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  To

  my aunt Ada Reba,

  who held my little hand

  long ago…

  and whispered a prayer.


  Happy is the house that shelters a friend.


  —RALPH WALDO EMERSON


  Chapter

  1


  A cry rang out in the stillness.


  “Merry Hanson!”


  I jerked into consciousness, tense and trembling. Sitting up, I peered out at my moonlit bedroom through sleep-filled eyes, listening. The gentle, steady purr of kittens filled the peaceful quiet. Their soft, warm bodies snuggled close on top of the comforter as I moved my feet.


  Must be a dream. I leaned back onto my pillow, my body stiff from the rude awakening.


  Then in the silence, I heard it again. A determined voice, quivering with desperation. “Merry, please wake up!”


  Stumbling from the bed, I dashed to the window and looked out. Shadows played beneath the white light of a full November moon. One shadow stood out from the others and moved slowly toward the house.


  I bumped my nose against the cold window as I stared down at a fragile-looking figure. Light from the moon had turned her wheatcolored hair almost white. I drew in a quick breath. Lissa Vyner!


  Straining, I lifted the storm window and poked my head out into the frosty Pennsylvania night. Squinting down from the second story of our hundred-year-old farmhouse, I tried to brush the sleep away. My school friend was crouched near the old maple.


  “Lissa, what are you doing out there?” I called to her in a hushed voice. Shivers danced up and down my arms.


  She pulled her jacket against her body. “C-can I sp-spend the n-n-night?” she pleaded, tears in her voice.


  “Meet me around back.” I closed the window and scrambled for my fleece-lined slippers and robe. Shadrach and Meshach, my two golden-haired kittens, were curled up on it. “Sorry, little boys,” I whispered, pulling it out from under their drowsy heads. “Where’s Abednego?” That ornery cat is always missing, I thought.


  Silently, I slipped down the hallway and past my older brother’s room to the stairs. I didn’t dare let Skip in on this thing with Lissa, especially since he was in charge while Mom and Dad were overseas on a mission trip.


  I stopped in my tracks as I came within a few feet of the kitchen. Shafts of light streamed into the hallway. It meant only one thing. My know-it-all brother was still up—the last person I wanted to bump into on a night like this!


  Tiptoeing closer, I peeked around the door. He was stuffing his face with the leftovers from supper. This could be tricky—smuggling Lissa into the house without Skip knowing.


  He glanced up. “Hey, feline freak. Can’t ya sleep?”


  I ignored him, heading for the back door.


  “Sleepwalking, Mer?” he persisted.


  “What?” I muttered, pulling the curtains to one side and peering out. Skip smacked disgustingly on a meat loaf sandwich while I devised a way to distract him.


  “You should be in bed,” he demanded.


  I whirled around. “You’re still up!”


  “Don’t get smart, cat breath.” Skip gulped down half a glass of milk in one swallow.


  In a flash, I remembered Abednego, my wayward kitten. Genius! I turned the doorknob and stepped outside.


  “Hey, close that door!” Skip yelled.


  “Lost my cat,” I said, pulling the door shut. Casting a fleeting glance over my shoulder, I went in search of Lissa. Around the side of the house, near a stack of firewood, I found her.


  “I s-saw the l-light in the k-kitchen,” she stammered. “D-Didn’t want t-to—”


  “C’mon, it’s awful cold.” I led her around to the long front porch. “Wait here—I’ll go through the house and open the door.”


  Meow!


  I leaned over and spotted two shining eyes under the porch.


  Then I heard Skip calling, “Merry, get your cat tail in here!”


  My heart pounded as I scooped Abednego into my arms. Lifting his black furry body to my face, I darted around the house and into the kitchen.


  “That’s one fat cat,” Skip said, casting a scornful look my way. “Too bad you found him.”


  I shot him a fake smile. No time to argue; Lissa was waiting, half frozen to death on the front porch.


  Cuddling Abednego, I spoke in my best baby talk. “Hello, my pwecious little boy.”


  Skip groaned. “Are there any strays that don’t live here?”


  “Good night,” I snapped, turning to go. When I was safely out of Skip’s sight, I dashed for the front door with Abednego still in my arms.


  Lissa moaned softly as I let her in.


  “Follow me,” I whispered.


  We sneaked up the stairs to my room. This wasn’t going to be a typical sleepover. Lissa’s eyes were swollen from crying, her bottom lip cracked and bleeding. And she was limping!


  Chapter

  2

  



  Back inside my bedroom, I put Abednego down and locked the door. Lissa sat on my bed while I turned on the lamp. “I’ll get something for your lip,” I said, hurrying to the bathroom adjoining my room.


  Lissa was pulling off her jacket and scarf when I returned with damp tissues. Her tennies were stiff from the cold.


  “Here, this’ll help.” I gave her the wet tissues. “Careful. Don’t press too hard.”


  She nodded as if to thank me, holding the crumpled wad on her bottom lip. Tentatively, she glanced around the room, taking note of the wall nearest her. It was covered with framed photography—some of my very best. Lissa was shaking, so I turned up the controls on the electric blanket.


  “You’ll warm up fast in here,” I said, pulling back the blanket and the blue hand-quilted comforter, the latter a gift from my Amish neighbors down the lane.


  Lissa crawled into bed, jeans and all.


  I searched in the closet for my sleeping bag and rolled it out on the floor next to the bed. “If we’re quiet, Skip’ll never know you’re here.”


  Lissa looked at me sadly through the slits in her puffy eyelids. She dabbed her lip gently.


  I sat on top of my sleeping bag, worried for my friend. “You’re really hurt, aren’t you?”


  She squeaked, “Uh-huh,” in an uncontrollable voice. Tears filled her eyes.


  “What happened tonight?”


  Her shoulders heaved under the blankets as she buried her head in my pillow. The wad of wet tissues rolled out of her hand and onto the floor.


  “Talk to me, Liss,” I said, kneeling up, stroking her back. I hoped her answer wasn’t something truly horrible.


  Minutes passed. Except for an occasional sob, the room was silent. At last, she looked at me with tearful blue eyes. “My dad got mad.”


  A lump caught in my throat just as Abednego jumped onto the bed. I moved the cat trio one by one on top of the little lumps made by Lissa’s feet.


  She eased back against the pillow. “I freak out, Merry. I freak when my dad’s drunk.” She wiped the tears. “I can’t go home anymore.”


  Pulling the covers up around her chin, I tucked her in like she was a helpless little child. “Don’t worry, Lissa, I’ll think of something.


  Maybe we can talk to the school counselor tomorrow.”


  “I can’t go to school,” she blurted. “People will be looking for me.”


  “Which people?” I sat on the edge of the bed.


  “Maybe the cops,” she whispered. “I’m a runaway, aren’t I?” She watched the kittens congregate at her feet.


  “What about your mom? She’ll be worried.”


  “I told her I’d leave someday.” Lissa stopped.


  “What about the history test? You can’t skip out on that. Mr. Wilson’s make-up tests are hideous.” I was groping at thin air. Anything to talk sense into her.


  She sighed. “I need your help, Merry.”


  “What can I do?” I whispered.


  “Keep me safe.” She touched me. “Please?”


  I looked down at her hand on my arm. “Don’t you have any relatives in Lancaster?” It was a long shot.


  She shook her head.


  I pulled my left earring out, glanced at it, and put it right back in. “What about your grandma?” I asked.


  “She lives in Philadelphia now,” Lissa said.


  I pushed my hair back, taking a deep breath. Lissa was asking a lot, especially with my parents gone. I started to speak, to set her straight about what I should and shouldn’t do, but tears began to flow unchecked down her cheeks.


  “Okay, Liss,” I said, “but only for tonight.” I clicked off the blue-and-white striped lamp on the table beside the bed, hoping I was doing the right thing.


  In the darkness, my friend pleaded, “Promise to keep my secret?”


  I shuddered at what it meant. If Mom and Dad were back from their mission trip, they’d know exactly what to do. I pushed my fingers through the length of my hair and crawled into my sleeping bag. A moonbeam played hide-and-seek as a cloud drifted by.


