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  To

  Verna Flower,

  whose loving hospitality

  eased my homesickness

  during college days …

  and

  who read

  my first book manuscript

  with editorial encouragement.

  Thanks, Aunt Verna,

  for your prayers

  and love

  all these years.


  You spread out our sins before you—

  our secret sins—and see them all.


  —PSALM 90:8 TLB


  Chapter

  1

  



  Eerie and still, the study hall classroom echoed my words. “What do you mean your mom’s disappeared?”


  I stared at my friend Chelsea Davis. Her thick auburn hair fell around her shoulders.


  Her voice trembled as she searched in her schoolbag. “Sometime in the night … she … Mom must’ve written this note. And now …” Chelsea paused, staring at the folded paper in her hand. “Now she’s gone.”


  She scanned the study hall cautiously, waiting until the last student vacated the room. Then she handed me the note.


  “Do you really want me to read this?” I said, noticing how very pale her face had become.


  Chelsea nodded, and slowly, I unfolded the paper.


  Before you wake up, I’ll be gone. Don’t try to find me. I’m happy where I’ll be.


  My throat felt tight as I read the frightful words. Startled, I refolded the note.


  I’m happy where I’ll be. … Questions nagged at me, but I said nothing.


  Chelsea’s voice cracked, breaking the silence. “I guess you never know how important your family is until one of them is gone.”


  Her words struck a chord. I, too, had experienced the loss of a family member. My twin sister, Faithie, had died of leukemia at age seven.


  But this? This was far different. Surely Mrs. Davis would return to her family. Maybe she and Mr. Davis had argued; maybe she needed space—time to sort things out.


  “Give it a few days,” I said almost without thinking. “I mean, your mom’s got to come back home.”


  Chelsea sighed. “I hope you’re right, but this morning I poked around in Mom’s closet. She didn’t take much with her, but she’s definitely gone.” Chelsea stared at the underside of her watch. “For no reason, she just walked out … left Dad and me.”


  I slipped my assignment notebook into my schoolbag. “How’s your dad handling things?”


  “Well, we talked at breakfast.” She had a faraway look in her eyes. “You see, Mom had these new friends … a superweird guy and his wife. They were always whispering with her the few times they came to our house. They were into some of the same stuff Mom likes—astrological charts, seances, and stuff like that. Anyway, Mom went with them for coffee several times about a month ago, around the time she got laid off from work. Next thing I knew, she was going to their house for supper, and a couple of times the three of them went to some metaphysical fair in Philadelphia.”


  “Did they invite your dad along?”


  Chelsea nodded. “Mom and Dad both went to a secret meeting with them at a hotel once.” A frown crept between her eyes. “The thing is, Mom seemed awfully excited about these people—about their mysterious activities.”


  “What about the meeting? What was that all about?”


  “Beats me, but after the first time, Dad refused to go again. Mom was furious. I heard them talking in the kitchen late one night, and I crawled out of bed to listen at the top of the steps. Mom was beside herself—nearly hysterical—trying to get Dad to see what she said was ‘the true light.’ Over and over she kept saying it—that he was resisting ‘the true light.’ ”


  Describing the scene really seemed to bug my friend—the crimped sound in her usually mellow voice and the way she blinked back angry tears told me more than her words. Somewhere along the line, Chelsea Davis had declared herself an atheist. I wondered if she resented her mom for this spiritual encounter—or whatever was going on.


  I took a deep breath. “Do you think your mom’s friends influenced her to leave?”


  Chelsea shook her head. “All I know is that Mom seemed desperate to make some sort of pledge or oath, but she couldn’t get Dad interested. From what I overheard, he thought the whole thing was ridiculous.”


  “An oath? What for?”


  “I don’t know exactly,” she replied. “Mom wanted to keep attending the meetings. She pleaded with Dad, trying to persuade him, but he wouldn’t go back.”


  “Did your mom ever go again?” I asked, wondering what on earth had really happened with Chelsea’s mother.


  “Three or four more times, I think. In fact, Mom was hardly home all last week. Oh, and something else …”


  I cringed. There was more?


  “She suddenly started cooking up these vegetarian meals for us—wouldn’t allow red meat or pork in the house. And she refused to drink water or anything else with her meal. Crazy stuff like that with no word of explanation.”


  This was beginning to sound truly strange.


  “But the weirdest thing about it—Mom seemed super relaxed. Content, I guess you’d say,” Chelsea added. “And she’d been horribly miserable before and depressed about losing her position at the hospital.”


  I’d heard about the cutback. “Too bad her job was phased out. Your mom loved her work.”


  “The hospital only needs so many administrative nurses, and she had worked there the fewest years.” Chelsea puffed out her cheeks, then forced the air out. “Then these people, this couple, seemed to appear out of nowhere.”


  “What do you think they wanted—I mean, isn’t it a little bizarre?”


  Chelsea gathered up her books and we headed for the hallway. “I wish I knew.”


  My heart went out to my friend. “I’ll do whatever I can to help you,” I volunteered, keeping pace with her.


  “Thanks.” She gave me a pained smile. “And, uh, Merry, if you don’t mind, could you keep it quiet—you know, all the stuff I told you?”


  “Count on me,” I reassured her.


  We walked down the hushed hallway to the long row of lockers. It was late. We’d missed the school bus, yet Chelsea took her time opening her combination lock, and I found myself deep in thought as I did the same. How would I feel if my mom vanished into thin air?


  We dropped off our books and sorted out only what we needed for homework. I cast a rueful glance at my friend several lockers away. Chelsea had just confided a deep secret, not knowing I’d been praying for her all through junior high and now as a sophomore in high school. Sometimes she put up with my talk about God—the God she said didn’t exist. Most of the time, she wasn’t interested.


  But what Chelsea said next really rattled me. Shook me straight to my heart.


  “I’m … I’m scared, Mer,” she cried, standing in front of her locker. “I’m afraid I’ll never see my mom again!”


  I ran to her and let her bury her face in the shoulder of my jacket. “Oh, Chelsea, you will. You will.” I hoped it was true.


  She clung to me, her body heaving with sobs. “I have to find her … I want her back,” her muffled voice said into my shoulder.


  I could almost feel the autumn chill, the cold, damp rawness, seeping through the cracks in the windowpanes as Chelsea cried.


  Silently, I prayed.


  Chapter

  2

  



  After Chelsea dried her eyes, I gave Mom a quick call from my cell phone.


  Mom answered on the first ring. “Where are you, Merry?”


  “Still at school, but don’t worry. Something came up. Could you come get me? Chelsea too?”


  “I’ll leave right now,” she said without probing.


  It would take Mom about fifteen minutes to arrive. We lived in a remote Amish farm community on the outskirts of Lancaster County. We weren’t Plain folk or farmers, but most of our neighbors were. SummerHill Lane was actually a long dirt road that wound its way past fertile fields and pastureland owned by Old Order Amish. I must admit, it wasn’t easy leaving the picturesque setting behind every morning, even to come to school.


  Chelsea and I decided to wait inside the school’s double doors, peering out through the window every now and then. To pass the time, we read our boring English assignments out loud. It was Chelsea’s idea. “This way, we can knock down some homework before we get home,” she said.


  Soon, my mom pulled up to the curb, and we hurried out to meet her. Chelsea sat in the backseat, I in front.


  “Something came up and we missed the bus,” I offered as an explanation.


  “Nothing academic, I hope.” Mom’s eyebrows flew up.


  “Oh no, nothing like that.” I was quick to set her scholastic worries at ease.


  Off we sped toward the highway. Chelsea blew her nose. I hoped she wasn’t crying again, but I didn’t turn around to investigate.


  “Everything okay?” Mom asked, glancing in her rearview mirror. She was like that—picked right up on things.


  I’d promised to keep Chelsea’s secret, so I ignored Mom’s question. “What a hectic day. And the homework! I think the teachers have totally spaced out what it’s like being sixteen. You’d think they’d try to ease their youngest students into the halls of higher learning. Instead, I think they have a contest going to see who can pile on the most assignments.” I groaned for emphasis.


  Mom smiled dutifully. “Speaking of higher learning, your brother called today. He sounded homesick, says dorm life is dismal.”


