” Charity said. “Ours is a working farm, where our whole family lives.”

“How many of you are there?”

“Mama and Papa, seven of us, and Opa and Oma, our grandparents, too.”

“You all live in the same house? And you’re telling me Rebekah has six brothers and sisters?”

“There are three boys and four girls in our family,” Charity said with pride. “Sarah’s the oldest at nineteen. Ethan, seventeen”—she nodded toward her brother, who was sorting through a duffel bag with Rebekah—”me, I’m sixteen; our sister Elizabeth, she’s twelve; Simeon; Rebekah; and Nathan, the baby, who’s two months.”

Leah had many friends in Dallas, but none had such a large family. While she sometimes wished she had a sister, she’d never wanted a whole bunch of sisters and brothers. In fact, when the kids she knew discussed large families, it was always with an air of disdain, as if too many siblings were an embarrassment. But Charity acted as if her large family were something to be proud of. “Sounds … large,” Leah finally commented.

Charity laughed. “If the Lord wills it, most of the Amish have large families. Our house has been in our family for over seventy years, and one day it will go to Ethan because he’s the oldest son. Right now we’re getting ready for Christmas Day. Mama and Oma have been baking for weeks. And Papa and Opa are in the workshop late at night. I can’t wait—”

“Charity!” Ethan barked. “We came to be with Rebekah, not bend the ears of her roommate.”

Charity’s face flushed beet red, and she dropped her gaze. “He’s right. I’m sorry.”

“She can talk the ears off of field corn,” he said apologetically.

“I don’t mind,” Leah said. She thought the three of them were different and interesting. And she was lonely and wanted someone to talk to.

Just then an orderly entered, balancing breakfast trays. “Good morning.” She set the trays down on utility tables in front of Leah and Rebekah.

Leah raised the cover on her plate and grimaced.

“What’s wrong?” Charity asked.

“Eggs. Ugh. I hate eggs.”

Charity studied her quizzically. “But you must eat breakfast?”

“I usually skip breakfast. Or I eat a muffin or fruit on my way to school.”

“On the farm, I help Mama cook meals every day,” Charity said. “We always have platters of bacon and eggs, hot biscuits, butter and honey before the men begin work in the fields.”

“Well, sure,” Leah said quickly. “I guess if you were going to plow the north forty you could eat that way. But most of us do other things all day. You know, like sit in school and listen to boring teachers.”

“You don’t like school?” Charity asked.

“It’s so-so. Do you like it?”

“I no longer go to school. I completed my learning and now I help with the farm.”

“You’re finished with school?” Charity had sounded pleased with her achievement, but Leah was shocked. “How can you be?”

“Our bishop sees no purpose in school beyond eighth grade. Wisdom and understanding are much more important than knowledge and facts.”

“Your bishop decides when you quit school?”

“I know all the important things,” Charity countered. “I can calculate. I can read. I speak English and German. I have memorized many pages of Scripture. I know all that is necessary to be a wife and mother.”

“A what?” Leah was stunned. “Don’t you want to go to college?”

Ethan moved to stand beside his sister. “You cannot go babbling to outsiders, sister. The English do not understand our ways. You make us sound foolish.”

Leah felt a flash of anger. “You don’t have to bite her head off. I mean, we’re just talking. And I’m trying to understand your ways. Which sound pretty primitive to me.”

The two Amish teens stepped back, as if Leah’s anger had stung them. They both looked confused, and Leah was embarrassed. But it was Rebekah’s cry that diverted everyone’s attention.

“Don’t yell at each other,” she pleaded.

Both sister and brother turned and tried to console her.

“Are you mad at Leah?” Rebekah asked. “She is my friend. Don’t be mad at her.”

Leah felt her anger dissipate. “No one’s mad,” she said. “I’m sorry, Rebekah. I didn’t mean to yell.”

“And we’re sorry too,” Ethan said. He cast a glance at Leah. “Forgive me for speaking unkindly to you.”