  Lissa reached her hand out to me. “Merry…please?”


  A feeling of determination flooded me as I took her cold hand in both of mine. “Don’t worry. You can count on me.”


  I stared at a small photo on the far wall. Small but distinct, the picture was a close-up of a gravestone covered with yellow daisies. The gravestone reminded me of another place, another time. A time when I could’ve helped but didn’t.


  I hardly slept the rest of the night. I’d given my word to hide Lissa and keep her secret. A secret bigger than us both.


  Chapter
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  I awakened the next morning to pounding. “Get up, Merry! You’re going to be late!” Skip hollered through the door. “Don’t you know people die in bed?”


  I groaned, then bolted upright, glancing up from my sleeping bag. Lissa was still asleep. Thank goodness for locked bedroom doors!


  “Last call, cat breath,” my big brother called. “Or you’re history!”


  History—Mr. Wilson’s test! I dragged my limp legs from the sleeping bag as the events of last night came rushing back. I hurried into the bathroom adjoining my room and turned on the shower. Reaching for a clean washcloth and a bar of soap, I lathered up, remembering the first day I’d met Lissa Vyner.


  It was eighth grade. Last year. I’d taken first place in the photography contest at Mifflin Junior High School. Felt pretty smug about it, too. It was a high that set me sailing into second semester. That’s when the new girl showed up in my class—a pretty girl—with hair the color of wheat at harvest. As for her broken arm, she’d blamed it on being accident prone.


  Lissa was also quite forgetful when it came to necessary things, which I discovered after our first P.E. class together. The teacher had insisted on everyone hitting the showers, sweaty or not. But Lissa had forgotten her soap. And a hairbrush!


  The next day, I came to her rescue again. This time it was a matter of life and death. She’d misplaced her red pen, and red pens were essential equipment in Miss Cassavant’s math class. “If you aren’t prepared to grade your classmate’s homework, you aren’t prepared for life,” the flamboyant Miss Cassavant would say.


  Soon Lissa and I became good friends. Occasionally, she confided in me about her family. She felt lonely at home and hated being the only child. Lissa hated something else, too. The way her dad drank. The way it changed him. Now all of it made sense: her frequent black eyes, her broken arm…


  A knock on the bathroom door startled me. “Thought you’d left,” Lissa whispered as she crept in.


  I peeked around the steamed-up shower door. “Sleep okay?”


  “I think so,” she said. “Mind if I use your brush?” She leaned close to the mirror, untying her yellow hair ribbon before brushing her wavy, shoulder-length hair. “It feels good being here, Mer. It’s as if I have a real sister.”


  Grabbing my towel, I sighed and wrapped it around me. I didn’t want to think about sisters. Real or not. “I’ve come up with a solution,” I said, changing the subject.


  Lissa kept brushing her hair.


  “First of all, help yourself to anything you’d like to wear in my closet while I get something for us to eat. And…could you just hang out in my room today?”


  Lissa nodded, holding my brush in midair.


  “Now, be sure to keep the bedroom door locked just in case,” I continued, reaching for my bathrobe. “We’ll talk more after school, okay?” It was the best I could do on such short notice—a rather boring scheme, not the creative kind I was known for—but at least she’d be well hidden.


  “What about your brother?” she asked.


  I wrapped my hair in a towel. “Don’t worry. Skip has intramurals on Tuesdays, so we’re set.”


  Lissa wandered out of the bathroom over to my white corner bookcase and reached for a poetry book.


  “Help yourself,” I said, spying the book she held. “That one’s pure genius.”


  “I thought only bleeding hearts read poetry.”


  “I read it,” I said. “And I’m far less anguished than you think.” A few strands of hair escaped, tickling my shoulders with water drops. I pushed them into the towel and investigated my wardrobe.


  “Remember, don’t tell anyone at school where I am, or I’m doomed!” There was desperation in Lissa’s voice.


  “Count on it,” I said, choosing my favorite sweater, a delicious coral color. It made my chestnut brown hair and eyes look even darker. Aunt Teri had knit it for my fifteenth birthday, September 22—almost two months ago. Confidence exuded from the sweater. Some clothes were like that. Maybe it was because Aunt Teri, creative and lovely, was so confident herself, despite being completely deaf. Anyway, I needed this sweater today for more than one reason.


  Lissa sat on my bed, paging through the poetry book. Just then Abednego raised his sleepy head and made a beeline for my friend. “Hey,” she said, giggling, “look at you, big guy.” She patted his head.


  “He’s super picky about his friends.” I watched in amazement as Abednego let her hold him.


  “I know just what you need,” she said, carrying him into the bathroom. When they came out, Abednego was wearing Lissa’s yellow hair ribbon around his chubby neck.


  “You look very handsome,” Lissa cooed into his ear. Then she put him down, headed back into the bathroom, and closed the door.


  “Boy cats don’t wear hair ribbons,” I muttered, quite puzzled at Abednego’s obvious interest in Lissa.


  The phone rang and I hurried down the hallway to Skip’s room.


  “How’s every little thing today?” came the scratchy voice as I answered the phone. The voice belonged to Miss Spindler, our neighbor around the corner. Mom had asked her to check on us while she and Dad were gone. And check up, she did. In fact, the last few days she’d been calling nonstop, even showing up nearly every evening with some rich, exotic dessert.


  “We’re fine, thanks,” I reassured her.


  “Anything you need?” came the next question.


  I thought of Lissa. I’d be crazy to let Miss Spindler in on our secret. “I think we’re set here, but thanks,” I said, discouraging her from coming over today.


  “Well, just give a holler if you think of anything you need.”


  “Okay, I will…if we need anything.” I hung up the phone, heading back to the bedroom. “I need my hair dryer, Lissa,” I called through a crack in the bathroom door.


  No answer. I paused, waiting for her reply.


  “Lissa, you okay?” I knocked and waited a moment, then lightly touched the door. Slowly, it opened to reveal ugly welts and bruises on Lissa’s right thigh. I cringed in horror.


  Startled, she tried to cover up her leg.


  “I-I’m sorry,” I said.


  Silence hung between us, and then she started to cry. Deep, heart-wrenching sobs.


  I ached for Lissa. “How did this happen?” I asked, squelching my shock.


  “You’ll never believe it.” She kept her head down.


  “Try me, Liss.”


  “I fell down the steps.”


  Anger swelled inside me. Not toward her, but toward whoever had done this. “Now, how about the truth,” I whispered.


  Wincing, she stood up. “It’s a long, long story.”


  “I should call our family doctor.” I leaned on the doorknob, hurting for my friend.


  “Right, and I’ll end up in some lousy foster home. No thanks, I’ve already been that route.”


  The impact of her words sent my mind reeling. “A foster home?”


  “Two years ago.” She said it through clenched teeth.


  “What happened?”


  “What do you think?” She sighed. “Now things are even worse with my dad at the police department. He’s got every one of those cops fooled.”


  I didn’t know what to say. Lissa’s father was a policeman, too, so he was supposed to be one of the good guys.


  Lissa’s words interrupted my thoughts. “If caseworkers get involved,” she added, “they’ll eventually send me back home, and he’ll beat me up again.”


  My throat turned to cotton.


  “I hate my dad.” Tears spilled down her cheek. “And Mom, too, for not making it stop.”


  I wanted to wave a wand and make things better for my friend. “I’m so sorry,” I said, determined more than ever to take care of her.


  Abruptly, Lissa stood up, reaching for the shower door. “He’ll never hit me again.” By the cold stiffness in her voice, I knew the conversation was over.
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  Frustrated and terribly worried, I mentioned breakfast. Lissa needed something nourishing, but I had only enough time to grab some juice and sticky buns.


  While in the kitchen, I filled the cats’ dishes with their favorite tuna food. They crowded around, nosing their way into the breakfast delight.


  I washed my hands before putting three sticky buns—two for Lissa, one for me—and two glasses of orange juice on a tray. Then I headed up the back stairs.