  I tried not to snicker. Silly Skip. Probably misses good home cooking and his own bed. He’d made such a pompous fuss about going off to college—managed to get top grades his senior year—and couldn’t wait to show the world what a cool college man he was. Now he was coming home for the weekend—homesick! It was hard to believe my haughty big brother had actually admitted his weakness to Mom.


  I flashed a superior grin. “Is this the same smart aleck we sent off to college at the end of August?”


  “Now, Merry, you have no idea what you’re talking about,” Mom defended. “Skip simply wants to come home for the weekend. I think it’s wonderful.”


  She would think that. Six weeks into the first semester, and he already needed a steak-and-potato fix. Truly disappointing to say the least. I just hoped Skip wouldn’t make a habit of returning often. I’d waited a long time to have the run of the house—and all the parental attention.


  Suddenly, my thoughts turned back to Chelsea. Here I was fretting over having to share my parents’ affections, and her mom wasn’t even around anymore. Overwhelming feelings weighed on me—worry and concern for my friend. What would Chelsea do?


  Mom turned into the driveway in front of Chelsea’s house, an old, two-story Colonial similar to ours.


  “Call me,” I said as Chelsea slid out and closed the car door.


  “I will, and thanks for the ride, Mrs. Hanson. ’Bye, Merry,” she called.


  A lump rose in my throat as I watched my friend lean into the wind, heading up the brick walkway toward the house. Please help her, Lord, I prayed.


  I pulled my jacket tightly against me and longed to curl up in front of a crackling fire somewhere, but not because I was cold. I was terrified.


  Slowly, Mom backed out of the driveway and headed down the hill. I stared out the window at high, wispy clouds moving rapidly across a hazy October sky. Indian summer days were fast spinning into deep autumn. Flaming leaves of orange, red, and shimmering gold danced on thick, wide branches on either side of SummerHill Lane.


  How could a mother abandon her family and her home at such an incredible time? How, at any time? I thought of Mrs. Davis tending her beloved flower beds, now ready to be spaded under for the winter. And her tinkling wind chimes, dozens of them, lovingly crafted by her own hands. How could she leave so much behind?


  Most of all, how could she leave her husband, a charming man of forty-two with no sign of balding and apparently no hint of a midlife crisis? And Chelsea, too, their only child?


  A horse and buggy caught my attention as it clip-clopped and swayed up the hill toward us. I waved, recognizing our Amish friends in the front of the gray box-shaped buggy typical of the Lancaster County Old Order. “Look, it’s Rachel Zook and her mother,” I said, noting their matching woolen shawls and black bonnets.


  Mom let the buggy pass before making the left-hand turn into our gravel driveway. “Must be headed for a quilting frolic,” she observed. “Their potatoes are harvested by now, and most of the corn is cut and shocked, so it’s time for visiting and quilting. Amishwomen live for such things, you know.”


  I sighed. “I wonder how Rachel likes going to frolics with her mother instead of school.”


  “She’s following in her ancestors’ footsteps, and she’s already had a year to adjust,” Mom said. “How would you feel about quitting school after only eight grades?”


  “I’d miss it. Especially my friends,” I said, thinking of Lissa, Chelsea…and Jonathan Klein.


  “I suppose Rachel will be baptized into the Amish church next fall,” Mom said.


  “That’s what she says. There’s no reason for her to put it off. Rachel wants to get married and have lots of babies.” I didn’t tell Mom that one of the Yoder boys down the lane had taken Rachel to a Sunday singing recently. Not even her own parents were aware of it. Serious Amish courting took place under the covering of night—the way Rachel’s people had been courting for three hundred years.


  Mom glanced at me. “Have you heard from Levi lately?”


  “Not for several weeks.” Levi Zook, Rachel’s older brother, had gone off to a Mennonite college in Virginia, turning his back on his Amish upbringing. Levi and I and all the Zook children had grown up together. Our properties shared the same boundary—a thick grove of willow trees. Levi and I had promised to write to each other this school year.


  My parents hadn’t been especially thrilled about the idea of Levi and me becoming close friends. I should say Mom wasn’t too keen on it. Dad, however, was more easygoing. He’d even made attempts to get better acquainted with Levi on several occasions.


  “Life is much different now for Levi, I would guess. He’s probably busy with his studies,” Mom said, attempting to make me feel better.


  Truth was, Levi hadn’t thought it fair to tie me down with a long-distance relationship while he was off at Bible school. He was free to meet other girls. I, however, had my heart set on Jon Klein, a guy in my youth group at church—also a sophomore at James Buchanan High.


  Jon was a wordplay freak. I liked to refer to him as the Alliteration Wizard. Unfortunately for him, I was gaining ground—soon to topple his status. The two of us had become so consistently clever at conversing using only similar beginning consonant sounds that I’d begun to talk alliteration-eze almost automatically. Especially at home.


  Today, though, a cloud of gloom hung over me. Chelsea’s mom was in trouble, and my friend had asked me not to tell anyone. The secret burden was horribly heavy.


  I looked back up at the sky. The fast-moving high clouds were a sure sign of a storm. Trees swayed back and forth in their dazzling costumes. There was so much Chelsea’s mom would miss if she stayed away: the deep orange of the Pennsylvania harvest moon, crisp morning walks, birds flying south for the winter…Thanksgiving Day, Christmas…


  I shivered, thinking of Chelsea living out the lonely days or months ahead. There had to be something I could do.


  A small-scale investigation might turn up some leads. That’s what Chelsea needed: someone to help her poke around a bit. Someone to help her solve the heartbreaking mystery.


  I couldn’t wait to phone her.


  Chapter

  3

  



  Running toward my house, I darted in through the back door, eager to use the phone. I nearly stumbled over my cats—Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego—and one ivory kitten named Lily White, bright as a lily.


  All four cats were lined up comically beside two empty bowls near the back door—my cue.


  “Oh, I’m sorry.” I squatted down beside the foursome. “You’re waiting for snack time, aren’t you, babies? You know I’d never forget you guys on purpose, don’tcha?” I marched to the fridge. “It’s just that I got stuck at school. That’s why there’s no milk.”


  Mom joined me inside, car keys jangling. “Oops, guess I overlooked something.” She smiled knowingly, spying the hungry anticipation on the furry faces.


  “It’s not your fault, Mom,” I said. “I’m the one who missed the bus, remember?”


  We laughed about how spoiled the cats had become. “Thanks to their doting mama,” chortled Mom.


  It was true. I had spoiled my cats rotten. But wasn’t it the sensible, loving thing to do with felines? Programming them to expect fresh, rich cow’s milk every day after school was part of being a pampering pet owner. Or as Mom said, a doting mama.


  “You’ll have to forgive me this time,” I said, pouring the raw, cream-rich milk into two medium-sized bowls. Abednego, being the oldest and fattest, had his own opinion about pecking order. He allowed only his next-in-line brother, Shadrach, to share his bowl.


  I grinned and brushed my hand over their backs. “Mama’s so sorry about the late snack.”


  Sitting there on the floor hearing the gentle lapping sounds of healthy, contented cats, I thought again of my friend Chelsea. She needed a phone call. Now.


  Without another word to my furry friends, I scanned our country kitchen. Mom had evidently gone upstairs.


  Quickly, I crossed the room to the phone, picked it up, and listened for the dial tone. I knew Chelsea might not be able to talk openly if her dad was within earshot, but at least she could hear me out.


  “Hi, Chels,” I said when she answered. “It’s Merry and I’ve got a genius idea.”


  “You say that about all your ideas.” She wasn’t laughing.


  I was smart enough to know it wasn’t a compliment. “Can you talk now?” I asked.


  “I’m talking, aren’t I?” She sounded depressed.


  “But is your dad around?”


  “Daddy’s still at work. Someone has to work around here.”


  “Yeah.”


  “So what is it—your genius plan?” she asked.


  “Well, I’ve been thinking. We oughta go over your place with a fine-tooth comb. You know, search for clues.”


  “I thought of that, too.” Her voice sounded small. “Do you wanna come over?”


  “Sure.”


  “Tomorrow after school?”


  “Okay, good. Have you heard anything more about your mom?” As soon as I voiced the words, I wished I’d kept quiet.


  “No, but there was an urgent message from the bank on Dad’s computer when I got home,” she said. “It seems that some money is missing from my parents’ joint account.” Her voice was hollow.


  “You’re kidding?”


