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FROM
ANGEL of MERCY

“Ah, lass,” he said, with a bemused shake of his head. “A lifetime isn’t long enough to get everything done. The time you spend here will change your life. It changed mine. You will not go back the same girl as when you left.”

Already Heather felt different. Having him talk to her as if her ideas and plans mattered, as if her feelings were normal, not weird, made her feel wonderful. Back home, none of her friends understood her. Why, not even her own sister had caught on. How odd that here, a world away from all she had ever known, she had found someone who felt and thought the way she did.

From
ANGEL of HOPE

“I have a better idea, Mom.” Heather leaned forward eagerly. “Come with me. Just for a few months. See for yourself. Chase your dream again—the one that inspired you in the Peace Corps. After we’ve worked in Uganda side by side, if you still can’t see the value in what I want to do, I’ll come home and enroll at the University of Miami. That’s a promise.” She settled back in her chair, her hands held out beseechingly. “What do you say? Will you come with me?”
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To My Readers,

These books are close to my heart. A number of years ago, I accompanied a missionary team to Uganda. There, I met extraordinary people—missionaries, doctors, and American kids who were working in extreme conditions to help make a difference in the lives of others.

I would like to thank them all for inspiring me with their selfless courage. And I especially thank Dr. Henry Krabbendam of Covenant College and the Africa Christian Training Institute; my son, Erik McDaniel, a youth pastor in Anniston, Alabama, who regularly takes kids on mission trips to developing countries; Benjamin Jacobs, a student at Ole Miss, who served on the Mercy Ship Anastasis; and Dr. Monte Wilson, director of Global Impact Ministries, for their input in helping me create these works of fiction. I hope these books will enable readers to experience different cultures and different ways of looking at the human condition.

If you are interested in learning more about the Mercy Ship ministry, contact:

Youth with a Mission
MERCY SHIPS
P.O. Box 2020
Lindale, TX 75771-2020
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Then the Lord said to Cain, “Where is your brother Abel?”

“I don’t know,” he replied. “Am I my brother’s keeper?”



Genesis 4:9

(NIV)


Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.…



Matthew 28:19

(NIV)


1

[image: ]

“I can’t believe you’re giving up your entire summer and fall instead of going to college, Heather. I mean, it’s like forever! And just look where you’ll be living. How can you stand it? There’s no room to move, no privacy either!”

“I’ll be home in time for Christmas,” Heather Barlow reminded her sixteen-year-old sister, Amber. “And I don’t care about the living conditions. As for college, I’ll start in January. You’ll hardly know I’m gone.”

At eighteen, Heather was going off on a Mercy Ship to work in Africa, to try to make a difference in a place where children starved to death or died from terrible illnesses. She had grown up wanting to do something worthwhile with her life, but now that she was actually on board the ship, now that it was almost time to say goodbye to her family, Heather was beginning to feel the clutch of self-doubt. And Amber’s reluctance to see her leave wasn’t helping.

Amber glanced around the cramped quarters. “It’s just so—so primitive.”

Ignoring Amber’s complaints, Heather opened her duffel bags and began putting her clothes into the narrow drawers of the dresser bolted to the wall. She would be sharing this old-fashioned small stateroom with a Swedish girl named Ingrid, whom she’d not yet met.

Across the narrow room, Amber seated herself on a bed attached by cables to the metal wall of the ship. “Ugh! This mattress is so thin, I can feel the springs.”

“It’s a hospital ship, sis, not a luxury liner anymore,” Heather reminded her.

Years before, Anastasis had served as a cruise ship. But in the mid-1980s, it had been converted into a floating hospital, with three operating rooms, a dental clinic, a laboratory, and an X-ray unit. The aging ship, painted white from bow to stem, was more than five hundred feet long and nine stories high. Its staterooms, once luxurious quarters for wealthy travelers, now housed crew and staff—175 volunteers who paid their own expenses and agreed to serve a tour of duty as the ship sailed from port to port, bringing life-saving medical services to countries ravaged by disease, famine, war, and poverty.

Long-term crew members—missionary and medical personnel and their families who had signed up for extended tours of duty—were housed in the more spacious upper-deck staterooms, while short-term volunteers such as Heather were assigned the smaller rooms. The ship’s once-elegant lounge and dining areas served as conference rooms and training centers. Children of the crew and staff attended school on board.

Once the ship dropped anchor in a port, engineers, carpenters, teachers, and evangelists took medical and dental services and supplies into remote areas and inland villages. They built schools, hospitals, and housing, all with donated goods. The Mercy Ship was a floating hospital. And a vision of hope.