Leah shrugged, not trusting her own emotions. Ethan might have been one of the best-looking boys she’d ever met, but he was also the most unusual. She didn’t know how to react to him.

Molly, the nurse from yesterday, breezed into the room. “Time for meds.” She introduced herself to Rebekah, Ethan and Charity, checked Rebekah’s IV and hung a new bag of clear fluid on the IV stand, chattering as she worked.

When she got to Leah, she said, “I’m supposed to take you down to X ray.” She returned with a wheelchair, and when Leah protested, saying that she could walk, Molly shook her head. “No way. Every patient rides.”

Leah was glad to get out of the room for a while and escape the tension her words with Ethan had caused. “Do you know anything about the Amish?” she asked Molly.

“A little. There’s a large community of them up in Nappanee, along with a tourist attraction called Amish Acres. The Acres lets you take a peek at Amish life as it was a hundred years ago—which, incidentally, is about the same as it is today. These people live very simply. And they’re not only exceptional farmers, they’re also outstanding craftsmen, especially in carpentry work.”

“Well, I think they’re weird,” Leah declared. “And I do mean weird.”

“Not weird … just different. They call themselves plain people because they don’t believe in adornments of any kind. They separate themselves from the rest of us, whom they call English—the out-worlders.”

Leah recalled Ethan calling her “English” and “an outsider” back in the room. “They’re plain, all right. Did you know that Charity doesn’t even go to school because some bishop thinks she should just get married and have babies? Is that backward or what? I’ll bet they treat women like slaves.”

“You’re wrong. The Old Order Amish have built their lifestyle on the values of love, forgiveness and peace. They’re such pacifists that Congress has exempted Amish men from military service. Mostly they just want to be left alone.”

Leah shook her head. “Doesn’t sound like much fun to me. What’s wrong with civilization?”

“Plenty, to their way of thinking. They believe the outside world will contaminate their culture and change them and their ways. They avoid such contamination at all costs.”

“But if that’s so, then everything in this place is a contaminant.” It unsettled Leah to think of herself that way.

Molly stopped the wheelchair in front of a door marked “Radiation Lab.” “Well, fortunately they aren’t against modern medicine. Good thing too. Rebekah is one very sick little girl.”
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Molly’s statement sobered Leah. “She is? All she told me was that a spider bit her.”

“Yes, a brown recluse spider. That can be bad enough, but now a strep or staph infection has set in and is moving up her arm from the site of the bite. Her doctor’s got her on a powerful IV antibiotic. That’s why she’s in the hospital.”

Leah was worried about Rebekah. And she felt protective of the child, although there was no need for that with Ethan around.

A technician stepped up to Leah. “You ready?”

She started, having forgotten for a moment why she was there. “I’m ready,” she said.

“I’ll come back for you,” said Molly as she left the room.

The technician wheeled Leah into a small lab. “First thing we do is inject a little radioactive fluid into you,” he said. “Your bones absorb it and then show up nice and clear on the film.”

After the injection Leah had to kill time in a tiny waiting room that had been decorated for Christmas. Candy canes and glass balls were strung on a tinsel garland hanging along one wall, and a tiny artificial tree with blinking lights sat on a TV set. A lopsided angel perched atop the tree. One of her wings was bent. Leah felt a wave of self-pity sweep through her. She’d just as soon skip Christmas this year. The holiday was all tinsel and glitz and had no meaning.

The technician returned and led her into a room with a table and an enormous machine with a flat, glasslike plate. “This is the camera,” he explained. “You climb up on the table, lie flat and be still. The camera will move along your body and photograph your skeleton one part at a time. This will give your doctor a look at your entire bone structure.”

“What’s my doctor looking for, anyway?”

The technician shrugged. “You’ll have to ask him. All I do is take the pictures.” He settled her on the table and left the room. Soon his voice came through a speaker. “All ready?”

“Let’s do it.”