  “Not one word to anyone, you hear?” She was silent. Then—“I can’t believe Mom would do this. She’d never do anything like this if…” Chelsea stopped, and I heard her breath coming into the phone in short little puffs.


  “It’s okay, Chels,” I said. “You can trust me.”


  “Oh, I don’t know. I keep wondering if someone’s brainwashed Mom—taken control of her somehow. Have you ever read about stuff like that?”


  “Brainwashed? Why do you think that?”


  Chelsea whimpered into the phone. “I have a weird feeling about that guy and his wife.”


  “Any idea who they are?”


  She exhaled. “Maybe Dad remembers their names. I sure don’t.”


  “Why don’t you ask him when he gets home?” It was just a suggestion. We didn’t have much else to go on.


  “I’ll wait and see how he feels tonight.”


  I wanted so badly to tell her not to worry, that I was trusting God to work things out. But that was exactly the sort of talk that often disconnected Chelsea from me. So I said, “Hey, call me anytime, okay? Even in the middle of the night if you want. I’ll put Skip’s portable phone in my bedroom, and no one’ll ever know the difference.”


  “Won’t the ringing wake up your parents?” she asked. “If you give me the number, I could call your cell instead.”


  “No, the cell phone’s just for calling my parents. And don’t worry about bothering anyone here. Dad’s working the late shift at the hospital, so he won’t be home tonight, and Mom’s a heavy sleeper. She’ll never hear it ring.”


  “And you will?”


  I chuckled. “I’ll stick the phone under my pillow if that makes you feel better.”


  “It’s a deal.” Her voice was stronger. “Well, I’ve gotta figure out something for supper. Dad likes big meals.”


  I remembered that Chelsea had said they’d been eating meatless meals for the past week. “Surprise your dad and make something gourmet,” I suggested.


  “Yeah, right. I’ll talk to you tomorrow, if not before.”


  “Okay. Good-bye.” I hung up the phone, concerned about the latest information. The message about the bank business didn’t sound good. Could someone actually be coerced to pull money out of their bank account?


  When Mom came downstairs, I wanted to ask her about it, but I’d promised not to tell anyone. So I held it all in—every single heart-wrenching detail.


  Chapter

  4

  



  “When’s Skip coming home?” I asked Mom.


  She straightened up from putting a frozen casserole in the oven. “He should arrive by suppertime tomorrow.”


  “So…he’s really homesick, huh?” I hoped Mom would give some other reason for his coming to spend the weekend. I was downright worried he might move back.


  “Adjusting to college life is harder for some students than others,” she explained. “I think Skip may be having a little difficulty. Sometimes I wish we’d found a Christian college for him to attend.”


  I reached for two dinner plates; it was going to be just Mom and me tonight. “Well, I sure don’t want to go off to some heathen college campus.”


  Mom scowled. “Your brother is not attending a heathen college. There are several wonderful Christian organizations right there on campus. In fact, one group meets in Skip’s science lab after hours. He said something about being invited to one of the meetings last week.”


  “Oh.” That’s all I said. There was no arguing with Mom.


  [image: common]


  Later that night while working through a pile of homework, I found a slip of paper wedged down in one of the pockets of my three-ring binder. I pulled it out.


  A photography contest notice! How could I have overlooked this? My heart leaped up as I thought about the annual event. As a tenth-grader, I would have oodles of opportunities to display my talents at Buchanan High School, starting this year! The competition would be stiff, but I could hardly wait.


  One of my passions in life was photography, followed by a close second—poetry. Especially romantic sonnets. Not writing them but reading them and occasionally agonizing over them. And if I were completely open about my hobbies, I’d also admit that I loved word games—and Jon Klein included…probably.


  Jon hadn’t yet reached the level of maturity required to acknowledge such profound things as love. Give him another year, I figured. Maybe then he’ll start seeing me for what I am. Girlfriend material.


  The biggest roadblock was our new pastor’s daughter. Ashley Horton was the kind of girl people—especially guys—noticed when she walked into a room.


  Ashley wasn’t beautiful only on the outside; she did have some depth of soul. She was kind to animals and never spoke out of turn in Sunday school class. Ashley wasn’t a typical preacher’s kid, and people knew it the first time they met her. She didn’t seem interested in pushing the limits like some ministers’ daughters. In other words, she wasn’t wild. She was genuinely nice. A little dense, but nice.


  One other thing: Ashley had developed a huge crush on Jon. Just plain couldn’t keep her eyes off him. Everyone knew it. Everyone except Jon.


  It started to rain. In spite of intermittent lightning flashes, I settled into working two pages of algebra, sailing right through—thanks to getting help from Dad last school year. Everything about solving unknown factors made complete sense to me now. If only there was a way to solve the unknowns in Chelsea’s life.


  Where could her mom have gone? And why?


  Questions haunted me all evening. By the time I finished my homework, the phone was ringing. I scooted my desk chair back and hurried to stand in the doorway, listening.


  Mom’s voice floated upstairs. Ashley Horton was on the line. “Take the call in Skip’s room if you’d like,” she suggested.


  I hurried down the hall to my brother’s vacant bedroom. “Hello?” I said as I picked up the portable phone and sat on his bed.


  “Hi, Merry. I was wondering about that photography contest at school. I suppose you’re going to enter.” It was almost a question, but not quite.


  “Well, yes. I plan to.”


  “I thought maybe you could give me some ideas for subject matter—you know, the types of scenery or things that took first place other years.”


  Was this girl for real?


  “Well, I suppose there are lots of things you could do,” I said, trying not to patronize or give away any of my own genius ideas.


  “Could you give me some examples of shots that might be winning photos?” she asked.


  “Oh, sure…things like windmills and Amish settings. White dairy barns might be a good choice, or rustic tobacco sheds. Let your imagination go. But watch your lighting, depth perception, things like that. Since photos taken with digital cameras aren’t allowed, you won’t know what you’ve got until after you’ve developed your film.”


  “Oh, Merry, those are such good ideas!” she gushed. “Thank you so much.”


  “It was nothing.” Then remembering about an important taboo, I warned, “Be careful around the Amish. They don’t want to be photographed, so I wouldn’t advise flaunting a camera in front of them.”


  “Aw, but they’re so adorable in those cute long dresses and aprons. Those black felt hats the men wear…and their long beards.”


  Oh please, I thought. I don’t believe this!


  “Whatever you do, Ashley, if you care anything about the Amish people, you won’t sneak shots of them.”


  “So you really think taking pictures of Plain people is a problem?” She sounded as if she was speaking alliteration-eze.


  I wanted to make her promise not to offend the Amish that way. “Please, don’t do it, Ashley. I’m serious.”


  That seemed to subdue her. “All right,” she said. “But I guess I don’t understand.”


  Ashley and her family had moved here last year from somewhere north of Denver, Colorado. Naturally, they wouldn’t know much about Amish tradition.


  I explained. “If you want to know the reason why they don’t approve of having their pictures taken, read the Ten Commandments—Exodus twenty, verse four. They take the verse literally. We’ll talk more tomorrow at school.”


  “Okay. And thanks again very much. You’ve been a big help.”


  “See ya.” I hung up.


  I could imagine Ashley rushing off to her father’s study at their parsonage to look up the Bible verse this very instant. That was Ashley.


  I hoped I’d convinced her to keep her camera lens away from the Amish. It’s strange how people often want to do the very thing they’re told not to do. Must be human nature.


  Anyway, as I headed back to my own room, I decided to make a list of my top-five favorite scenes to photograph in SummerHill by tomorrow.


  Tomorrow…


  Chelsea and I would search for clues at her house tomorrow. I hoped that if there were any, they’d lead us to her mother.


  And tomorrow evening Skip was coming home.


  I hurried downstairs to gather up my brood of cats for the night. Skip despised my pets. “Maybe if they weren’t ordinary alley cats, I’d feel differently,” he’d told me once.


  But I knew better. The real reason he resented my precious, purry critters was his snobbish mentality. Skip wished I’d be more selective about my pets. Stray cats—stray anything—disgusted him. For a person studying to become a medical doctor, his nose-in-the-air approach to life didn’t fit. Not in my opinion.


  Downstairs, I picked up Lily White and cuddled her as I opened the back door. “Come to beddy-bye, little boys,” I called out into the night.


  Shadrach and Meshach came running. They were only slightly damp because they’d been hiding in their favorite place—under the gazebo. Abednego, true to form, was missing.