“Well, I think it’s a dumb idea to even be going on this trip, and I don’t know why you want to go in the first place,” Amber said, voicing her displeasure once again. “I’ll bet there’s no decent guys to date, and nowhere to go even if there were.”

Heather sighed. It irritated her when Amber sounded so frivolous. Why couldn’t she understand how important this trip was? Heather had spent so much time thinking about the trip, a whole year planning it, and ten days in May at a special boot camp preparing for it. She asked, “Are you trying to make me feel guilty? Because I won’t. I’ve wanted to do this for a long time, and you know it.”

Amber scuffed her fashionable shoes on the floor. “I’m going to miss you,” she said quietly.

“I’ll miss you, too.” Heather saw tears shimmering in her sister’s green eyes. “Hey, what’s this? I thought you’d be glad to have the house to yourself. And no big sister to be in your way when school starts, either. You always said you couldn’t wait until me and my friends were out of high school so that you and your friends could have the halls all to yourself.” Heather sat beside Amber on the bunk and put her arm around Amber’s shoulders.

“What fun is there in being home by myself? Mom and Dad won’t have anything to do but go to work. And grouse at me, of course. You’re the one they think is perfect in this family, you know.”

“They grouse at you now,” Heather teased gently. “So what will be different?”

“You won’t be there to get them off my case.”

“Then don’t do anything to get them on your case.” Heather gave Amber a squeeze. “Honestly, I really do think you go out of your way to provoke them sometimes.”

“If you mean I like to have fun instead of trying to save the world, then guilty as charged.” Amber sniffed and slumped lower on the bunk.

Heather did feel sorry for her sister. Their parents were both highly successful plastic surgeons—their father a wizard in facial reconstruction, their mother a respected specialist in body reshaping. True, much of their practice these days was given over to cosmetic facelifts, liposuction, and cellulite reduction, but they still were renowned for their ability to help the horribly deformed or tragically maimed. Their busy schedules left them with little free time at home. With Heather gone, Amber would be pretty much on her own. She has tons of friends and her senior year coming up, Heather reminded herself. Amber would be fine.

Heather scooted off the bunk. “Look, sis, Mom and Dad will be back from their tour any second now, so please help me out. No pity party, okay? I’ll start to cry, and that wouldn’t be good. I promise I’ll write often. And don’t forget, you all are going to spend a week touring Europe before you have to fly home. That should be fun.”

The ship was docked in London, taking on supplies, and would sail in two weeks for the coast of Kenya. From there, Heather would accompany a special team to Lwereo in central Uganda, where she would work as an aide in the only hospital for the entire district—a hospital staffed by Irish missionary doctors. Heather’s team would also build a dormitory for an orphanage run by Americans. In December, she was to fly directly home, arriving the week before Christmas.

“A week in Europe … whoopee,” Amber said glumly “My idea of fun isn’t tracking through museums and art galleries. Mom’s already got a list this long.” She held her hand above her head. “Is there even one dance club on the list? I think not.”

Heather laughed. “Can you see Dad moshing on a dance floor?”

A smile lit Amber’s teary eyes.

Encouraged, Heather asked, “Or how about Mom fighting her way to the bathrooms? Both of them could get hurt twisting their way through such crowds. Who’d do surgery on the surgeons?”

Just then the cabin door opened and their parents stepped in. Amber quickly wiped her eyes, and Heather got up to meet them, not wanting them to see Amber’s distress.

“Great tour,” their father said. “You’re in good hands. Excellent ORs—state-of-the-art—on a par with the ones I use in Miami.”

“I’m glad you approve.”

Her mother looked apprehensive “Now I know how my mother felt when she was seeing me off to Guatemala when I was twenty-two.” Heather and Amber’s parents had met years before in the Peace Corps, and their stories of their adventures had inspired Heather all her life. The seeds of her desire to help the underprivileged had been planted early.

“It won’t be easy, you know,” her mother added. “You’ll see things that will break your heart. It doesn’t take much to have your idealism crushed.”

“It’s too late to turn back now. I’ll be fine, Mom,” Heather insisted, feeling more unsure than she sounded.

“Of course you will,” her father agreed, sending her a confident smile. Still, she could tell by the look in her parents’ eyes that they were nervous about sending her hallway around the world. “We’re proud of you, honey.”

A deep blast of a horn, followed by the command “All ashore” over the PA system, made them all jump. Heather’s heart thudded.