The huge camera moved with a mechanical clunking down her body. After a short time the technician announced, “All done.”

Leah returned to the wheelchair and waited for Molly. It seemed as if she sat there forever. Just when she’d decided to wheel herself back up to her floor, Molly hurried into the room, visibly upset. “Leah, I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to leave you stranded down here, but we’ve had a minor disaster on the floor.”

“What kind? Flood? Tornado? Fire? Is everyone okay?”

“Nothing like that. Someone stole the Christmas tree for the pedi floor.”

“Stole it?”

“It’s a big artificial tree, a really good one. We take it down every year and put it in the same storage room. But this year when we went to haul it out, it was missing.”

“Sort of like the Grinch stealing Christmas.”

“Worse. If I ever find out who did it …”

“So what’re you going to do about a tree?”

“Well, we’re taking up a collection to buy a new one so we won’t have to postpone tomorrow night’s decorating party.”

“I could put in a few dollars,” Leah said, thinking of Rebekah. She wondered if Amish children had ever heard of Santa Claus.

Molly patted her shoulder. “Patients shouldn’t have to help bankroll a Christmas tree. But thanks for the offer.”

When Leah returned to her room, Charity was sitting in a chair beside Rebekah’s bed, knitting. Ethan wasn’t there. Rebekah was sleeping, so Charity pulled the curtain that separated Rebekah’s and Leah’s beds and took a chair over to Leah’s side of the room. “Would you like to sit and talk?” she asked.

“Where’s the watchdog?” Leah asked.

Charity giggled. “You mean Ethan? He’s exploring. Neither of us has ever been to a hospital before.”

“Hospitals are pretty boring. Especially when you feel fine.” Leah filled Charity in about what was going on with her medically. “Basically, they aren’t telling me anything.”

“They will tell your parents, won’t they?”

“My mother,” Leah corrected. “Neil’s not my father.”

“Doesn’t your real father know you’re in the hospital?”

“No. He died when I was ten.”

Charity looked startled. “Oh—I’m so sorry, Leah. You’ve never even known your own father?”

Her words stung, but Leah quickly realized that Charity was only curious. From the viewpoint of Charity’s supertight family, a family with no father might seem as strange as a two-headed dog. “He took off when I was three. My name, Lewis-Hall, is the last name of both my parents put together.”

“My mother took my father’s name,” Charity said. “I thought every woman took her husband’s name.”

“Lots of people hyphenate last names. And some women don’t change their names at all. If I took a new last name every time my mother remarried, my name would be a foot long.”

“How many times has she married?”

“Neil is number five.” Charity looked so shocked, Leah felt compelled to explain. “But she’s done better every time. You know, some women work for a living, some marry.” All at once she felt foolish under Charity’s incredulous stare. “Well, don’t Amish women ever remarry?” she asked.

“Only if they are widowed.”

“You don’t believe in divorce?”

“Under some circumstances it is allowed, but marriage is a holy union. It is a covenant, like the one God made with his people. It should not be broken.”

Leah rolled her eyes indulgently. “Not anymore. Don’t you know what’s going on in today’s world?”

“No. And I’m not sure I want to know.”

Charity’s naïveté was beginning to get on Leah’s nerves. “Well, here’s a news flash: People don’t stay in bad marriages anymore.”

“People think we are strange because we choose to be the way we are,” Charity said softly. “But what’s normal about taking many spouses and not having a family home?”

Leah stiffened. “Different strokes for different folks.”

Charity studied her with her clear green eyes until Leah began to feel squirmy. She decided to change the subject. “Um—so, how’s Rebekah?”

Charity’s brow puckered. “Not so good.”

Leah sat up straighter. “She’s not improving?”

“It’s slow. But many people are praying for her—” She stopped abruptly.

“It’s all right. You don’t have to watch every word you say around me. I had friends back in Dallas who prayed.”

“But you don’t?”