  “Where’s your big brother?” I asked them.


  Meow.


  “Well, wherever he is, we can’t wait up for him.” I headed for the back stairway, hoping Abednego wouldn’t come inside all muddy. That wouldn’t set well with Mom.


  After a warm bath, I snuggled into bed with my Bible and teen devotional. I slid the cordless phone under my pillow as promised. Just in case Chelsea called.


  Abednego, surprisingly clean, decided to grace us with his presence at last. He took his sweet time getting situated on top of my comforter. Now all four of my cats were safe and snug.


  I reread the selection for the day, thinking about the poem that accompanied the devotional prayer. Feeling drowsy, I turned out the light. “Sweet dreams,” I whispered into the darkness as the sounds of soft purring mingled with the gentle tinkle-pat-pat of rain on the roof.


  In the stillness, I prayed—first for Chelsea, then for her mother. “And, Lord,” I added a short PS, “will you please help us find something tomorrow that’ll point us in the right direction? I’m trusting you. Amen.”


  To say that I was trusting my heavenly Father was all well and good. Now I had to hang on to those words and live by them. For Chelsea’s sake. And mine.


  Chapter
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  The halls of Buchanan High were clogged with students, some trying to get to lockers, others milling around.


  Jon Klein seemed unruffled, however, his arms loaded with textbooks and binders for his morning classes. In fact, he appeared to be rejoicing at having sneaked up on me. “What’s the weird word, Merry?” he babbled.


  I chuckled. “Isn’t it ‘what’s the good word’?”


  “Good won’t work with w words,” he replied, alliterating almost without thinking. That’s how it seemed, anyway.


  I looked up at him, trying to secure a soon-to-be avalanche of books in my locker. “You know something? I think you’re getting too good at this word game of ours.”


  “Here, help’s on high.” He reached over my head and grabbed my precarious pile of books off the top shelf with his free hand. “Being barraged by books is…” He paused, searching for a b word.


  “Bad,” I said, filling in the blank.


  “Boom!”


  “Bane,” I shot back.


  “Barely believable.”


  The Alliteration Wizard had won again. Or had he? I felt a surge of words coming.


  “Being barraged by books is basically a bumpy battle.” A triumph for me!


  Jon’s brown eyes blinked in surprise. “But…but…bested I be.”


  “Yes—I won!”


  He grinned and nodded. “Not bad for a gir—” He stopped.


  “Don’t you dare say it!”


  “Okay, you win. This time.”


  After I reorganized my books, I grabbed a notebook and was ready for the first bell.


  “See ya later,” he called, catching up with some guys heading for his homeroom.


  “ ’Bye.” I walked alone to mine, wondering where Chelsea was hiding out. I stopped by her locker and noticed Belita Sanchez, the girl whose locker was next to my friend’s. “Have you seen Chelsea today?”


  “Maybe she’s running late,” Belita commented.


  “Well, if you see her, please tell Chelsea I’m looking for her. Okay?”


  “That’s cool.” Belita started to turn away, and then she reached out to touch my arm. “Merry, is something wrong with Chelsea?” Her dark eyes searched mine.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Oh, she seemed tense and really stressed yesterday.”


  I didn’t want to lie. “Chelsea’s…uh, she’s…”


  Belita raised one eyebrow in a quizzical slant, waiting for my faltering response.


  Then—“Hey, Merry!” came a familiar voice.


  I turned to see our auburn-haired friend dashing down the hall toward us. Breathing a sigh, I was more than glad to see her. “Oh, good, you’re here.”


  “Dad drove me,” she said, indicating with her sea-green eyes that something was up.


  “Hi, Belita. How’s it going?” she said as I hung around. The girls exchanged small talk, then Chelsea and I hurried off to homeroom as the first bell rang.


  “You look exhausted,” I said. “Did you sleep at all?”


  “Not much.” Her eyes lacked their usual brightness.


  I felt sick with concern. Chelsea seemed even more depressed than yesterday. “More bad news?” I asked.


  “Uh-huh. But I can’t talk about it until we’re absolutely alone.”


  I followed her into our homeroom, where Mrs. Fields, who was also our English teacher, greeted us. “Morning, girls.” She stood up as we skittered to our desks. “Several of you have been asking about the photography contest.”


  I leaned forward, listening intently.


  Chelsea whispered to me, “You look too eager.”


  Our mutual friend, Lissa Vyner, two desks away, turned around. “I heard that,” she mouthed, curling her fingers in a delicate wave.


  I waved back as the teacher continued. “This contest is one of the most important extracurricular events of the year here at Buchanan High. The judging is strict, and the photography exhibit is always very professional. Last year two students tied for first place initially, but the panel of judges agreed to go back to the table and choose a definite winner.”


  Amazing! I wondered who’d ended up with the coveted trophy. Quickly, I made a mental note to ask Mrs. Fields after class. I had to know.


  “For interested students,” she continued, “the forms, as well as additional information, will be here on my desk. You may pick them up before leaving for first-period class.”


  Lissa raised her hand. “What’s the deadline for the contest?”


  Mrs. Fields glanced at the information sheet. “Here we are. The deadline for all applicants is November fourth.” She looked at the wall calendar. “Exactly one month from today.”


  I wrote the date on my assignment tablet with the words: Remember to do something truly amazing!


  Mrs. Fields took roll, and then the principal’s voice came over the intercom. “Good morning, students. Today is Friday, October fourth. We will have schedule A today. Faculty and students, please make a note of this.”


  I folded my arms and tuned him out. Why did Mr. Eastman recite the same boring things every morning? I’m not sure why the monotony of it bothered me so much. Maybe because we were now in high school. Wouldn’t it make better sense to encourage students to figure out what the day’s schedule was on their own? Thinking for yourself was part of growing up.


  “And now…our national anthem,” the intercom boomed.


  I stood up, joining the other students. The taped rendition warbled in places, and I wondered if it was wearing out—like Mr. Eastman.


  My mom had shown me his yearbook picture from twentytwo years earlier when she was in high school. I thought he looked almost elderly back then.


  “Mr. Eastman always had a heart for kids,” Mom told me when I’d first asked about him. “Times have changed, and he probably should retire. But it’s a free country, and the dear old fellow’s hanging in there.”


  “Barely,” I said. “You should hear what he does every morning for opening exercises—at least that’s what he calls it.”


  I told her.


  Mom smiled in recognition. “That’s precisely how he always started the day. Just be thankful he doesn’t personally sing ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’ anymore.”


  I gasped. “Are you serious?”


  “Mr. Eastman warbled it every morning all through my high school years.” Mom burst out laughing. “Except when he was ill. Then the secretary would invite the whole school to sing in unison.”


  “That’s incredible. What was his voice like?”


  “Oh, your average Joe’s—nothing special.”


  “So it wasn’t too obnoxious?” I asked.


  “Not really. I think it was simply the idea of having the principal croon the national anthem on the PA system.”


  “The what?”


  “The public address system,” she explained.


  “Oh yeah—back in the olden days.” I smiled. So did Mom. She was a good sport.


  Hearing Mom talk about her high school days and Mr. Eastman made me curious about other things. The age of our school building, for instance. James Buchanan High was a picture postcard building of dark red brick—two stories high—partly covered with ivy. The exterior windows jutted out with white sash bars below. Inside, there were hinged transom windows that actually opened high above each classroom door.


  The vine-covered brick structure smelled old, almost musty on rainy days when the windows had to be kept closed. I could see why Mom loved the place. She adored antiques, old buildings included. It was one of the reasons we lived in a drafty hundred-plus-year-old farmhouse. One of the reasons why Mom had furnished our house with beautiful, gleaming heirlooms. Even my room, where a massive antique white-pine desk graced one entire wall.


  The bell for first period jolted me out of my musing. I hurried to Mrs. Fields’s desk and stood in line behind Lissa and two other girls waiting for the information sheets and application forms for the photography contest.


  On the way toward the door, I asked Mrs. Fields about last year’s winner.


  “Oh yes,” she said. “It was really quite something. The winner turned out to be Mr. Eastman’s grandnephew.”


  “Really? I don’t think I know him. Did he graduate last year?” I moved aside to let students pass.


  “Why, no, I believe Randall’s a senior this year.”


  Randall Eastman. The name didn’t click. Yet I was mighty curious.