“I guess that’s us,” her mom said. She hugged her daughter, then held her hand while they climbed the network of ladderlike stairs from the lower staterooms to the upper decks.

Topside, the June breeze felt cool. The open deck was crowded by other travelers, all in stages of telling families and loved ones goodbye. “This is it,” Heather said, almost losing her nerve and following them down the gangplank to the dock below.

“You write,” her mother said.

“And e-mail on that laptop I gave you,” her father said, giving her a smothering bear hug.

She kissed the three of them one last time, then watched as they left. On the dock, they stood with a throng of people, waving and calling goodbye. Tears filled Heather’s eyes. All at once, the six months away from home and from all she’d ever known loomed like an eternity.

The ship towered above the dock, making them look small and insignificant amid the hustling dockworkers and their equipment. Heather watched her parents and sister climb into a cab. Hanging out the window, Amber blew her a kiss. A lump the size of a fist clogged Heather’s throat, while a breeze from the sea pushed her thick hair away from her face. Tears trickled unchecked down her cheeks.

Lost in sadness, she didn’t realize that anyone was standing next to her until a deep male voice with a soft Scottish accent said, “It seems that your eyes have sprung a leak there, lass. Could I offer you my handkerchief to help mop it up?”
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Heather swiped at her moist cheeks. She turned to face a young man with red hair and eyes the deep blue color of the ocean. He wore a sympathetic smile and held out a clean white handkerchief. Dazzled by his smile, she said, “I—I’ll be all right.”

“Here.” He tucked the white cloth into her hand. “I’ve never met a lass who had a tissue when the waterworks started.” His tone was gentle, his accent musical.

She dutifully dabbed at her tears to please him.

“Come, walk with me,” he said, offering his arm. “It’s better on the far side of the ship where you can look out over the water. Makes you forget your ties to the land.”

She tucked her arm into his, and his large, warm hand clasped around hers. Together they strolled toward the ship’s stern, away from the sight of her family’s cab driving off.

“Your first trip over?” he asked.

“Yes.” Heather was certain he thought her a big baby. Here she was bawling like a kid whose mommy had left her on the first day of school. “How about you?”

“My third.” He nodded at her. “Ian McCollum, Edinburgh, Scotland.”

She introduced herself.

“Heather …” He rolled her name around on his tongue as if tasting it. “Like the heather on the moors. And just as pretty, too.”

She blushed, and he grinned. “In a few days you’ll be so busy you won’t have time to miss anybody.”

“I know you’re right. I didn’t mean to get all sentimental. I’ve been wanting to do this for years, so please don’t think I have any regrets about leaving.”

“It’s a good cause,” he said. “I keep coming back to work between semesters at university.”

“Where do you go to college?”

“I’m a medical student at Oxford,” he said, then added, “Seminary student, too.”

His soft accent fascinated Heather. She caught herself staring at his mouth as he spoke.

“Is something the matter with my words, lass?”

She felt her cheeks flush. “Uh—no … of course not. A doctor and a minister?” she asked quickly. “My parents are both doctors in Florida, and believe me, their practice keeps them busy all the time. How can you do both?”

“In truth, I cannot separate the two callings. To heal the body and not touch the soul—well, I could not do it. Physical healing is a fine thing, but to open the gates of heaven for a person … ah, well, that’s the greater thing.”

“I guess it’s a little different for me,” she said. “Mom and Dad were both in the Peace Corps—it’s where they met, and they’ve always taught my sister and me that those who have been blessed by God should be generous. And I don’t just mean by giving money away either. I think it’s important to give of yourself, to do something worthwhile for others. I think of people as God’s hands on Earth. A person shouldn’t waste her life, or her blessings. You know what I mean?”

“Yes. It’s more blessed to give than to receive.”

“Ever since I can remember, I’ve wanted to make a difference in the world. I’ve wanted to go out and do something meaningful with my life. When I was a kid, at Halloween—” She broke off. “I’m sorry I’m babbling.”

“No. It’s interesting. What did you do on Halloween?”

By now they had reached the far side of the ship, and they stood at the rail, looking out at the sea. “When other kids were out collecting candy, I collected money for UNICEF. It always made me feel really good to mail in that donation. I’d think about all the starving children I was helping. Kids in my classes thought I was crazy, but I didn’t care. It was what I wanted to do.”

“You have a sweet and gentle spirit, Heather.”

She shrugged self-consciously. Sometimes she wished she were different. More like others her age. In grade school, she had been known as the school’s do-gooder and was often teased about it. In high school, kids seemed more understanding, especially when she’d organized a food drive for a Miami homeless shelter and organized a clothing drive for hurricane victims and had been written up in the newspaper for her efforts. Two summers before, she’d been a candy striper at her community hospital and had loved it.