“I just never got into religion.” Now Leah felt self-conscious about her lack of sophistication in a world that Charity knew intimately. “Maybe we shouldn’t talk about this stuff. I—I like you and I don’t want to say anything more to hurt your feelings.”

Charity’s face broke into a generous smile. “I like you, too, Leah Lewis-Hall. I have never had an outsider friend.”

An outsider. That’s what Leah had been all her life. She and her mother had moved so often, she’d never felt as if she belonged anywhere. And despite the defiant confidence she showed Charity, she was embarrassed by her mother’s five marriages. Why couldn’t her mother just get it right so that they could live like regular people?

Leah asked, “So is your mother coming later today?”

“She can’t. I haven’t told Rebekah yet because it will upset her. Baby Nathan is sick with a fever, and Mama must stay with him. Papa is coming tomorrow—Saturday. Until then Ethan and I will have to substitute for our parents.”

“Maybe you could call your mother later tonight and let Rebekah talk to her.”

“We have no phone.”

“You’re kidding!”

“None of the Amish where we live have phones.”

“But how did your mother let you know about the baby?”

“She went into town and used the phone. We are not opposed to using phones, we just do not believe in owning them.”

This made no sense to Leah. “But if you use phones, why not have one in your house?”

Charity smiled patiently and, leaning forward, said, “We have no electricity, no cars, no modern things. Life on our farms is as it was a hundred years ago. The Bible says that Christians should separate themselves from the world, that we should be “in the world, but not of the world.’ We ‘hold fast to that which is good.’ For us, faith is lived out in our community. We marry our own kind, birth our own kind, bury our own kind.

“We believe that God created all things and that he sustains all creation. We believe that man is sinful and that only the blood of Jesus can redeem us from our sins. We expect to die and go to heaven and glorify God forever. We are not like you, Leah. But also, we are not backward, or stupid, or foolish. We are Amish. And I am not ashamed.”

Leah listened dumbstruck. Charity was so certain of what she believed that she could speak about it without stumbling over words. And without apology. Leah knew she should respond but she didn’t know how. The sudden buzz of the phone rescued her. Quickly she rose to answer it before it could ring again and wake Rebekah.

“Hello?”

“Leah, darling! Neil spoke with your doctors just an hour ago. Can we talk?”
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“I’m stuck in the hospital, remember?” Leah replied.

“What else is there to do but talk?” She held her hand over the mouthpiece and told Charity, “It’s my mother.”

Charity waved and slipped behind Rebekah’s curtain.

From faraway Japan, her mother’s voice said, “Don’t act sulky, Leah. You’re being cared for.”

But not by you, Leah thought. “So what did the doctor tell you?” she asked.

“Not a darn thing! Honestly, I hope they know what they’re doing at that place. You’d think they could tell us something by now.”

Leah was disappointed. “They still don’t know what’s wrong with me?”

“Evidently, according to Dr. Thomas,” her mother said, then quoted, “you’re ‘manifesting symptoms that are consistent with any number of health problems.’ As if that’s supposed to pacify me. At any rate, they’ve scheduled more tests starting Monday morning, and once they can evaluate the results, they might be able to diagnose you. There’s no excuse for dragging this thing out.”

“I don’t want to spend Christmas in the hospital.”

“I’m sure you won’t have to. But until I get some sort of definitive word from your doctor, I’m not cutting my honeymoon short. That seemed okay with you the last time we talked.”

“Sure, it’s fine.” Leah forced herself not to sound disappointed.

“But don’t you worry. We’re flying into Indianapolis December twenty-third, just like we planned. We’ll come straight to the hospital and spring you. Then it’s home to the farm for Christmas Eve and Christmas Day. We’ll put up a tree and put out all our presents. Why, I’m even planning to cook a turkey with all the trimmings.”

“But what if they still don’t know what’s wrong with me?”

“Then we’ll find another doctor after Christmas. But I’m sure that won’t be necessary. Now, is there anything else we need to discuss?”