  “Well, thanks,” I said. “I’d really like to meet him.”


  “He’s not much into athletics,” Mrs. Fields said. “You can usually find him in the library, in the reference section.”


  “Okay, thanks.” I hurried to catch up with Chelsea and Lissa.
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  Later, in algebra, Ashley Horton passed me a note.


  Hi, Merry,


  I read the fourth commandment last night—the one about not making any graven image. I really want to thank you for pointing this out to me. You can be sure I WON’T be taking pictures of any Amish people.


  —A.H.

  



  I smiled at her across a row of desks, feeling a bit relieved. One less thing to worry about.


  Leaning back in my seat, I listened as the teacher introduced the next chapter and took good notes so I’d understand how to do the algebra problems at home. I glanced over at Chelsea. Her eyes were glazed over, and she seemed to be staring into midair.


  Oh, Chelsea…Chelsea. What horrible things have happened since yesterday? I wondered.


  The blood had drained from her face. Even as fair-skinned as she was, it seemed she’d turned a chalky white.


  Without warning, she keeled over. Fainted right on the spot!


  My heart pounded ninety miles an hour as I leaped out of my seat.
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  Kids gasped as Chelsea’s limp body slipped off her chair and onto the floor. The teacher asked one of the girls to get the school nurse.


  I made a beeline to my friend, knelt down, and checked her breathing and pulse. Reaching for some paper off Chelsea’s desk, I began to fan her, pushing the thick covering of hair away from her face. Dear Lord, please help!


  The nurse arrived almost immediately. I moved back to make room, watching as she placed her hand gently behind Chelsea’s neck. She opened a small bottle of spirits of ammonia and waved it under Chelsea’s nose.


  The harsh, irritating odor did the trick. Chelsea wrinkled her nose, her eyes fluttered, and she sat up.


  The smell took my breath away.


  “Whoa, smells like week-old underwear,” one of the boys said, scrunching up his face.


  “Worse!” remarked another, holding his nose.


  Guys, I thought. Will they ever grow up?


  Chelsea sat up and looked around, blinking her long lashes.


  “Let’s see if you can get up, hon,” the nurse said. She and I helped Chelsea stand up. Everyone else went back to their desks, the excitement over.


  Chelsea leaned on both the nurse and me as we assisted her out of the room and down the hall.


  “You okay?” I asked as we headed toward the nurse’s office.


  “I don’t know what happened,” she mumbled. “One minute I was sitting in my seat listening to the algebra assignment, and the next, I was on the floor.”


  “It’s called fainting,” I said, hoping to humor her. She still looked ghastly pale.


  The nurse’s room was a square cubicle where a cot and chair took up most of the space on one wall. A small desk and a second chair filled the opposite side of the room.


  Kindly, the nurse got Chelsea settled into the chair.


  “Now”—she surveyed my friend—“tell me about breakfast. Did you have any?”


  Chelsea shook her head.


  “Your first mistake.” The nurse gave a nervous chuckle.


  I could see Chelsea wasn’t interested in an interrogation. She stared into space almost defiantly.


  “Are you having your period?” the nurse inquired.


  “Not quite yet,” Chelsea answered.


  “Well, you’re certainly welcome to lie down and rest here until you feel stronger. Or,” she said, glancing at me briefly, “would you rather call your parents?”


  I cringed inwardly. The fainting episode was probably due to the fact that both of her parents weren’t around. Stress can do weird things.


  Chelsea looked at me with pleading eyes. I shook my head to let her know I wouldn’t break my promise. The nurse didn’t need to know that her mom was missing. Not now. Maybe not ever.


  Chelsea opted to stay at school. At lunchtime, I encouraged her to eat even though she said she wasn’t hungry. “You don’t wanna go falling off any more chairs, do you?”


  “I know, I know,” she said as we found a table in the cafeteria.


  Ashley and Lissa came over and joined us. “How are you feeling?” Ashley inquired. “Did you hit your head?”


  “I don’t think so.” Chelsea felt the back of her head. “Guess I was just so relaxed, I slithered to the floor like a rag doll.”


  Lissa nodded. “You sure looked like one. I felt so sorry for you. Are you sure you’re okay?”


  Chelsea muttered something about still not feeling well.


  “You look awfully white,” Ashley pointed out.


  I spoke up, eager to put an end to this worrisome talk. “After a person faints, it takes a while to recuperate.” I asked for the ketchup. But Ashley and Lissa kept fussing over Chelsea. Finally, I blurted out, “Does anyone know who Randall Eastman is?”


  “Who?” Lissa said.


  “Randall Eastman,” I repeated. “I heard he’s the principal’s grandnephew—the student who won first place in the photography contest last year.”


  Ashley sat up a bit straighter. “I’d be interested in meeting him, too. In fact, I’d like to see his award-winning photograph. Do you think maybe we could?”


  We?


  I sputtered. “Well…I don’t know. I guess one of us has to track him down first.” I felt foolish in spite of the obvious competitive undertow. “Mrs. Fields says he’s a senior this year. Anyone know any upperclassmen?”


  “Not really,” Lissa said. “Maybe some of the guys in the youth group might know him.”


  Ashley’s eyes lit up. “Oh, what a wonderful idea! That’s easy enough. We can ask around on Sunday.”


  “What about asking Nikki Klein?” Chelsea suggested. “Nikki’s a senior this year, I think.”


  “Hey, your brother oughta know,” Lissa said. “Skip took Nikki out several times last school year.”


  I sighed. “Skip’s coming home for the weekend. Maybe I’ll ask him about Randall Eastman.” I turned to look at Chelsea. The color was returning to her cheeks. “Hey, you’re starting to look—and sound—more like yourself.”


  She didn’t exactly smile at my observation but tilted her head modestly my way. “After school I think I’m going to go home and take a long nap.”


  I wondered about that. “Do you still want me to come over?”


  “Sure, why not?”


  I couldn’t discuss or rehash our sleuthing plans in front of Ashley and Lissa. Still, I wondered if Chelsea was backing out, maybe getting cold feet about gathering clues to find her mom.


  Fortunately, I didn’t have to wonder long. When Ashley and Lissa finished eating, they excused themselves. At last, Chelsea and I were alone.


  “Is it safe to talk now?” I glanced around.


  She leaned close, whispering, “I found something in my parents’ bedroom this morning.”


  I was all ears. “Something important?”


  “My mom’s diary,” she said. “I’ll show you when you come over.”


  “That’s terrific! Any leads?”


  She kept her voice low. “It’s hard to say. There’s so much repetitious writing in it.”


  “What do you mean?”


  She explained. “The same sentences are written over and over.”


  “Like what?”


  “Things like, I will turn off my mind and let things float.”


  “Uh-oh.” My heart sank.


  “What?” Chelsea frowned. “What do you think it means?”


  “I really can’t be sure, but it sounds almost hypnotic.”


  “Really?” Chelsea was wide-eyed. “Why would my mom want to hypnotize herself? That’s stupid.”


  “How many times did she write it?”


  “Over a hundred, I think.”


  I shook my head. This was truly frightening. “What about your dad? Does he know what you found?”


  “Dad had to leave early this morning to get to the bank. He’s frantic about the missing money. I hated to ask him anything about that strange couple that kept inviting Mom to go places.”


  “I understand.” I sighed as helpless feelings swept over me. “So you must’ve been snooping around this morning?”


  Chelsea nodded. “That’s why I didn’t have time to eat breakfast. I was upstairs in my parents’ bedroom, turning the place upside down. I found the diary between the mattresses on Mom’s side of the bed.” Her eyes glistened. “None of this makes any sense. I’m scared to death.”


  I wished I could tell her I was trusting God for her, that I was praying, but “Everything’s going to be all right” was the only thing I managed to say.


  She pushed her long, thick locks off her shoulder. “I sure hope you’re right.”


  I gathered up my trash and stuffed it into my empty cup. “We can’t give up. We’re just getting started, you know.”


  She slid her chair back and stood up with her tray. “I know, Mer. Thanks for being there for me.”


  “Any time.”


  Together we headed for the kitchen and deposited our trays. Even though Chelsea appeared to be feeling better physically, I knew deep inside she was carrying a sorrowful burden.


  I sighed, praying and hoping and counting on God to take away her burden—and to bring Chelsea’s mom back home. The sooner, the better!
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  After school, the long yellow bus automatically stopped near the willow grove on SummerHill Lane.