“I get sappy over a Hallmark card commercial,” she confessed, then wondered if he even understood what she was talking about. “You know … I cry over anything that gets inside my heart. Sad movies, sad books.”

“Don’t think badly of yourself because you have a tender heart. Such hearts are needed in this world today. You will be touched many times when you go into the bush, Heather, lass. There are many in great need.”

“I guess you’d know since you’ve done this before.”

“Like you, I can’t help myself. It’s my destiny. To make people’s bodies whole. To tell them about God and his love for them.”

Ian McCollum’s purpose sounded loftier than hers because it was double-edged. Once, when she and Amber were younger, in a fit of jealousy, Amber had hurled an accusation at Heather: “You just do this to get attention, you know. It’s your way of getting Mom and Dad to take the time to notice you.”

“And what’s your way? To be as bad as you can be?” Heather had fired back.

Over time, she had often thought that there was a grain of truth in both her words and Amber’s. She turned toward Ian. “What area of medicine are you interested in practicing?”

“Hands-on,” he said with a grin. “I could never be stuck in a stuffy laboratory, or even an operating room, day after day. Out in the bush, children die every day from things that are totally preventable. Stomach parasites, measles, whooping cough—illnesses that a simple vaccination or the right antibiotic can prevent.”

“That bothers me, too. Knowing that kids die from things that are preventable. Mom told me how it frustrated her when she was in Central America to see little kids die from dehydration. They couldn’t drink the water because it was contaminated. When they did, they died.”

“It’s a sad thing to see. When I’ve come before, I’ve stayed here on the Great White Ship—that’s what the locals call the Anastasis—but this time, I’ll be taking vaccines and supplies into Uganda.”

“You’re going to Uganda? So am I.” The news pleased her. She liked this man from Scotland.

“Then we’ll be seeing more of each other,” Ian told her with a broad smile. “Once people in the bush know we’re there, they’ll come for miles, walk for days to see us.”

“My mother told me not to expect to find much access to a phone. How does the news get around?”

“We’re spoiled in the West. We think phones and computers and television are the only ways to communicate.” He laughed dryly. “But news can travel in many ways, and in Africa, it travels quickly. Legend has it that the wind carries it along. And that only the ears of those born in Africa can hear it.”

“I wish we could start tomorrow,” she said impatiently. It would take a month to sail around the Cape of Good Hope and into the port at Kenya. “I can’t wait to get there.”

“It’ll be here soon enough. In Africa time, as we keep it, doesn’t exist. It drives Westerners crazy. No one sticks to a schedule.”

She thought of her life in America, which ran by the clock. There were bells for class changes at school and schedules for planes, buses, movies, TV programs—the list was endless. She got tired of it. “Schedules are overrated,” she said with a wave of her hand. “Maybe the people of Africa are on to something. The sun and the moon are the only clocks we need. Moontime—I like the sound of that, don’t you?”

“You’re smiling,” Ian said, lifting her chin. “Makes your face even prettier.”

She blushed. “You know, an hour ago my six months away from home seemed like forever. Now, after talking to you, it hardly seems like enough time to get everything done.”

“Ah, lass,” he said with a bemused shake of his head. “A lifetime isn’t long enough to get everything done. The time you spend here will change your life. It changed mine. You will not go back the same girl as when you left.”

Already Heather felt different. Having him talk to her as if her ideas and plans mattered, as if her feelings were normal, not weird, made her feel wonderful. Back home, none of her friends understood her. Why, not even her own sister had caught on. How odd that here, a world away from all she had ever known, she had found someone who felt and thought the way she did.

She rested her elbows on the ship’s railing and stared outward, her mind filling with a sense of purpose and commitment. “Thanks for talking to me, Ian. I feel much better now. All because of you.”

He too leaned against the rail, his large, rough hands inches away from her soft, smooth skin. “It was my pleasure, Heather. We’re all on the journey of a lifetime. God is our shepherd, and we have only to do what he asks of us. Kindness for one another, love for each other, that is what will change the world. Medicine can heal the body. But only God can make well the human soul.”

His words touched her, and her heart swelled. “I think we’re going to be good friends, Ian McCollum.”

“You can count on it, lass. Yes, you can count on it.”
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Dear Amber,

We’re out to sea a week now, and is it ever awesome. Nothing but dark blue ocean and gray sky. Seagulls followed us for two days, then flew away. I miss their sounds. Out here there’s nothing but the sound of water, not a speck of tend in any direction. This morning, the sun’s come out, and it sure looks good. I can hardly watt until we get to Africa.