  Lissa was sitting on the bed admiring my wall gallery when I came into the room. “When did you start taking pictures?” She studied a tall picture of a willow tree in the springtime.


  I set the tray down on the bed. “I won a cheap camera for selling the most Girl Scout cookies in first grade,” I explained. “Taking pictures started out as a hobby, but somehow it’s become an obsession.”


  “Your shots are great,” she said, reaching for a glass of juice.


  I gathered up my books and found my digital camera, one of three cameras in my collection, lying on the desk near the window.


  “Taking more pictures today?” she asked.


  “I like to have a camera handy at all times. You never know when a picture might present itself.”


  A pensive smile crossed Lissa’s face.


  “Let’s pray before I catch the bus,” I suggested.


  Lissa seemed surprised. “Why?”


  “Because I care about you. And God does, too.”


  She smiled weakly, then nodded her consent.


  After the prayer, Lissa wiped her eyes. “That was sweet, Merry. My grandmother talks to God, too. I wish I could be more like her…and you.”


  “I don’t always do the right thing.” After all, how smart is harboring a runaway? “Don’t forget to lock this door when I leave.” I grabbed the sticky bun and bit into the sugary bread. Then I washed it down with a long drink of orange juice. My mother would worry if she knew I hadn’t had a full breakfast today. Oh well, what was one day?


  I glanced in the mirror again. “Maybe we should call your grandmother after school. Someone in your family ought to know you’re safe.”


  “I guess I should call,” Lissa agreed. “But I don’t want Grandma to know where I am.”


  I thought of the years of abuse Lissa must have endured and nodded my consent.


  “You’re a true friend, Merry.” She sat on my bed like a wistful statue as I turned to go.
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  The school bus was crowded and noisy as usual. I slid in beside Chelsea Davis, another friend from school. She glanced up momentarily, said, “Hey, Mer,” then resumed her frantic cramming.


  Her thick auburn hair hung halfway down her back. It nearly covered her face on the side facing me. I pulled back the curtain of her shining tresses. “Wilson’s test?” I asked, smiling.


  “You got it.” She didn’t look up.


  Kids jostled against the seats and the doors swooshed shut. Ignoring the clamor, I centered my thoughts on Lissa’s hideous bruises. Why hadn’t she told me before that her father could be abusive? I shivered, thinking about the horrible scenes at Lissa’s house, surely multiplied many times over. Outraged, I was determined to protect Lissa. Or to somehow get her linked up with her Philadelphia grandmother, the one who talked to God.


  Staring out the window, I watched the familiar landmarks on SummerHill Lane. Thick rows of graceful willows separated our property from the Zooks’, our Amish neighbors. Acres of rich farmland stretched away from the dirt road. A white fence surrounded their pasture. Near Abe Zook’s brick farmhouse, one of his horses, Apple, was being hitched up to a gray buggy.


  We zipped past a field of drying brown cornstalks. The oldest Zook boys, Curly John and Levi, were working the field, harvesting the remaining stalks with a mule-drawn corn picker.


  I snapped out of my daze when I saw Levi. Tall and just sixteen, Levi was the cutest Amish boy around. I’d saved his life once. He’d nearly drowned in the pond out behind our houses when his foot got caught in some willow roots. It happened the year after my own personal tragedy, when I was eight and Levi was nine. But in my mind, it was as clear as yesterday.


  “I’ll get myself hitched up with you someday, Merry Hanson,” Levi Zook had said. I figured he had beans for brains, since the Amish church forbids baptized Amish from marrying “English,” as they called us non-Amish folk.


  I leaned toward the window, accidentally bumping Chelsea. She glanced up, half snorting when she spied Levi. “I guess you wanna hand sew all your clothes and survive without electricity for the rest of your life.”


  “Not me,” I said, backing away from the window.


  Farther down the lane, we passed the old cemetery, where gravestones lay scattered across a tree-lined meadow. Stark and lonely. A lump sprang up in my throat, but I forced it down, purposely looking away.


  As we neared the end of the lane, a group of Amish kids, two on scooters and all carrying lunch boxes, waited at the intersection. One boy caught my eye and smiled a toothless grin under the shadow of his black felt hat. It was Aaron Zook, Levi’s little brother. I waved.


  The bus came to a grinding stop, and the Amish kids crossed, heading for the one-room schoolhouse a half mile away. The older girls held hands with little brothers and sisters as our school bus waited. It set my thoughts spinning back to Lissa. She had no big sister or brother to look after her. Being an only child had to be tough, especially in an abusive family. Waves of worry rushed over me.


  At school, I scurried to my locker, wondering how I could concentrate on Mr. Wilson’s test with Lissa in such a mess.


  Unloading my things, I spied Jonathan Klein coming toward me, wearing a heart-stopping grin. A perpetual honor student, Jonathan always snagged top grades in Mr. Wilson’s class. He looked confident enough.


  “Merry, mistress of mirth. Ready for Mr. Wilson’s wonderful world of terrible, tough, terminal tests?”


  I scanned the history outline one last time. “Tearfully trying,” I replied, playing our little game.


  “Good going.” He laughed. “Can you beat this one? Every eventful historical example ends up on Mr. Wilson’s engaging exams.” The Alliteration Wizard was two jumps ahead of me. His brown eyes sparkled. Looked like he’d had a full night’s sleep. No runaways in his closet.


  I accompanied him to his locker and tried to conjure up a clever response. Then it spilled out. “Each enormous expanse of energy excites brain cells—” I caught my breath.


  Way at the end of the hallway, a police officer—Lissa’s father—was marching through the crowd of students. Heading straight for me!


  “Jon, quick! Stand in front of me,” I said, squeezing into his open locker.


  “What’re you doing?” His eyes filled with questions.


  “Fake it!” I whispered through clenched teeth. “Pretend you’re hanging up your jacket.” My heart thumped so loudly I just knew the noise would lead Mr. Vyner straight to his target. Me!
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  I held my breath as seconds sauntered by. At last, I peered around Jonathan’s jacket. “The coast is clear.”


  He looked puzzled. “What was that all about?”


  “Say it with all p’s,” I said, hurrying to first-period history class.


  He slammed his locker door. “Hey, not so fast!”


  I brushed my hair back and rushed through the hall, cautiously looking in all directions.


  Is Mr. Vyner gone? I wondered.


  Sneaking around the corner, I made a detour to survey the school office. Yee-ikes! There sat Lissa’s father, waiting for the principal.


  I could see it now. Mr. Vyner would ask the principal for the names of her best friends, maybe even call them out of class. “Merry Hanson, please come to the school office….”


  Pins and needles pricked my conscience, and I spent the rest of the day on the verge of hysteria, waiting to hear my name over the intercom.
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  After school, I scrambled onto the school bus. Sliding in beside Chelsea, I tried to avoid Jon by scooting down in my seat. When he boarded the bus, I lowered my head.


  “Hiding from someone?” Chelsea whispered, giggling.


  “Sh-h!”


  “He’s coming,” she teased.


  Jon planted himself in front of us, leaning his arm on the back of the seat. His light brown hair was cropped short, and a creamcolored shirt peeked out of his open jacket. “You can’t ignore me all day,” he said.


  I sat up and pulled a snack-size bag of chips out of my schoolbag. I shot glances at Jon while Chelsea smirked knowingly.


  Persistence, a fine trait in a fine guy. And fine was putting it mildly. “That was some history test,” I said.


  “You’re changing the subject,” Jon replied.


  “What?”


  Chelsea pretended to choke. I poked her in the ribs as my handsome interrogator grinned, waiting for an answer.


  I sighed. “Things are blurry, bleary, blue. Sorry, I can’t share ’em with you.”


  Jon’s brown eyes grew serious. “Coming to the church hayride tonight? Everyone will be there.”


  Our eyes locked. “I can’t.” It was a hayride not to be missed. Full moon. Good times. Too bad Jon thought of me only as a friend.