  I called to Mr. Tom, the driver, that I wasn’t getting off. “I’m going over to Chelsea’s today.”


  He waved his hand. “No problem!”


  When we arrived at the Davises, I spotted a car in the driveway. “Hey, look! Someone’s home.”


  Chelsea groaned. “It’s my dad’s car. This can’t be good news—he’s home way too early.”


  We made our way down the narrow aisle toward the front. The bus door screeched opened and we got off.


  “Why do you think your dad’s home so early?” I asked as we moved toward the bricked walkway.


  Chelsea didn’t speak. Her eyes scanned the front of the house.


  “I hope it’s not about…” I didn’t finish. No need to heap worry on top of whatever else was flitting through her mind.


  “C’mon, Mer.” She pulled me around to the side of the house where a massive white ash tree stood sentinel. “We’re not going inside yet. I have an idea.”


  For a second, I grinned. Chelsea was starting to sound like me. “What’s up?” I asked.


  She pointed to a slight clearing in the woods behind their house. “Remember the old hut back there? The one that nearly scared us silly when we were kids?”


  I strained to see past the thick underbrush, but I knew very well what she was talking about. My childhood memories of the ancient place were clear enough. “What about it?” I said, trying to hide my apprehension.


  “Something in Mom’s diary makes me think that maybe, just maybe, we might find something important back there in the woods.”


  “Something important? Like what?” A creepy shiver crept down my spine.


  Chelsea turned, heading toward the arbor gate. “Are you coming or not?” Her eyes dared me.


  “Look, if we’re gonna do some real sleuthing, I oughta have my camera, don’t you think?” The thought had literally popped into my head—a clever way to postpone the inevitable moment, perhaps. I kept talking. “That way if we do discover something, we’ll have proof to show the police or a private investigator.”


  Chelsea stared at me like I was wacko. “Who said anything about cops? And a private eye—hey, they cost big bucks. Right now, according to my dad, we’re broke.”


  I refused to back down. I wanted a camera—now. “Still, I think it would be smart to take pictures.”


  We stood under the giant ash, its purple leaves covering us, having our first major standoff. After a few more desperate pleas, Chelsea came to her senses. Maybe she realized I wasn’t going to budge. Best of all, she didn’t appear to have sensed my uneasiness.


  “Why don’t you ride my bike down to your house?” she offered, going around to the overhang under the back porch. Her bike was in perfect shape, as though she never, ever rode it.


  “You sure?” I asked, noting the fancy leather seat and other expensive touches.


  “Go ahead.” She parked her books on the patio table nearby before helping secure my schoolbag on the bike.


  “Thanks. I’ll be back in a jiffy,” I called to her as I pushed off and headed for the driveway.


  The distance to my house was all downhill. Coming back, I’d have to pedal hard to make it.
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  Mom was cooking something wonderful when I dashed into the house and through the kitchen. “Mm-m, smells great!” I said. “Special dinner for Skip?”


  “He should be home soon,” she called up the back steps. “What’s your hurry?”


  “I came home to get my camera,” I said. “Never know when I’ll stumble onto a glorious shot.”


  Mom didn’t respond. Either she hadn’t heard, or she was already lost in her culinary dreams and schemes. Skip was her one and only son. Naturally, she’d want to knock herself out to make his first homecoming extra-special.


  Upstairs, I deposited my schoolbag on the bed. Then I filled my camera pouch with film and both my 35-millimeter camera and the smaller digital one. I wanted to be fully prepared. No stones left unturned and all that detective-sounding stuff.


  Mom’s eyebrows arched when I rushed through the kitchen again, telling her I’d see her later. “Chelsea’s expecting me back at her house. We’re doing some investigating, I guess you could say.”


  “Nothing too serious, I hope.”


  She had me. “Well, maybe. But I won’t be long. ’Bye!”


  Mom called after me, “Be careful.”


  “I will,” I shouted back. “I promise.”


  “And be back in time for supper!”


  “Okay, Mom.”


  I made a run for it on the steep hill, but eventually slowed to a steady pumping. My latest mystery—our latest mystery—could possibly be wrapped up and solved in one afternoon. That is if Chelsea and I were brave enough to go where the solid leads might be lurking.


  I should’ve been jumping for joy about the prospect of finding Chelsea’s mom, but something about the mission made my mouth go dry. It was the old shack. The eerie place out there on the edge of the dark forest.


  I licked my lips as I pedaled for all I was worth. If only we didn’t have to deal with the mysterious woods and that hut.


  The feverish dryness in my mouth persisted even after I arrived back at Chelsea’s house and gulped down a full glass of water in her kitchen.


  I gazed through the window at the trees beyond the rickety wooden arbor gate. In the foreground, the arbor was cloaked in rambling grapevines now brittle and brown.


  The gateway beckoned.
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  Goose prickles popped out on the back of my neck. I poured more water and drank. The cool water helped—but only for a moment.


  Looking out through the kitchen window, I surveyed the fairy-tale entrance to the dark, foreboding forest. The arbor gate seemed to summon me. White stepping-stones, bordered on both sides by a stone foundation wall, scattered away from the arbor, creating a mysterious pathway.


  I shivered, thankful for daylight.


  Chelsea noticed. “Are you afraid?”


  In all the years Chelsea and I had known each other, neither of us had ever set foot in the vine-covered shack. The first time I’d ever gotten close enough to investigate, I’d promptly decided it was too far back in the woods for a kid’s hideaway. Too far from the safety of the house.


  Chelsea, being a timid sort of girl back then, had wholeheartedly agreed.


  Better to use it for storing tools and the lawn mower, I’d thought at the time. But the place hadn’t been used that way. As far as I knew, the vine-tangled shanty had stood empty all these years.


  “So…are you afraid?” Chelsea repeated, eyeing my camera bag.


  I stood tall, ignoring the question. “Ready?”


  “I’ve got the diary.” She held it against her chest. “Now, if I can just find the right page.” She glanced toward the living room. “Dad’s in there making phone calls, so we’ll have to keep our voices down.”


  “Does he know I’m here?” I leaned around the fridge to peek at him.


  “Not really. But if we’re quiet…” Her voice trailed off, and I struggled to push away creepy thoughts.


  Chelsea held the diary open. “Right here.” She pointed to a four-line passage that looked like poetry. “I’m pretty sure my mom is referring to the hut out back.” She pushed the diary into my hands. “Read it for yourself.”


  Carefully, I studied the cryptic words.

  



  Approach a labyrinth of snarls and tendrils,

  Follow the white-stone way.

  Spirit.dew, rain on they who here reflect.

  House of secrets bids you stay.

  



  “It’s a poem—it rhymes.” My lips quivered. “When did your mom start writing poetry?”


  “Beats me. Mom’s never written any before, at least not that I know of.”


  Her answer concerned me even more. “Chelsea”—I turned to her, pressing the diary pages shut—“what on earth is this writing? These words…that spooky stuff…it doesn’t feel right to me. I think it might be coming from an evil influence.”


  She pouted. “You’re only saying that so we won’t have to go out there and look around.”


  The tension, the urgency of the situation, made me forget about her dad. “No!” I shouted. “No, that’s not it.”


  “Sh-h! Merry!”


  Suddenly, I heard footsteps. “What’s all the noise?” Mr. Davis came through the doorway to the kitchen. “Hey, you two having a party without me?” He smiled casually.


  “Oh, sorry, Daddy,” Chelsea said.


  I kept the diary hidden behind my back. “Hello, Mr. Davis. I didn’t mean to be so loud.”


  He ran a hand through his thick graying hair, grunted something, and left the kitchen.


  Chelsea motioned me outside on the back porch. “Dad’ll probably want to eat supper soon, so we’d better get started. That is, if you’re ready.”


  I nearly choked. Truthfully, I was glad for the momentary encounter with her dad. Anything to take the edge off what I’d been feeling.


  The word occult drifted through my thoughts, and although I didn’t plan on telling Chelsea about it, I knew I’d have to pray extra-hard tonight. If her mother’s mind was being controlled by someone or something outside herself, we were in big trouble—in way over our heads.


  Then unexpectedly—like the swift flutter of wings—a Scripture verse I’d learned as a little girl came to me. For he will command his angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways…


  Over and over, the verse echoed in my mind.