BTW, regular e-mailing is tough. The captain rations the time any one person can be on the special hookup, so I promise to write a long letter and mail it when I can. I’m so busy during the day that by nighttime, I just fall into bed and pass out.

My roomie, Ingrid, is truly cool! This is her second trip on the ship, so she’s a real source of info for me. We’re in the galley (that’s the kitchen) together. Can you imagine me cooking? It’s true. I can do scrambled eggs for almost two hundred in no time!

Most evenings, after all our chores are done, a bunch of us sit on deck and talk. The kids on board come from all over, and they’re MAJORLY interesting. Plus, they’re really knowledgable. They talk about world events like TV newscasters. They have opinions and ideas. I think of my friends at home who may know the hottest fashion trends but can’t tell you what’s going on politically in Bosnia, and I’m embarrassed. Yikes, did I just call my friends shallow? (Sorry.)

Miguel (he’s from Madrid) has a guitar and after we finish talking and solving the world’s problems, we sing while the stars twinkle down. I can hear the waves slapping against the hull of the ship and everything is so peaceful, it makes me want to cry with happiness. I’ve never been happier. And I haven’t even gotten to the REAL work in Africa yet!

Hate to cut this short, but others are waiting in line for the modem plug. So, hang in there and try not to have too much fun without me. Hugs to Mom and Dad.

Heather hit Send and stared thoughtfully at the screen. She thought of all the things she hadn’t written. She hadn’t mentioned Ian. In other e-mails, she’d told Amber about meeting him, and about how cute she thought he was, but she hadn’t confessed just how much she was liking him. No matter how long her day or how tired she felt, her spirits soared whenever she was around him. She couldn’t call it a crush exactly—she’d had crushes on guys back in high school, so she knew what a sweaty-palms, racing-heart crush was like. This was different because he was different. She could hardly explain it to herself, much less to her sister.

Heather sighed and unplugged her laptop. She told herself that maybe she should give up sitting on the deck in the moonlight talking and listening to Miguel play the guitar. Maybe it would be best to turn in early rather than talking into the late hours of the night. Maybe staying away from Ian was the best thing to do.

She stood and shook her head decidedly. Then again, maybe it wasn’t.

Each Monday and Wednesday morning, Heather met in the ship’s conference room with Dr. Henry, the coordinator for her group, and the fifteen others assigned to the inland mission team. Dr. Henry, a surgeon and internist from Boston, stood six foot three and made a dramatic first impression. He was in his fifties, wore round, dark-rimmed glasses, and had a head of thick white hair. He was a veteran of the Mercy Ship and of Ugandan expeditions, telling the group that this was his tenth trip aboard the ship in twenty years.

“Uganda is a country that’s been heavily influenced by the British,” Dr. Henry said in his first lecture. “In fact, English is the ‘official’ language of the country, although you’ll hear a lot of Swahili and Lugandan. Swahili has been spoken for over a thousand years in Africa, so it’s good to know some words and phrases.

“When you meet an African, it’s customary to open with ‘Habari,’ which means ‘What news?’ And the standard reply is ‘Mzuri,’ ‘Good.’ This formality is considered good manners, so try and remember to follow their protocol. All right, let’s practice.”

The group repeated the words, memorizing the inflections. “Mzuri,” Dr. Henry said with a smile. “Another plus is that most Ugandans are literate. The best schools have waiting lists and are connected with the Anglican Church. The British influence in Uganda carried over into their schools. Children are sent off to boarding schools when they turn six. They live on campus year-round, partly because the roads within the country are so poor that it’s impossible for children to return home daily. Kids have three traditional holidays a year. Formal education ceases in the seventh grade, but the brightest go on to upper-level schools. University abroad is for but a chosen few.”

Heather knew two girls who’d gone away to private boarding schools, but each of them had a car and could come home when she wanted. Heather tried to imagine being a first-grader and not coming home from school every day. Or being cut off from her family for an entire school term.

Because Heather was to become a hospital aide, she also participated in basic first-aid courses, including CPR and trauma training. “Safety first,” Dr. Henry told his team. “Double-glove at all times, especially when coming in contact with patients’ body fluids. I know each of you has had basic inoculations, but we can’t inoculate against HIV, so always be careful.”