  His smile warmed my heart. “The hay wagon’s coming right down SummerHill Lane, past your house,” he persisted. “We could stop and pick you up.”


  “I’m sorry, really.” I hoped he’d let it drop.


  The bus slowed to a crawl as we came up on a horse and buggy. The Amishman sat in the front seat on the right, holding the reins. His wife sat on the left. Two cherub-faced girls stared over the backseat from beneath black bonnets.


  “It’s the Yoders,” Chelsea said, shoving her knees up against the rear of the seat. “My mom drives Mr. Yoder and his business partner to town every day.”


  The kids behind us jumped up for a better look. “Why don’t they just buy a car?” one boy taunted. “Those old buggies are tearing up the roads.”


  “Relax,” Jon told the boy, who was new to the Lancaster area. “They’ll be turning off soon.” And in a few minutes they did.


  The bus sped down the lane past the Amish farms, to my house, one of the few non-Amish residences on the three-mile stretch. The bus groaned to a halt, sending a cloud of dust swirling as I hopped out.


  Eager to get back to Lissa, I made a quick stop at the mailbox. Its contents almost spilled out with tons of important-looking mail. A letter from Aunt Teri and Uncle Pete caught my eye.


  Dashing into the house, I dumped Dad’s mail on the hall table. Checking for any early signs of Skip, I raced upstairs.


  “Lissa, I’m home,” I called, digging into my jeans pocket for the key to my bedroom.


  Inside, I discovered Lissa asleep on my unmade bed, the book of poems open on the floor. The cat trio bounded into the bedroom, nosing their way into my hands as I sat on the floor watching my sleeping friend. I rubbed Abednego’s black neck. His gentle purring rose to a rumble. I smiled at the yellow ribbon on his neck, the one Lissa had tied there this morning.


  “You look beautiful, little boy,” I whispered, hugging him. As usual, Shadrach and Meshach fought for equal time. Once they were settled, I leaned back and pulled my baby album out of the rack on my desk. Opening to the beginning, I found the pages I loved most—the first seven birthdays of my life. I smiled at the photos, fingering the shoulder strap on my camera still in the schoolbag beside me.


  The phone’s jangling made me jump. I closed the album and pushed the cats out of my lap. Running down the hall to Skip’s room, I hoped the phone wouldn’t awaken Lissa. It was probably Miss Spindler calling to check on “every little thing.”


  I picked up the phone. “Hanson residence.”


  “Is this Merry Hanson…on SummerHill Lane?”


  My hands perspired. The man’s voice sounded familiar. “Who’s calling, please?” I asked without revealing my identity, the way my parents had instructed.


  “This is Lissa Vyner’s father. I wonder if you might be able to help me.”


  My fingers squeezed the receiver. My lips and throat turned to cotton. Swallowing, I prayed silently, Lord, guide me! Then I took a deep breath. “What can I do?” I said, scared he’d hear the quiver in my voice.


  He continued, “Lissa is missing and her mother and I are gathering information from her friends. Have you seen her by any chance?”


  I hesitated. What would happen if I said the wrong thing and gave away Lissa’s secret?


  My heart began a fierce pounding, but I spoke slowly. “Yes, I’ve seen Lissa.”


  “Where? When?” the frantic questions came.


  “Yesterday at school,” I replied. It was the truth, at least part of it. Still, I felt guilty.


  “Did she say anything to you about running away?”


  “No, sir.” Again, the truth. But my deceitful words haunted me.


  “Well, if you happen to see or hear from her again, I’d appreciate it very much if you’d give me a call. Thank you, Merry. Good-bye.”


  Confused, I hung up the phone. Lissa’s father had always treated me cordially the few times I’d visited there. Now he sounded concerned, almost panic-stricken. Not like a child beater.


  I hurried down the hall to my bedroom. Lissa was stretching her arms and yawning as I came in. She sat up, her eyes still puffy and her bottom lip slightly swollen.


  “How’d you sleep?” I plopped down on a shaggy rug near the bed.


  “I dreamed my dad was out looking for me.”


  “He is looking for you.”


  She gasped. “At school?”


  I nodded.


  “Merry, you didn’t talk to him, you didn’t—”


  “I promised, remember? But…”


  “But what? Tell me!” Her cheeks were flushed and she leaned forward as if her whole world dangled on a thread.


  “Everything’s fine, trust me,” I began. “But your father just called here a few minutes ago. He sounds very worried.”


  Lissa pounded her fist into my comforter. “He knows how to do that. Don’t you see, Merry? He changes. He fools people!”


  The desperate feeling returned. This time it was a jerking, twisting knot deep in the pit of my stomach.
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  I studied my friend. “Please, Lissa, let’s talk to a professional—”


  “You don’t know what you’re saying,” she interrupted. “No one can help my dad!” Her eyes glistened. “We’ve been through all this before.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  Lissa’s lips were set. “It’s not that easy to talk about.”


  “And it’s hard for me to relate,” I whispered. “I’m sorry.” Glancing at my blue-striped wall clock, I thought of the long-distance call she needed to make. “It’s almost four. We’ve got about an hour before Skip shows up. Why don’t you call your grandmother now?”


  Lissa looked at me, tears coming fast.


  “Stay here. I’ll get the portable phone.” I ran downstairs to my dad’s study. Poor Lissa. Things just had to work out for her.


  Back upstairs, I offered to leave while she made her call. “You could use some privacy,” I said.


  “No, I can be alone any old time,” she replied, punching the numbers on the receiver. “It feels good having you here.”


  Seconds passed. Then she spoke. “Hi, Grandma, it’s Lissa. I miss you like crazy.” She sounded sugary sweet. I couldn’t help noticing the change in her countenance. It was obvious Lissa loved her grandmother. Trusted her, too.


  I sat at my desk, studying Aunt Teri’s unopened letter. The words The Hanson Family jumped out at me, so I tore open the envelope.


  Then without warning, Lissa was sobbing. “I want you to come get me, Grandma,” she pleaded. “I can’t go back home.”


  There was a long pause. Her grandmother was probably trying to comfort her. Maybe arranging transportation.


  Then I heard, “No, they don’t know where I am. Can’t you please come?”


  I held the letter in my hand, waiting breathlessly for the response. But there was only more pleading from Lissa. My heart throbbed with worry. What if Lissa’s grandmother couldn’t help?


  “It’s no use,” Lissa cried into the receiver. “Dad’s a cop; the police department only sees his good side. They’ll never believe me, Grandma. You’ve got to help me!”


  It didn’t sound like Lissa’s grandmother was going to budge. Now I knew for sure I was in over my head.


  Silently, I prayed, Dear Lord, please help Lissa out of this mess. And help me, too. I want to do the right thing.


  While Lissa continued to talk through her tears, I began to read Aunt Teri’s letter. My eyes stopped on the second sentence. I shook my head. “Just what we don’t need,” I muttered.


  Aunt Teri and Uncle Pete were coming to Lancaster on Wednesday night—tomorrow!


  I looked up to see Lissa turning off the phone as she scooted off the bed. “Grandma’s got her own ideas,” she complained. “I guess she doesn’t want to get involved this time.”


  Exasperated, I slipped the letter back into the envelope. “So she’s helped you out before?”


  “Yeah, but this time she told me to call my mom.”


  “Sounds like a winner,” I replied.


  Lissa turned to me, looking horror-stricken. “How can you say that? After everything?”


  I stood up, hands on my hips. “I want you to tell me everything, Lissa, starting with last night. Tell me exactly what happened.”


  She glared at me. “So now you think it’s my fault.” Two giant tears spilled down her cheeks.


  “I never said it was your fault, Lissa. I just want you to level with me.”


  “You won’t believe me anyway,” she scoffed.


  “Whoa, wait a minute. I don’t deserve that and you know it,” I shot back. “Your grandmother believes you, and she thinks you should call your mother. I happen to agree with her. Rethink what your grandmother said.”


  “Oh no, you don’t. I’m not calling my mom and that’s final.” Defiance laced her words.