  He will command his angels…to guard you. His angels will guard you.…Angels…


  Adjusting my camera case straps, I moved forward. I glanced around me, wondering, Are they here? Are God’s angels with us now?


  Chelsea followed close behind me, clutching her mother’s diary. Together we passed beneath the tall, rectangular arbor gate to get to the white stone pathway.


  They will lift you up in their hands, so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.


  I looked down at the stony passage leading us to the dark woods, then ahead to the deserted shanty. God had promised to send His angels. They were here.


  I wish I weren’t, I thought.


  Closer, closer we came to the edge of the forest. Dense and foreboding, it loomed ahead like a giant monster waiting to devour us. The sinister-looking hovel came into view as we entered the black woodland, leaving the light of day behind us.


  Chelsea’s face muscles twitched nervously. “Let’s stay together, okay?”


  “I’m here” was all I could say. My throat was so dry I could hardly swallow.


  Suddenly, she stopped. “Listen!” Her hand trembled—the one holding her mom’s diary.


  “What is it?” I whispered. “What do you hear?”


  Chelsea inched forward. “That sound.…What’s that weird sound?”


  I strained to hear, my knees quaking. “I don’t hear anything.”


  Chelsea turned to me. “Didn’t you hear that?”


  I listened. Then in the distance, I heard the snap-a-crack of a dry twig. I wanted to drop to my knees. “I don’t know about you, but I’m going to pray.”


  “Right here?” Her eyes bugged out.


  I nodded.


  “But—”


  “I’m not going to ask if you mind,” I interrupted. “You say you don’t believe in God, but I know He’s here with us. I also know He wants to help your mom.”


  She didn’t argue this time. I bowed my head and folded my hands with Chelsea’s hand stuck between mine. “Lord, we don’t know what we’re going to find inside this spooky place, but you do. Please keep us safe. And thanks for your angels, who protect us. Amen.”


  Chelsea didn’t say a word about the prayer—or the angels. In fact, she was trying to act real cool. But I knew the prayer had touched her. Her eyes were brimming with tears.


  Quickly, she turned away. “Okay, let’s go,” she said.


  Help us to do the right thing, Lord, I prayed silently as we moved forward, taking one white stepping-stone at a time.
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  Hesitantly, I reached through the vines to unlatch the narrow door. Chelsea held back the thick branches, hands trembling.


  “Anyone home?” I called.


  We listened.


  Nothing except the whispery sound of wind high in the trees.


  “We’re coming in!” I shouted, feeling more confident at the sound of my voice. With a shove, I opened the door.


  There, piled up on the wood floor, were candles—some half burned—two black-and-gold incense containers, and several empty wine bottles.


  “What on earth?” I muttered.


  Chelsea sniffed the air. “Hey! That’s my mom’s favorite incense.” She picked up one of the round incense holders and held it to her nose. “Weird,” she whispered, almost to herself. “I wonder if she’s been coming here to meditate.”


  “Your mom meditates?”


  Chelsea was quick to set me straight. “It’s not what you think, Merry,” she said. “My mom’s been interested in getting in touch with her inner consciousness for a long time. She likes to spend time concentrating and stuff like that, usually in a quiet place.”


  “We won’t know more unless we keep searching.” I spied a long black box high atop a potting shelf in the corner. “Look up there,” I said, pointing. “What’s in that box?”


  “Let’s check it out.”


  I dragged a chair under the shelf. Reaching up, I encountered a thick spider web. “Yee-ikes! There are cobwebs all over this place.”


  Chelsea steadied the rickety chair as she stared up at me. I jumped down, holding the black box, and opened the lid. Inside, we discovered a strange array of items. More candles—mostly black ones—and matches, incense, and several large, black square cloths. And a book with a frightening title: Taking the Oath.


  A sickening wave of terror welled up in me. “Oh, Chelsea, I think your mom’s hooked up with something truly dangerous!”


  “Why?” She picked up the book and flipped through the pages. “Because of this?”


  The hair on the back of my neck prickled, and I wanted to run. Anything to escape the oppressive sensation that seemed to hover around us.


  I noticed some strange markings on the inside of the box but said nothing. By the looks of things, Chelsea’s mom had been using the abandoned shack as a hideaway—a place to practice her occult exercises in privacy.


  Quickly, I replaced the lid on the box and returned it to its original place, deliberately avoiding annoying spider webs.


  Leaping down off the chair, I glanced around at the inside of the hut—about the size of a large bedroom. Fighting off nightmarish feelings, I aimed my digital camera, taking several shots of the bizarre surroundings before closing the door and latching it.


  “Is this building on your property?” I asked as we hurried away.


  “It’s been here as long as we have,” Chelsea replied, “so it must be.”


  “You’re sure it’s not on your neighbor’s land?”


  “Positive.”


  I wanted to make sure we weren’t trespassing. There was a strong possibility I’d want to return.


  “Let me see that poem your mom wrote again,” I said.


  Chelsea handed the diary to me, and I thumbed through the pages till I found the peculiar poem.


  Approach a labyrinth of snarls and tendrils,

  Follow the white-stone way.

  Spirit-dew, rain on they who here reflect.

  House of secrets bids you stay.


  I stared at the diary entry. “That’s it! The hut has to be the house of secrets,” I blurted. “Look, Chels, it’s right here.” I pointed to the page.


  She stopped cold, and I reread the words to her.


  “Do you think…? Could it be?” Her voice became hysterical. “Do you think my mom’s lost her mind or something?”


  “I hope not.” What else could I say? The signs pointed to…what? I didn’t know. But whatever was in that place and in that black box surely wasn’t meant for the praise and worship of God.


  We quickened our pace, not looking back. I stuffed the diary into my back pocket.


  Chelsea’s wheezy breathing worried me as our feet flew over the white stones, through the opening in the arbor gate, and back to the safety of her yard.


  “Whew.” She collapsed on one of the patio chairs on the back porch. “I can see why we avoided that wretched place as kids.” She was totally freaked.


  “I’ll get you something to drink,” I offered, heading for the kitchen door.


  Chelsea looked too pale to get up. “I’ll be right there.”


  “Just take it easy,” I called over my shoulder.


  Inside, I let the water run so it would be cool without ice. Sometimes Chelsea had asthma flare-ups, and I knew better than to give her ice water. I wandered over to the cupboard, searching for a clean glass, when I heard startling words coming from the living room.


  “What do you mean, you’re not coming home?” Mr. Davis was saying.


  I held my breath, listening as I hugged the doorframe.


  “Where are you now? Where is our money?”


  A long pause.


  “But that money belonged to me, too,” he insisted. “We had plans for that account, you and I—we…”


  My heart ached for Chelsea’s dad. Evidently, Mrs. Davis was on the line. Would she tell him where she was? Why she’d left?


  “Please come home, Berta Jean. This is craziness, every last bit of it. Those people, they’re nuts and you know it. Why, those crazy mixed-up notions about making the world a better place—and that hocus-pocus nonsense, c’mon!”


  Silence again.


  Then—“But how can you up and leave Chelsea and me for a bunch of crackpots?” Mr. Davis was weeping now.


  Another long pause.


  His voice came softly. “I love you, Berta, don’t you see? I want you here, to live with our daughter and me….”


  I backed into the kitchen, hurrying to turn off the water. Once again, I felt helpless and frightened for my friend and her father. The pleading continued, but I stood in the kitchen wrapping my arms around myself—trying desperately to block out the frantic words.


  “What’s that?” Mr. Davis howled. “Me, come and join that weird bunch? Why, Berta Jean, that’s ridiculous. I wouldn’t think of leaving my life behind for that oath-taking baloney. How can you?”


  I fought back tears and hurried outdoors with the glass of water. By the time Chelsea was ready to come indoors, the phone conversation had come to an abrupt end. It wasn’t up to me to fill her in. I shouldn’t have heard any of it in the first place.


  “You okay?” I asked, watching my friend closely.


  She steadied herself against the kitchen counter. “I’m so mad I can hardly stand up,” she admitted. “All the weird stuff. Mom’s totally flipped—hiding out in that shed, so close to our house.”


  “It’s not that close.” I glanced out the window. “You can hardly see it from here.”


  She came over and stood beside me, still wheezing slightly. “I guess you’re right, but…” She stared out the window, wearing a troubled look. “You don’t think…my mom’s not living out there, is she?”