Leah could think of a hundred things. She wanted to say “I’m scared” but couldn’t get the words out. She wanted to say “I love you.”

“Um, Mom, I—”

“Whoops! Sorry, dear, I’ve got to run. Someone’s at the door. I’ll call you before Monday. Ciao.”

Leah held the receiver for a long time, listening to the dial tone that only moments before had been the voice of her mother. With tears welling in her eyes, she hung up.

She decided to take a belated morning shower and put on her makeup, hoping it would make her feel better. She was just adding the finishing touches—not easy with her broken finger—when Molly came in to take blood pressures and temps. By now Rebekah was awake, but she lay in the bed listlessly. She looked feverish. Charity tried to soothe her while Molly worked.

“Did you find the missing tree?” Leah asked, coming out of the bathroom as she spritzed on an expensive perfume.

“Still missing,” Molly said.

Leah told Charity what had happened.

“Stealing is wrong,” Charity said, sighing. “This outsider world of yours is not a very nice place, Leah.”

Was she asking Leah to defend the world at large? “There are good people too,” Leah said. “Aren’t there, Molly?”

“A few saints. An angel or two.”

“Where’s the angel?” Rebekah asked.

“The angels are watching over you, little sister. You just can’t see them,” said Charity, smoothing Rebekah’s damp forehead.

“Can you see any angels, Leah?” Rebekah asked.

“Not really.” Believing in angels was a little like believing in fairies and elves, Leah thought. Interesting mythology, but not scientifically valid.

Molly said, “I think you’re an angel, Rebekah. Now, why don’t you close your eyes and let this good medicine do its work.” She adjusted the drip on Rebekah’s IV.

Rebekah sighed. Molly turned to Leah. “You look pretty. Got a date?”

Leah ran her fingers through her thick hair. “Actually, I think I missed my date with the lunch tray. I’m starved.”

“My fault,” Molly said. “I didn’t get you back up here in time. But don’t worry, there’s plenty to eat in the rec room. Pizza, sandwiches, fresh fruit—go help yourself.”

“Do you want me to bring you something?” Leah asked Charity.

“No, thank you. We ate already.” Charity smiled at Leah.

The rec room was more crowded than before. The giant-screen TV was now showing The Little Mermaid for a group of engrossed kids, as toddlers climbed on the plastic play equipment. Some of the children were hooked to IV lines that hung from poles standing next to them. Some were bald from chemotherapy treatments. Some had broken limbs in casts. A candy striper aide sat in a corner, overseeing the group and running interference when two toddlers had a confrontation.

Leah ventured into the kitchen and stopped short. Ethan stood in front of a vending machine, contemplating the selections.

“You have to put money in. You can’t just wish the stuff out,” Leah said, hoping to make him smile.

Startled, he jumped back. “You surprised me.” His cheeks reddened, and he dropped his gaze. He didn’t offer her the hoped-for smile.

“Sorry,” she said irritably. Why did he always look away from her? Did his religion forbid him to look her in the eye? “Do you want me to help?” she asked.

“I—I have no money for the machine.”

“I have quarters.” She reached into the pocket of her robe. “Here. Let me treat you. What would you like?”

“I cannot take—”

“Of course you can,” she interrupted. “Buying you a candy bar doesn’t make us engaged, does it?” She popped in two quarters. “What’s your favorite?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never had one before.”

“Are you joking?”

“Is this funny to you?”

“Only strange,” she said, more hesitant now, her annoyance subsiding. “I’ll pick for you.” She punched a button, and a Milky Way bar dropped down the chute. She picked it up and handed it to him. “This is one of my favorites. Try it.”

Hesitantly he took it from her, careful not to touch her hand. “Thank you.”

She tried to make eye contact, but Ethan kept his gaze on the candy bar. Again her anger flared. She spun and stalked over to the counter and a platter holding a stack of wrapped sandwiches. She grabbed one, took a fruit drink, and dropped into a nearby chair, pointedly ignoring Ethan. The guy might be good-looking, but he was a jerk as far as she was concerned.