  “Your mom deserves to know you’re safe, Liss. I’ll call her.”


  Lissa shook her head. “You can’t do that. We have caller ID.”


  I groaned. “What about the abuse hotline on TV? You can call them without giving your name.”


  “They can trace calls from the hotline,” she said. “Besides, my dad goes on duty pretty soon. I can’t take any chances.”


  I wished my parents were here. “So much for that idea,” I mumbled, thinking about my mother. What would she do if she were me?


  To begin with, Mom wouldn’t have promised Lissa she’d keep her secret. She was smart that way—didn’t let people push her into a corner. I missed her now more than ever.


  Lissa leaned back against the pillows on my bed, looking thin and frail. She scarcely filled out my clothes. “There’s something you don’t know,” she began. The tone of her voice had gone deep and sad. “It’s about my mother.”


  I shivered, not sure I wanted to know more.


  “My dad hits her, too,” she said softly. The truth hung heavily between us. “Mom knows all about abuse. But if she can’t help herself, how can she help me?”


  Her words cut through me. I sighed. “I know someone who can help.”


  Lissa leaned up on her elbow, an eager look in her eyes.


  “My dad’s a doctor.” I sat on the bed. “He’s good friends with this lawyer who goes to our church. My parents’ll be home on Thursday—if I can hide you out till then, I guarantee they’ll help us.”


  “That’s only two days away,” she said, looking more hopeful.


  “But there’s a problem. My aunt and uncle are coming tomorrow on their way to Pittsburgh.”


  Lissa looked as frantic as her father sounded on the phone. “What’ll we do?”


  “Don’t worry, I have an idea.” I slipped my hair behind my ear, thinking about a plan to hide her. “But there’s something we should talk about first.”


  “What?”


  I pulled my camera out of my schoolbag. “This.”


  “I don’t get it.” She looked totally confused. “What’s the camera for?”


  “Your bruises might start fading before my dad gets back,” I said. “He’ll need documented proof.”


  Lissa groaned.


  “It won’t be so bad,” I assured her as she exposed the bruise on her thigh. “Now hold still.” I took several good close-up shots of her leg, then her swollen lip.


  When the cap on the lens was secure, Lissa limped over to my walk-in closet. She opened the door and hobbled inside. “I could hide in here, easy,” she announced with a face full of sunshine.


  She’s desperate, I decided. The closet was spacious, but hardly big enough to set up housekeeping. “It won’t work. My aunt and uncle always stay in this room when they come.”


  A disappointed look replaced her sunny countenance. “What about your parents’ room?”


  Out of the question. “It’s just too risky, but don’t worry. I think I know what we can do. C’mon, let’s grab a snack. You’re hungry, right?”


  I helped Lissa down the stairs. She moved slowly, one step at a time. “What’s your plan?” she asked.


  “I have to work some things out first,” I said, holding out my hand to her at the bottom of the staircase.


  When we arrived in the kitchen, she stared at the wallpaper. “Your mom must like strawberries.” She traced the outline of leaves on the wall.


  I laughed, glancing at the strawberry clock and cookie jar to match. “We don’t live on the corner of Strawberry Lane and SummerHill for nothing!”


  She looked at me. “Merry, merry strawberry,” Lissa rhymed.


  “Hey, I like that.” I got sandwich fixings out of the fridge. “Did I ever tell you how I got my name?”


  Lissa shook her head, leaning her elbows on the oval table.


  “My parents said I didn’t cry when I was born. I laughed!” I spread mayonnaise over two pieces of bread.


  She chuckled. “Brain damage?”


  “Probably. Mom says they named me just right because I’m a happy person.”


  Lissa’s face turned solemn. “Then I must’ve bawled my eyes out when I was born, because I’ve been crying ever since.”


  “Ham and cheese sandwich comin’ up,” I announced, ignoring her morbid comment.


  She pulled the bread apart and peered inside. “Where’re the pickles?”


  “Who’s boss around here, anyway?”


  Her face lit up. “You’re wonderful, Merry,” she said. “Wouldn’t it be fun if we could be sisters somehow?” She bit into her sandwich while I poured a glass of milk for each of us.


  So that’s what Lissa wanted. Not to run away from a family, but to belong to one. Really and truly belong.


  I slid the pickle jar out of the fridge. “I had a sister once. A twin sister.”


  A frown appeared on Lissa’s face.


  “Faithie died of leukemia when we were seven. It seems so long ago, it’s hard to know if my memories of her come from pictures and what my parents say, or if they’re my own.” I cut a pickle lengthwise.


  “Did she look like you?” Lissa asked.


  “We weren’t identical twins, if that’s what you mean, but everyone said we had the same eyes.” I paused, handing her the pickle slices. “I miss her. Every day of my life.”


  Suddenly, a knock came at the back door. Lissa leaped off her chair, almost falling. Panic shot through her eyes like those of an animal caught in a deadly trap. “Remember—you haven’t seen me!” And she limped off toward the hall closet.
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  When Lissa was safely out of sight, I went to the back door and pushed the curtain back. Outside, a friendly face smiled at me. It was Rachel Zook. She held a basket of fresh eggs in her gloved hands.


  I opened the door. “Hi, Rachel.”


  She smiled. “Hello, Merry. Fresh eggs for my English cousin.”


  I brightened at her warm greeting. Rachel thought of me as a close friend because our family trees branched back to the same ancestors. She called me “English” because I wasn’t Amish.


  “Thanks to Skip’s giant omelets, we’re all out of eggs.” I took the basket from her. “He uses up twice the eggs Mom does.” And with that, I went to find the egg money in the utensil drawer.


  Rachel twinkled a smile. “Come on over for Curly John’s wedding on Thursday, jah?”


  “Wouldn’t miss it,” I said, feeling rude about not inviting her inside.


  “Curly John wants all of you to come,” Rachel said. She adjusted the black woolen shawl draped over her shoulders. It was fastened in front with a safety pin.


  Curly John was Rachel’s nineteen-year-old brother—two years older than Skip. I couldn’t imagine my brother getting married, tending a farm, and raising a family at that age.


  “Mother and Daddy won’t be home till Thursday night, but Skip and I can come for sure.”


  Rachel pushed a strand of light brown hair back under her black winter bonnet. “Such good fun, weddings.” She turned to go.


  “Thanks for the invitation,” I called after her.


  She waved. “Wilkom, Merry.”


  I watched as Rachel hurried past the white gazebo in our backyard. The deep purple skirt whipped against her ankles, covered with black cotton stockings. “Please don’t misunderstand, dear friend,” I whispered, leaning against the door, wishing I’d taken a chance and invited her in.


  Remembering Lissa, I dashed to the hall closet and opened the door. “Come finish your sandwich.”


  “Who was that?” Lissa asked, moving out from behind the vacuum cleaner.


  “Rachel Zook, my Amish friend.”


  Lissa eased herself into a kitchen chair. “Do I know her?”


  “She lives down the lane.” I pointed in the direction, still hoping I hadn’t offended Rachel. “She went to the one-room Amish school.”


  Lissa drank some milk. “Went?”


  “Eighth grade was her last year.”


  Lissa’s eyebrows shot up. “She dropped out?”


  “Amish go only eight grades. After that, they get ready to settle down and marry.”


  “At fifteen?”


  “Right now Rachel’s helping out her mom, learning everything an Amishwoman needs to know. At sixteen, she’ll start running around, as they call it, hanging out with friends like we do. Except Amish teens get together on Sunday nights at singings. It’s where guys meet girls.”


  “While they’re singing?” Lissa’s eyes were as big as windows.


  “They sit around a long table with boys on one side and girls on the other. And…guess what else?”


  Lissa snickered. “Can’t wait to hear this.”


  “Adults aren’t allowed.”


  “So what?” Lissa stared at me. “Doesn’t sound like much fun anyway.”


  I got up and looked out the window. “They pick out fast hymns and sing for a couple hours. Sometimes it turns into a square dance, but it’s not supposed to.”