  “There’s no evidence of a bed or anything.” I thought about the phone conversation I’d partially overheard. “No, Chelsea, I don’t think your mom’s staying there.”


  “I sure hope not,” she whispered, forcing her gaze away from the window.


  I gave her a quick hug good-bye. “I think it’s time you talked to your dad, though. Just the two of you.”


  Her father came into the kitchen looking dejected, and Chelsea rushed over, crying. They scarcely noticed as I slipped out the back door.


  The sun was slipping fast over the horizon as I ran down the dirt lane toward home. I held on to my camera case, keeping it from flopping.


  Lights twinkled in the downstairs windows of my house just ahead. How I welcomed their golden glow!


  At the intersection of Strawberry Lane and SummerHill, I ran across the street, then darted up the long, sloping lawn, past the grand white gazebo centered in our backyard, and onto the back steps. For once I didn’t check to see if any of my feline friends still lingered outdoors.


  It wasn’t until I was washing my hands for supper that I realized I hadn’t returned the diary. The hard, fat lump protruded out of my back pocket.


  Chelsea’s mom had been writing bizarre things in her daily entries, that was true. I could only hope that by snooping a little, perhaps I’d find additional clues.


  Where was Chelsea’s mom?
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  Supper by candlelight meant one of two things at our house: Either we were entertaining company, or it was a holiday.


  Mom had a funny way of connecting with holidays—even the insignificant ones. They were her excuse to show off culinary skills, not to mention her fine hostess abilities.


  But a linen-and-lace tablecloth and napkins on the first Friday in October by no means represented a holiday, significant or otherwise.


  Still, it was a special event—Skip’s first weekend home since we’d bid him farewell on that sweltering day in August.


  “How’s college treating you?” Dad asked, slapping Skip’s shoulder playfully as the two of them wandered into the dining room.


  “I like it just fine,” Skip said, his face shiny and hair still damp from his shower. Mom always liked it when we freshened up before mealtime. Besides, Skip probably needed freshening up—he’d driven many miles in order to put his feet under her table.


  We sat opposite each other, Skip and I. Dad’s easygoing grin stretched from ear to ear as he settled into his usual spot at the head of the table. Mom sat at the far end across from Dad, nearest the kitchen. Dad prayed, thanking the Lord for Skip’s safe return, then the food was passed. Prime rib, mashed potatoes and gravy, dried-corn casserole, sweet baby peas, homemade biscuits and butter—the works. Once again, Mom had knocked herself out for us. For Skip, really.


  Halfway through supper, I asked Skip if he knew who Randall Eastman was. “Supposedly he won first place in the photography contest last year.”


  Skip glanced at the ceiling, thinking. “Oh yeah, I remember hearing something about that. Isn’t he the principal’s nephew or something?”


  “Something like that.” I couldn’t believe he hadn’t paid attention to last year’s contest. Having a sister who was a photography fanatic ought to have tuned him in at least a little. “So do you know him?” I persisted.


  “Barely.” He pulled on his open shirt collar. “Seems to me the guy’s a loner. A little nerdy, too.”


  “That figures,” I sneered. “Most artists are misunderstood.”


  He shot back, “Well, you oughta know.” Skip was taunting me. I wished he’d stayed at college.


  Mom leaned forward, reaching for my hand. “Oh, honey, that’s not how we think of you.” She’d always been quick to qualify off-the-wall statements by her firstborn. Especially those directed at me. Or Faithie. Except that my twin sister hadn’t lived long enough to experience the unrelenting nature of our big brother’s flapping tongue. I was almost positive if Faithie were alive today, she would be even less tolerant of Skip’s constant condemnation.


  “You just have to have someone to pick on,” I muttered.


  Mom eyeballed me. “Your brother’s been home less than an hour, and here you are—”


  “Hon,” Dad intervened as usual. “It’s okay. We’re all a little tense from the long week. The kids, too.”


  “Yeah,” Skip said, hopping on Dad’s bandwagon. “Let’s cool it, okay?”


  I wanted to bop him good. How was it that he could get by with derogatory comments? This was firstborn ballyhoo at its best!


  Mom and I cleared the table, letting the men in the family sit around and twiddle their thumbs. The way I saw it, if Dad truly had a say in serious table etiquette, he would’ve been up helping us by now. He didn’t strike me as the kind of guy who insisted on being served by females. Never had.


  But Skip? My brother simply adored being waited on. Hand, foot, and mouth. I, despising the submissive younger-sister role, had made a point of sidestepping the issue as much as possible. With him at least.


  The festive dinner tapers had burned down about an inch when Mom and I brought in her cream cake. Made with sweet milk from the Zooks’ dairy, the dessert was unbelievably rich. The cream filling alone was outrageous. Dad’s cousin Hazel had once called the sumptuous dessert sinful due to its extravagant, fattening ingredients.


  “Well,” Dad said, eyes shining in anticipation, “shall we ask the blessing once again?”


  Mom giggled like a schoolgirl. “You may, if you like.”


  “Oh, Dad, please,” I groaned.


  Skip joined Dad in rubbing his stomach and, in general, hammed it up.


  Dad was on his second cup of coffee when Skip started telling about some of the extracurricular activities on campus. “You name it, we’ve got it,” he said with pride. “Several Bible study groups meet after hours. One in particular is kinda cool.”


  Dad’s cup clinked as he placed it back on the saucer. “Let’s hear about it, son.”


  I knew I’d be required to stay put and listen, even though Skip’s idea of captivating conversation was about as interesting as a car mechanics manual.


  After another ten minutes of college talk, I excused myself. “I’ll start loading the dishwasher.”


  Mom nodded silently.


  Unfortunately, I could still hear Skip’s voice even as I made the usual kitchen clean-up noises. I drew the hot water for the silverware. Never in a million years would Mom allow the dishwasher to clean her good stuff. So I washed the flatware by hand, beginning with the spoons.


  Dad’s comments floated into the kitchen. “Sounds like a simple case of first-semester blues,” he was telling Skip. “You’ll survive it, son. Give it a few more months.”


  Without help from Mom, I finished off the work in the kitchen, even the pots and pans. I was on my way upstairs, heading to my room to tackle homework, when I thought of Chelsea. I said a prayer for her and her family and then worked on history questions until I got stuck. Quickly, I went back downstairs to ask Dad about it.


  In fifteen minutes, I had my answer and was scurrying to my room when I nearly collided with my brother. He was coming down the hall, waving his portable phone. “Was my little Merry hiding the phone?” he taunted.


  I lunged at him. “Were you in my room? You know better! And don’t call me your little Merry!”


  Playfully, he pushed me away. “Hey, relax, cat breath.” He shoved the phone into his back pocket. “Don’t freak out.”


  “Stay out of my room, you hear?” I shouted, turning on my heel and slamming my bedroom door.


  Mom came up in a few minutes, inquiring about the racket. “I want the two of you to stay away from each other,” she said as we stood in the hallway.


  I glanced at Skip. “For the whole weekend?” I hoped she meant it.


  “We’ll have to wait and see.” Before she said more, Skip, sporting a smirk, disappeared into his room. “Now, Merry,” Mom continued, “your brother’s home for a reason. He’s tired and was severely homesick, so I want you to ease up on him. Please?”


  “Tell him that!”


  “Merry? What’s bothering you?” She looked concerned.


  I fought my anger over Skip’s coming home and barging back into my life. I struggled with feelings of helplessness over Chelsea’s mother. Where was she? How could she leave her family? I hated the lump in my throat.


  Then I did an impulsive thing. I threw myself into Mom’s arms.


  “Merry, honey, what’s wrong?” She held me close.


  I cried as though my heart would break. Actually, it was breaking. Breaking for my friend Chelsea and the horrible thing she was going through.


  Before too many more seconds passed, I broke free of Mom’s embrace without a word and made a beeline to my room. There, I finished crying my eyes out in private.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/Images/9781585586646_0131_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR






OEBPS/Images/9781585586646_0347_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/common.jpg





OEBPS/Images/htit.jpg
BEVERLY
LEWIS

Summertfil Seorets 2





OEBPS/Styles/page-template.xpgt
               



OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
a divsion of Baker Publishing Group
Minneapolis, Minnesota





OEBPS/Images/9781585586646_0235_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781585586646_0007_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781585586646_0449_001.jpg