From the corner of her eye she saw that Ethan hadn’t left the room. He just stood by the door, shifting from foot to foot. His shirt was white broadcloth. His pants were the same wide-legged style as his father’s. He wore heavy, dark boots. There was nothing fashionable about him. He was nothing like any of the boys she’d known back in Dallas. She tried hard not to look at him. Still he didn’t move.

She couldn’t stand it anymore. “What!” she cried. “What do you want? Is the candy bar poison or something?”

He shook his head, his gaze riveted to the floor.

“Then what’s wrong, Ethan? Is there something wrong with me? Is there a particular reason why you won’t look at me or talk to me?”

“No.” He came closer until he was standing over her, staring straight down into her eyes.

His gaze was so intense that Leah felt as if it might burn her. She swallowed hard. Her hands trembled, and her heart began to race. “What is it? Do you dislike me?” Her voice quivered with false bravado.

“Dislike you?” He looked as if she’d slapped him. “I do not dislike you, Leah Lewis-Hall. I think that you are the most beautiful girl I have ever set my eyes upon.”
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“You do?” Leah stared at him. “You actually think I’m pretty?”

“It is impossible for me not to think so. You are beautiful.”

She felt herself blush. No guy had ever been so forthright with her. In her experience, most guys liked to play head games with girls. They liked to come on strong, then back away if a girl showed any interest. She grew wary. Maybe Ethan was the same way. “I’ll bet you’ve told lots of girls they’re pretty,” she said tentatively.

He shook his head. “I have only taken Martha Dewberry home but once in my buggy.”

“You’ve lost me, Ethan. What’s a buggy ride got to do with feeding girls a line?” Leah pushed out a nearby chair with her foot, inviting Ethan to sit.

He sat. “What is this ‘feeding a line’?”

“Giving somebody a compliment in order to get something you want from her.” She wondered if she was going to have to explain every idiom in the English language to him.

“You mean lie?” He recoiled. “I do not lie, Leah. If I tell you you are beautiful, it is because it is so.”

She couldn’t help smiling. “Well, thank you for thinking so. I would have never guessed you felt that way. You acted as if you wanted to avoid me. That can hurt a person’s feelings, you know.”

“Have I hurt your feelings?”

“I’m getting over it.”

A smile slowly inched across Ethan’s face. “Good. I do not want to hurt your feelings.”

She measured him quietly. Ethan’s hands were large and raw; he must work hard. His face was lean, with the hint of a beard in places. His hair curled against his collar and flopped appealingly across his forehead. She wanted to touch it, but she didn’t dare. She asked, “Are you going to tell me about Martha Dewberry and your buggy ride together?”

He regarded Leah seriously. “It is our custom that when a man is interested in a woman, he takes her home from church or community gatherings in a buggy. It is his way of telling others that he has special feelings for this person.”

Despite herself, Leah felt a tiny flare of jealousy. “Where I come from, if a guy likes a girl, he asks her out on a date and he picks her up in his car. Or his parents’ car.”

“We have no cars.”

“That’s what your sister told me. But you don’t mind riding in them.”

“Public transportation is fine for long trips, but for each one of us to own a car would be prideful. And it would break apart our community.”

Every family Leah knew owned a car. Sometimes two or three cars. Neil had given her mother a car for a wedding gift, and Leah had used it to drive herself to the hospital. But she could see how vehicles separated people. She thought of












































OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307814135_epub_005_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307814135_epub_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307814135_epub_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307814135_epub_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307814135_epub_tp_r1.jpg
xﬁ@mef

The Angels Trilogy

BANTAM BOOKS
NEW YORK + TORONTO + LONDON * SYDNEY » AUCKLAND





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307814135_epub_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/McDa_9780307814135_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
THE ANGELS TRILOGY

Lurlene McDaniel

Laurel-leaf

RANDOM HOUSE

CHILDREN'S BOOKS





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