  “How come?”


  “The older Amish don’t want their teens dancing.” I peeked out the back window again, watching for Skip’s return. “Sometimes they have secret dances and disobey the Ordnung anyhow.”


  Lissa frowned hard. “What’s Ordnung?”


  “All the agreed-upon rules for the Amish community.”


  “How do you know all this Amish stuff?”


  “You won’t believe it,” I said. “Rachel and I traced our ancestory back to Switzerland to the original Amish immigrants. They sailed on The Charming Nancy in 1737.”


  “What a cool name for a ship.”


  “Cool, but slow,” I told her. “It took eighty-three days to finally dock in Philadelphia.”


  “So why aren’t you Amish?” Lissa asked before taking the last bite of sandwich.


  “One of my great-great-grandfathers pulled away from the Amish faith.” I glanced at the strawberry clock on the wall, keeping track of time before Skip’s arrival. I went to the sink, which was still piled with dishes from his marathon midnight snack. Slowly, I opened the dishwasher.


  Lissa took another sip of milk, then set the glass down firmly. “Somehow I can’t picture you being friends with a girl like Rachel Zook.”


  She sounded jealous, but I let it go. I’d heard that sometimes abused kids are insecure. Lissa was probably suffering from a lot of things like that. As her friend, it was my job to protect her, not judge her.


  After scraping the dishes, I loaded the dishwasher. “I really think you’d like Rachel if you got to know her.”


  “You see beauty in everything, Merry. Maybe it’s the photographer in you.” She looked depressed again. “What’s wrong with me?”


  I turned the dial on the dishwasher. “Nothing’s wrong, Lissa.”


  She sat up. “I love the guitar. I had one before we moved here, but my dad sold it out from under my nose.” She paused for a moment, as though reliving a sad moment. Then she asked, “Ever make up a melody?”


  I breathed deeply. “No, but Jonathan Klein has.”


  “Your boyfriend, right?”


  I wiped the crumbs off the counter. “Oh, he’s nice enough.”


  “C’mon, Merry, I know you like him!” She leaned back in her chair and squinted at me. “But I still can’t believe a guy would propose to a girl based on her singing.”


  “Let’s face it, Liss, if you were Amish, you’d be livin’ for Sunday nights.”


  We burst into giggles.


  Just then I heard the front door open. I grabbed Lissa’s arm and whispered, “Quick! Upstairs!”


  It was slow going for Lissa, but we managed to get up the back steps. Like frightened mice, we scurried to my room.
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  “In there,” I whispered, pointing to my walk-in closet.


  Lissa pulled me inside with her. “For how long?”


  “What?”


  “C’mon, Mer, you say ‘what’ when you don’t know what else to say.”


  “Hardly ever,” I huffed.


  Lissa sat cross-legged in the middle of the closet floor, straightening a row of shoe boxes. “Did you know you have six of these?” It was obvious she didn’t want me to leave yet.


  “Take a peek.” I motioned to the shoe boxes.


  Hesitantly, she opened the first one and discovered a plastic bag brimful of granola. Sliding the lid off the second shoe box, Lissa stared in amazement at a variety of fruit leather.


  “What’s your favorite flavor?” I asked, hoping to dispel her dismal mood.


  She looked puzzled. “What’s fruit leather doing in a shoe box?”


  “It’s shoe leather replacement.” I laughed. “Let me introduce you to my snack pantry.” I popped the lid off the third shoe box, revealing a plastic container of powdery Kool-Aid. “Care for a lick?”


  Lissa smiled. “You’re crazy.”


  “I always get hungry when I do homework, so I stash food in my closet,” I said, offering her a strip of apple fruit leather. “You can snack till I smuggle dinner up.”


  Her face lit up. “How can I ever thank you?” she said. I knew it had little to do with the fruit leather.


  “Hm-m, let’s see,” I said. “How about that new down-filled jacket of yours? Think you could loan it?”


  “No problem.”


  I studied Lissa, helpless and forlorn, sitting there on the floor of my closet. “You’d really let me?”


  She nodded. “Except it’s at my house.”


  I pretended to be disappointed. “Oh, phooey.”


  Lissa brightened. “I have an idea. You could sneak into my house and get it tomorrow afternoon.”


  “What?”


  “Mom works Wednesdays all day, and Daddy, well, he’ll be asleep. Or—” She sighed.


  “Or what?” I asked.


  Lissa gave a piercing look. “Drunk,” she said slowly. “He’ll be drunk.” Tears spilled down her cheeks, and I couldn’t help but put my arm around her, even though I felt sad inside, too. But I needed to be merry and strong. For Lissa.


  “You okay?” I asked.


  She shook her head, and I tried to picture her situation at home. Coming from a background with loving parents, it wasn’t easy. I stood up. “I’ll be right back, okay?”


  “Promise?” She looked at me with pleading eyes.


  “Count on it,” I said.
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  Downstairs, I hurried into the kitchen. Skip was moving things around in the freezer, obviously searching for just the right casserole. He must’ve sensed I was observing him, because he straightened up and, with a grand flourish, whipped out one of the frozen casseroles Mom had prepared in advance. “Tah-dah!” he shouted.


  I giggled. “What’s for supper?”


  “Wouldn’t you like to know?”


  “C’mon, I’m starved,” I said, settling down into one of the kitchen chairs. I watched him set the oven and loosen the aluminum foil on the casserole dish.


  “How was your history test?” he asked.


  Mr. Wilson’s terrible, terminal test, as Jon had described it, seemed so far away now. I took a deep breath. “It was…well, I guess I should’ve studied more,” I admitted.


  Skip cast a hard look at me. “It might help if you studied instead of chasing orphan cats all night.”


  “Don’t exaggerate,” I said, tossing Aunt Teri’s letter on the table. “Guess who’s coming to visit?”


  Skip’s shoulders drooped. “Don’t people know Mom and Dad are overseas?” He took a quick look at the letter, then a smile spread across his face. “Hey, this could be a blessing in disguise.”


  A blessing for him, I thought, wondering how to make my scheme to hide Lissa work.


  “Aunt Teri cooks like nobody’s business,” he said.


  “Food—is that all you ever think about?”


  He poured milk into a tall glass. “You’d better get your room ready.” He lifted the glass to his lips and gulped down half the contents.


  “Yeah, yeah.” I reached for the tablet of instruction notes Mom had left on top of the fridge.


  Playfully, Skip grabbed the notebook from me and scanned the list of events, holding it higher and higher, playing keep-away. “Hey, we’re in luck,” he said. “The cleaning lady comes first thing tomorrow.”


  I jumped up and grabbed the tablet out of his hands. “Let me see that.”


  Skip muttered something about sisters with cat breath. I stared at the list, making a mental note to tell Lissa about the housekeeper.


  My brother nosed around in the refrigerator. He spotted the fresh eggs from Zooks’ farm. “Looks like Rachel was here.”


  “Which reminds me,” I said. “Don’t forget, we’re going to Curly John’s wedding on Thursday.”


  “An Amish wedding feast? I’ll be there!” He pulled the basket of eggs out of the fridge. “Hey, Mer, how about one of my omelet specials?”


  “Oh, ick. I’d eat Mom’s casseroles rock hard before—”


  “That does it!” Skip grabbed a tea towel and flipped it around, winding it up for a good cracking.


  I dodged the flicks of his towel. “I love your omelets, Skip. Honest!”


  “Say it louder,” he demanded as a mischievous grin slid across his face.


  I ran behind the table, away from my power-crazed brother. “I wish Mom and Dad could see you now,” I shouted. “Then they’d never leave me alone with you!” He chased me around the kitchen, and when I passed the window, I noticed a police car pulling into our driveway.


  “Skip, look! Police!”


  “I never fall for that trick,” he said, coming after me. But when I didn’t move, he stopped in front of the window and we both stared out at a white patrol car. “What’s this about?” he said.