Before leaving the States, Heather had received an armful of vaccines, as well as a shot of gamma globulin to boost her immune system. She was taking typhoid and malaria medications by mouth daily. Her parents also had insisted that she carry a package of syringes in her luggage. Her father had said, “Medical supplies are at a premium in these countries. It isn’t unusual for syringes to be reused, which runs a risk of contamination from other illnesses. Let’s hope you don’t need them, and when you leave, you can donate any of your leftover supplies to the hospital.”

During a break, Heather turned to Patrick, a student of Dr. Henry’s and an Ugandan. He had participated in their late-night gabfests. “Glad to be going home?”

“Yes. I have not seen my family for three years,”

“Really? How come?”

He smiled. “It is a long way. And my father is not a rich man.”

Of course. Why had she asked such a dumb question?

“My father is a teacher,” Patrick said. “He has many children but only one wife.” He laughed heartily, as if he’d made a hilarious joke. Heather didn’t get it. “Because he teaches children, he has many,” Patrick supplied, as if hoping she might finally catch on.

“One wife? Has he been married before?” That was the part that baffled Heather.

“In my country men take more than one wife,” Patrick explained. “It is not unusual for a man to have two or three wives and ten, maybe fifteen children.”

“But aren’t there laws? Rules about bigamy?”

Patrick shook his head. “No. And that is one thing the Christian church is trying to change.”

“I should think so.”

Patrick regarded her with intense brown eyes. “Not for the reasons you may think. A man usually has only a small farm to grow food and make a living. If he has several wives and many children, how will he leave a proper inheritance when he dies? So then, the children are fighting over an acre of land. This is not good, brother against brother, woman against woman. The ground in Uganda is very rich, but how can an acre support a family of twenty when each is claiming a portion as his inheritance?”

“So if a man only has one wife, then he can pass his property down more efficiently,” Heather said. “I understand.” Patrick’s logic was simple, but Heather was shocked to think of its being acceptable for a man to take several wives. Yet Patrick acted as if it were nothing extraordinary.

“This is true. And also, can you picture living in a house with many women, each thinking she is the best wife?” His expression was one of mock horror. “What man can stand the pressure? He might go off and meet another woman and marry her!”

She laughed.

Patrick sobered. “But there is even a far more serious problem with taking many wives. In my country, the HIV virus is spreading like a fire on the Serengeti. Dr. Henry will tell you, one in three Africans test positive for HIV. It is true. And when a man sleeps with many women, the virus is spread even faster. So my father keeps just one wife.”

Heather had heard the lectures in school—unprotected sex and IV drug use were among the primary causes of the spread of HIV. Now she was hearing it again from a young man whose entire country was at risk. She looked into Patrick’s eyes and said, “Your father’s a very smart man.”

“And my mother is a very jealous woman,” he said with an impish wink.

One of the things Heather missed most of all was seeing green grass and bright, tropical flowers. The ocean world was beautiful, but the vast sea of blue sometimes depressed her. And some days, in spite of the bright sun, the sea air was cold. She stepped out on deck one morning to brilliant sunshine, but a northwest wind blew along the length of the deck, making her shiver.

“Would you like my sweater, Heather?”

Ian stepped up beside her. He wore a cream-colored cable-knit sweater of Irish wool, and his hair looked windblown.

“Thanks, but I’m headed down to the galley, and it’s nice and warm down there. We’re baking bread today. Maybe some pizzas too—food of the gods.”

Ian laughed and rubbed her arms briskly. “That’s a strange dish.”

“You don’t like pizza? That’s un-American.”

“I’m a Scotsman, remember.”

She dropped her head dramatically onto his shoulder. “Of course you are.”

“If it’s bread you like, you’d better eat your fill on the ship, because Ugandans have no equivalent.”

“What? A land with no bread? What do they eat instead?”

“Rice. Matoke. That’s a cooked plantain, a kind of banana.” She made a face He added, “It’s served in a mushy pile, like potatoes, but it doesn’t taste like potatoes.”

“Oh, the hardship of service” Heather placed the back of her hand against her forehead and pretended to swoon. “Well, you can’t scare me. I’m still going to Africa—with or without my daily bread.”

Ian laughed heartily. “Your enthusiasm is noted. And you will need it once we get there. When the power goes down and there’s no hot water to bathe yourself or the patients, you may feel different.”

Heather bristled. “I can take a little hardship. I’m not made of glass, you know.”

“I’m certain that’s true. But I don’t want you to get discouraged.”

“Then why are you trying to discourage me?”

His expression grew serious. “Because I don’t want anything bad to happen to you. And I’m not just talking about your safety. Sometimes the dreams we hold in our hearts don’t always measure up to what we must face in our life.”