  My heart pounded Lissa, Lissa, Lissa at ninety miles an hour.
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  “Wow, I hope this isn’t about Mom and Dad!” Skip said as the doorbell rang. He went to answer it while I dashed up the back steps, my heart in my throat.


  I tore into my bedroom. “Lissa!” I opened the closet door and looked around. She was nowhere in sight. “Lissa?”


  Silence.


  “C’mon, Liss, where are you?” I turned around, closing the closet door behind me. I thought back to my last conversation with her. “What have I done?” I said out loud. I should’ve known better than to leave her alone, crying.


  I scrambled to my desk, looking for a note. Anything. Glancing out the window, I saw another policeman standing like a guard out front.


  Maybe it was a stakeout. And maybe I was a suspect. I cringed, wondering how I’d gotten myself into such a horrible mess. What if the police had a search warrant?


  And what about poor Lissa? Visions of foster homes or maybe more parental abuse crisscrossed my mind. Where was she now? Had she run away—again?


  “Merry!” Skip called from downstairs. “Come here a minute.”


  “Lord, help me,” I whispered, making my way down the long staircase, holding the railing for dear life.


  Skip stood in the entryway talking to a tall, heavyset policeman. They turned to face me as I reached the bottom of the steps.


  “Merry, this is Officer Rhodes,” Skip said. “Did you know Lissa Vyner is missing?”


  I held my breath to keep from saying the wrong thing as the policeman waved his identification under my nose. “I’d like to talk with you, Merry, if that’s all right.”


  I nodded and Skip led the way into the living room. It bugged me how my big brother seemed so eager to accept this unwelcome guest. I took Mother’s overstuffed chair across from Officer Rhodes. It was as comforting as her arms might have been, if only she were here. Abednego leaped up, searching for a cozy spot on my lap.


  “I’m sorry to bother you like this, Merry, with your parents gone and all,” he said in a voice as stiff as the way he sat on the edge of our green paisley sofa. Looking puzzled, Skip perched himself on the matching ottoman.


  I felt the policeman’s eyes studying me, so I managed to say, “Is everything okay?” My voice seemed to spell out g-u-i-l-t-y.


  “We certainly hope so,” the policeman said. “But it appears that Lissa Vyner has run away, and since you’re one of her friends, her parents thought you might be able to help.”


  I looked him in the eyes, stroking my cat’s neck to beat the band, wondering how he’d react if he discovered Lissa hiding upstairs. His gray eyes looked kind enough. And his chin was firm and strong, but it was a chin that meant business, and from the way Skip leaned forward, I knew they were both waiting for an answer.


  “Has Lissa called you? Have you talked to her?” Officer Rhodes asked.


  I gave him the most innocent look I had and hoped it was good enough. Steady, unblinking eyes are supposed to make a person look trustworthy. I’d read that somewhere.


  I was determined not to lie, unless…


  “Merry!” Skip urged. “Tell him if you know something.”


  “Well, yes, sir,” I admitted.


  “Has Lissa called here?” the officer asked.


  “Well, no, not called, really…”


  Skip was beside himself. “Out with it, Mer. Did she call or didn’t she?”


  I wanted to hide from Skip’s accusing eyes. It was one thing to see questions in the policeman’s eyes, but quite another to see them in my brother’s.


  I thought of Lissa. She certainly wasn’t anywhere to be seen last time I looked upstairs. It wouldn’t be a lie to say I didn’t know where she was—at least not at the moment.


  “Lissa’s dad beat her up,” I said glumly.


  “So you have heard from her?” Officer Rhodes asked.


  His eagerness made me even more jumpy. I nodded.


  “Do you know where she is?”


  “No.” I shook my head. Not anymore, I thought.


  The sound of static, followed by a muffled voice, came over Officer Rhodes’ pager. Abruptly, he stood to his feet, answering it as he did. He seemed taller than before, and I kept shooting my most innocent look up at him while I wore out Abednego’s neck with rubbing.


  Seconds passed, uncomfortable seconds. How much longer?


  Finally, he hooked the pager back onto his belt. “Thanks for your time, young lady.” His gaze dropped to my cat.


  “You’re welcome, sir.” I watched his face as he stared at Abednego.


  Gently, I lifted my black cat down. That’s when I put two and two together. I swallowed hard as Officer Rhodes studied the yellow hair ribbon tied around Abednego’s neck. It was Lissa’s!


  Without another word, the policeman headed for the front door with Skip on his heels. I stayed frozen to my mother’s chair while Skip showed the man out. I didn’t care to hear what else he said to my brother, but after he left, Skip marched back in.


  “I don’t figure you, Mer.” He sat down. For the first time in ages, his face had a stern coolness to it, not like the half-mischievous looks I usually got. The ones he could turn on and off whenever he pleased.


  I was silent.


  Skip stood up. “Well, if you happen to see Lissa or hear from her again, be sure to call this number.” He flicked the officer’s card at me. “If her dad did beat her, she needs help.”


  I picked it up, feeling horribly guilty about my deceit. It was time for the truth, whether Lissa liked it or not. But first, I had to find her.


  Upstairs, I locked my bedroom door and sat down, wondering how Lissa could’ve made the slip. She was nowhere in this room.


  Then, out of the stillness, I heard a soft giggle. I flung the closet door wide and listened. “Lissa?”


  Another giggle drifted out from the hanging clothes on the left side of my closet. Whirling around, I stared. “Lissa, you in here?”


  “Inside your winter coat.”


  I stared in disbelief. A pair of fashion boots was sticking out of my long red coat. “What are you doing? Didn’t you hear me calling you?”


  Her face poked out, flushed from the warmth of my coat. “I heard the doorbell. What’s going on downstairs?”


  “I think your dad’s on to us.”


  Lissa gasped. “Help me out of here.”


  “The police are looking for you,” I said. “They were just here.”


  Wide-eyed and breathing fast, she grabbed my arm. “Do they know you’re hiding me?”


  I told her everything, except the part about the hair ribbon on Abednego’s neck. I didn’t have the heart to upset her more than she already was.


  Her face drooped. “Now what?”


  “Sh-h, we better keep our voices down,” I whispered. “I have to get you out of here—fast!”


  She sulked, her hair brushing the side of her face as she leaned forward. “Where to?”


  I sat on the floor, still shaking from Officer Rhodes’ visit. “You need to do exactly what I say, no questions asked.” I leaned forward, my gaze boring into hers. “It’s total obedience from here on out. Just like the Amish.”


  Lissa’s eyes almost popped. “I’ll do anything to keep from going home,” she said, “if that’s what you mean. But what’s this about the Amish?”


  I felt tense as I looked into Lissa’s questioning face. This has to work, I thought.
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  Downstairs, I ate Mom’s delicious Hungarian goulash. And I did some fast talking to get Skip to let me stay home from the hayride.


  “Pete’s sake, Merry,” he said. “Can’t you leave your dumb cats home alone for once?”


  “It’s not the cats.”


  His fork hung in midair. “Oh, I get it. You think you might hear from Lissa again?” He paused. “Maybe you’re right, Mer. Maybe you should stay home.”


  I couldn’t believe how easy that was. The second he pulled out of the driveway, I raced to the fridge, slapped leftovers onto a plate, and tossed them in the microwave. Poor Lissa. Not only was she beat up, she was probably dying of hunger, too. By the time I got upstairs with a plateful of hot goulash, she was gobbling granola like crazy.


  I sashayed across the room, singing a silly song. “Are you lookin’? It’s home-style cookin’!” I waved the plate in front of her nose.


  “I can’t wait,” she said, reaching for the fork.


  Just as she opened her mouth, I stopped her. “You oughta thank God first.”


  “But I’m starving!”


  “Still, you can be thankful.”


  “Will you pray?” she asked.


  “Sure.” I took a deep breath. “Dear Lord, please bless Lissa’s supper. And I need your help tonight, Lord. I know some of what I’ve done may not make you very happy…especially the deceitful part. Please forgive me for that. Amen.”


  Lissa studied me before digging in to her supper. “It seems like you really know Jesus, Merry. The way you talk to Him, I mean.”