“You’re afraid I’ll become disillusioned? You sound like my parents.”

“Is that who I remind you of? Your father?” He pulled back, pretending to be horrified. “I would hate for you to think of me as your kin.”

“Then stop treating me like a baby sister.”

His smile turned soft. “I have a sister, Heather. I don’t need another one.”

She gave him a grudging smile, not certain what to make of his teasing. Did he like her? Or was he just worried that she might weaken the team because of her inexperience? She was prepared to sacrifice her personal comfort. She knew her time of service in Africa wasn’t going to be a picnic. She said, “Well, I feel sorry for your sister because you probably watch over her like a hawk and criticize every guy she brings home. You should give her the benefit of the doubt. She just may know what she’s doing.”

“Yes, maybe that’s so.”

Heather knew they weren’t really talking about his sister, but it seemed the best way to get her point across. “Now, I’ve got to get down to the galley, or you’ll be begging for your lunch and it won’t be there.”

“Then I’ll see you later.”

Neither of them moved. They stood looking into each other’s eyes while Heather’s heart hammered. Ian reached out and softly ran the back of his hand along her cheek. She shivered, but this time it didn’t come from being cold.
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Dear Heather,

I could go on about how boring it is around here without you this summer, but why put you to sleep? Mom and Dad are so busy that they hardly ever come home—except at night when I have something else to do! Anyway, we don’t see much of each other (their loss). I print out your e-mails and stick them onto the fridge so they won’t go snooping on the computer. That way if you ever want to tell me something personal and private, I can edit it out before I print it for general consumption. Smart, huh?

The only daytime company I have is Mrs. Lopez, who at least takes care of food for me (or I’d starve!), and the gardeners. There’s a really cute guy trimming the hedges as I look out the window. Oh, BTW, I put a 2-inch blond streak in my hair: My friends think it looks cool. Mom says I look like Cruella in “101 Dalmatians.” This from a woman who hasn’t changed her hairstyle in 20 years!

One bright spot to report. Last Thursday, I came out of the mall to a flat tire on my car. (That’s not the bright part.) I was freaking, when Dylan Simms came up to me. You remember him? He’s on the basketball team and he’s going to be a senior like me in the fall. Surprise! He’s really cute—how did I fail to notice until now? Plus, we have something else in common—we both think I’m adorable.

Honest! He’s had a crush on me for almost a year. Good timing, huh? I mean, nothing else is going on, so I might as well have a fling with a new guy. And BTW, I don’t care what you say about you and Ian. I can read between the lines, and I know when my sister’s got the hots for someone. Besides, what’s more romantic than to be out on the high seas with a dreamy guy?

Well, got to run. Dylan’s taking me to a movie:

Amber (who’s tan and thin and looks like a goddess, or almost)

A pang of homesickness stabbed at Heather as she read Amber’s e-mail. She pictured the screened-in pool and her sister stretched out on her hot pink bubble raft, floating lazily in the middle. Amber would have a soda can propped in the raft’s cup holder. She’d be reading a hot, sexy novel and listening to music blasting from the poolside speakers. They’d followed this routine together for years growing up.

But Miami was more than two thousand miles away from the tip of Africa. The Anastasis had sailed around the Cape of Good Hope two days before and was now on the final leg of the journey. Soon the Great White Ship would anchor off the coast of Kenya and Heather would be bused into Nairobi airport, then flown to Entebbe, Uganda, with the rest of her team. If only she could communicate the grandness of her adventure to Amber. But she couldn’t.

She closed her laptop with a sigh. Amber was right about one thing, however: Heather did have a thing for Ian. The more they talked, the better she got to know him, the more she liked him. But she wasn’t going to let him see that. She hadn’t come on this trip to have a romance. She’d come to help people have a higher quality of life. This trip wasn’t about her, but others. Ian understood the concept perfectly. Amber might never get it.

* * *

One afternoon, Heather wandered into the refurbished lounge where school was held for the children of the crew and staff. Tables, desks, computers, and student artwork made the room look overstuffed. She found Mrs. Hoover, the teacher, busy scrubbing modeling clay off desks. “Can I help?” Heather asked.

The small, dark-haired woman straightened and flashed a tired smile. “Absolutely. What was I thinking to let them have clay and finger paints on the same day?”

Heather picked up a wet sponge from the bucket on the floor and set to work on a desk. “How many kids are on board?”

“Twenty—and a half, if you count Melissa Vanderhousen, who’s due to give birth this fall.” She chuckled. “But only fourteen come to school. The rest are too young.”

“But you teach all of them? Even though they’re different ages?”

“Yes, it’s a real zoo some days.”

“How do you do it?”

“Independent study for the most part, some group activities. And the older ones help the younger ones.” Mrs. Hoover looked up. “You’re Heather, aren’t you? I’m Barbara. My husband, Bob, is in charge of the construction crew going into Uganda. Our kids and I will stay here on the ship.”

Heather liked Bob Hoover and told Barbara so. “You know, I can’t remember a time I haven’t wanted to do this. How about you? It doesn’t seem easy to uproot a family and stick them on a ship in the middle of the ocean.” The trip was an adventure for Heather, but she knew it must be harder for families.

Barbara paused. “Actually, it was easier than I thought it would be. Four years ago, we lived in Atlanta. Bob was a partner in a large engineering firm. I was a teacher at a junior college. We had a gorgeous house, two cars, plenty of money in the bank. We were respected pillars of our church in the suburbs, and”—she paused—“we weren’t happy. On the surface, we had it all. But in our hearts, frustration.

“The crowning blow came when our oldest, Todd, came home from school one day and announced that he wanted these sneakers that cost a hundred and fifty dollars. I told him no, and he pitched a fit. He was nine years old and ranting about sneakers that cost enough to feed a small country. That very night, Bob and I sat down and reevaluated our priorities.”

Barbara dipped her sponge into the bucket and squeezed it out. “As timing would have it, that weekend missionaries came to our church and talked about their service aboard a Mercy Ship in the Caribbean. My husband and I looked at each other, and we knew what we wanted to do. We sold off most of our worldly possessions, and within nine months we were aboard this ship. It’s been almost a year now.”

She straightened. “We’re the winners, you know. I’ve seen my kids become better for it. Without television every night, they read, they play with kids from many other countries, they’ve learned foreign languages. In short, they have an appreciation for life they never would have had back in Atlanta.

“As for Bob and me, we don’t miss the rat race one bit. Some of our friends back home think we’re crazy, but who cares? I’ve shopped in ports of call from Europe to Africa. Bob’s helped build housing for some of the poorest countries in the world. We’ve traveled to the most interesting places. We love it. And you know what the Bible says.” She didn’t wait for Heather to answer. “It says that we must be doers of the Word, not only hearers.” She looked down at the smeared mess on the desk. “And I can assure you, dear, I’m a real doer today.”

Heather thought about her parents, about their medical practice and their lifestyle. They still had social consciences and continued to perform plastic surgery for battered women and abused children. She was proud of them for that. “You know,” she said to Barbara, “I have some free time on Thursday afternoons. Why don’t I come help you?”

“That’s kind of you, and much appreciated. You’re on.” Barbara stacked some books. “I know this lifestyle isn’t for everybody. And before making such changes a person must always count the cost.”

“What do you mean?”

“Because we’re doing this, there are things our family won’t ever do. We’ve wondered how it will affect our kids when they become adults. Will they follow in our footsteps, or will they reject this kind of life?”

Heather shook her head. “I never went anywhere like this when I was growing up, but my parents talked all the time about their service in the Peace Corps. It seemed so much more interesting to me than what my friends were doing—worrying about who liked who, and stuff like that. My sister, she’s different. I don’t think she’d ever do anything like this. Not enough creature comforts.”

Heather caught herself and reddened. “Not that Amber isn’t terrific She’d do anything for a friend. But this sort of thing, taking care of people she doesn’t know, well, it’s just not her.”

Barbara gave Heather a sharp look, then said, “We’re not humanitarians, Heather. I’ve met many—United Nations workers, government relief workers. I know that the world has many good people who really care about serving their fellow man. But that’s not why we do it. We do it because we want to see the Gospel spread all over the world.”

She sounded like Ian. On a mission for a higher goal than simply healing people’s bodies. Heather wondered again where she fit into the scheme of things.

“I’m sorry,” Barbara said with a smile. “Here I am preaching to you and all you want to do is help me clean desks. I didn’t mean to get carried away.”

“No problem,” Heather said lightly. But there was a problem. She knew she didn’t feel the same kind of fire that the Hoovers and Ian felt. She was motivated, but not in the same way, not by the same force. Perhaps in Uganda she’d find such a fire. But for now, she was just going along to help—because children were dying and she was young and strong and committed to changing things for them. If God wanted something else from her, then perhaps, somewhere along the way, he’d let her know.

The Anastasis sailed northward toward Kenya, still too far from land to see either
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