  “You can know Him that way, too,” I said. “He’s always there for you. Like a best friend, or…like a big brother. And you can always count on Him.”


  The tears came again and she brushed them away as she began to eat.


  I hated to leave so abruptly, but time was wasting. “I have a quick errand to run now, but if you stay in my room, you’ll be safe,” I assured her. “I’ll be back in no time.”


  “Where are you going?”


  “If things work out, I’ll tell you all about it when I get back.” I felt prickles pop out on my neck.


  Her eyebrows knit together into a hard frown.


  “Oh, before I forget, our cleaning lady comes tomorrow,” I said.


  “For how long?” Lissa asked, scraping her plate clean.


  “She’s thorough,” I said. “It’ll take her till around lunchtime. Especially when I tell her we’re having company.”


  Lissa groaned. “Will I have to stand in your coat all day?”


  “Trust me, you won’t.”


  Lissa’s shoulders straightened a bit. “Anything’s better than going home.”


  I grabbed my jacket and locked up the house before I left.


  [image: 001]


  Outside, a red moon wore a shawl of lacy clouds over its shoulders. Woodsmoke hung in the air as I hurried down SummerHill Lane. I turned off at the willow grove, making every step count. Pushing my way over the hard ground, I found the shortcut between Rachel Zook’s house and mine.


  A chill wind whipped through the willows, and I pushed their swaying branches away from my face. Two crows flew high in the November sky, caw-caw-cawing back and forth.


  Over the crest of an embankment at the edge of the willow grove, Zooks’ pond sparkled in the moon-drenched light. I’d saved Levi from drowning in that pond. Hurrying, I came to a white picket fence and climbed over, then scurried across the meadow, dodging a few cow pies. I pinched my nose shut.


  Like the fence, all the outer buildings on the Zooks’ farm were a bright, clean white. The woodshed, the milk house—even the old outhouse. The fresh paint meant a wedding was coming.


  The light up ahead in the Zooks’ kitchen looked warm and inviting. At the front of the house, small kerosene lanterns twinkled in the living room. It was a large house, built by Rachel’s grandfather years ago. Large enough to hold 250 or more wedding guests.


  A long porch framed the front of the house. As I ran up the steps, I heard someone tooting out “Oh, Susannah” on the harmonica. Anxious to talk to Rachel, I knocked on the door.


  “Wilkom, Merry,” Abe Zook said as he opened the door wide. His bushy beard, beginning to gray in spots, spread from ear to ear, and tan suspenders held up his black trousers. “Look who has come,” he called as Rachel came in from the kitchen to greet me. The smell of brewed coffee wafted through the house.


  “Mam has shoofly pie,” Rachel said, leading the way through the living room and dining room, where brightly colored china decorated the shelves.


  Amish life revolved around the home and the kitchen, especially in winter. I felt the heat pouring from the large stove in the center of the kitchen. With no central heating, the stove provided enough heat for this room and the bedroom above it.


  I couldn’t remember visiting Rachel’s family and not being offered more food than I could hold. This time was no different. An enormous pie and some sliced bologna and cheese graced the long wooden table in their spacious kitchen.


  Rachel’s father wandered back to his straight-backed rocking chair near the gas lamp in the corner. A German Bible, its pages brown with use, lay open on the reading table near his pie plate. But it was the pie he reached for. “Des gut.” He licked his lips.


  Levi and his little brother, Aaron, played marbles near the stove. Levi glanced up at me, but I quickly looked away.


  Nancy, Ella Mae, and little Susie, Rachel’s younger sisters, played checkers on a table in the ring of light near their father’s reading lamp. Their rosy-cheeked faces shone when they looked up to greet me.


  Only Curly John was missing. I didn’t have to ask where he was. With just two days before his and Sarah’s wedding, they were probably out under the moon, riding in his open-topped courting buggy.


  Rachel’s mother stopped braiding a rug to dish up a hefty serving of pie. “What do you hear from your parents?” she asked.


  “They’ve called several times,” I said, wishing they were here now. “They’re excited about bringing suitcases filled with study Bibles into China.”


  She placed the pie in front of me.


  “Thank you,” I said, sitting at the table beside Rachel. I felt guilty being here, enjoying the peaceful Amish evening and the delicious after-dinner treats while Lissa was locked away in my room, waiting for my return.


  And there was Skip. What if he decided to come home early after the hayride? I glanced at my watch, wishing I could arrange to talk with Rachel in private.


  When I finished the gooey molasses pie, I wiped my sticky lips with a napkin. “Can you show me the pillow you’re making for Curly John and Sarah?” I asked Rachel. It was the only way to get her alone.


  “We must go upstairs a bit, Dat,” she told her father as we slid out from behind the wooden table.


  “Do not delay,” he answered, and I knew it meant Rachel must not go off for long with her English cousin, excluding the other members of the family. Evenings were together times, and individualism was frowned upon.


  Rachel carried a small kerosene lantern in one hand and held up her purple dress in the other as we climbed the stairs. I trailed close behind. When we got to the bedroom she shared with twelve-year-old Nancy, I closed the door. She placed the lantern on her antique maple dresser.


  The room was scantily furnished with only a double bed, a small bedside table, the dresser, and a long wooden chest—Rachel’s hope chest. None of the furniture pieces matched. She opened her dresser drawer and pulled out a green-and-pink hand-stitched square pillow.


  “It’s beautiful,” I said, admiring it closely.


  “I can make one for you, Merry,” she said, smiling.


  “That’s sweet of you, but you don’t have to.”


  “Maybe I want to,” she answered cheerfully. “For your hope chest.”


  I touched the ruffled edging. “Okay,” I said, ignoring the fact that I didn’t even own a hope chest. Right now, I was more concerned about hiding Lissa. “I have to talk to you, Rachel. Friend to friend.”


  Rachel’s smile faded. “What is it?”


  “I need your help,” I whispered. “We’re having company tomorrow night and I need a place for a friend of mine to stay. Just until Thursday, after Curly John’s wedding. But we must keep it a secret.”


  Rachel hesitated. “From Dat and Mam?”


  “Yes, even from your parents.” I watched her face, desperately hoping that she’d consent.


  “I cannot lie about anything,” she said. “I must always tell the truth.”


  “You won’t have to lie.” I felt bad about putting her in such an awkward position.


  Rachel adjusted the waist of her long black apron. “I know Dat and Mam will say your friend is our friend, too.” She paused for a moment. “Please—I must tell them.”


  Lissa’s secret was serious business. I couldn’t take any chances with her safety. Rachel simply couldn’t tell her parents or anyone else. She’d have to hide Lissa, just the way I’d been hiding her.


  Then it hit me—the Amish had very little contact with the outside world. Maybe it wasn’t such a big deal for Rachel to tell her parents. I studied her, half holding my breath. “Okay, Rachel, you may tell them. Just please don’t spread it around.”


  Rachel nodded. “Jah, good. Your friend can stay in the Grossdawdy Haus.” She was referring to the large addition to the main house where her grandparents lived. “Grossmutter and Grossdawdy have a spare bedroom. Jah, that will be good.”


  “What about Curly John’s wedding? Can my friend come along, too?” I asked, feeling more and more confident that I’d made the right choice.


  Rachel’s cheeks were pink in the dim light. “Jah, your friend must come. With you and Skip.”


  My eyes caught the wooden clothes rack on the wall. Rachel’s clothing—for work and “for good”—was hanging there. The Amish had certain clothes they wore only for doing farm chores, and the good clothes were worn on Sundays or other dress-up occasions like weddings and singings. “My friend should come Plain to the wedding,” I said, overjoyed with this perfect solution to Lissa’s problem.


  “English don’t dress Plain,” Rachel argued.


  “This is very important. I promise to tell you everything later,” I assured her.


  Thanks to our family connection, Rachel and her family considered me a close friend, even though it wasn’t too common for the Amish to associate closely with outsiders. Once Rachel entered her Rumschpringe, the Zooks would allow their oldest daughter much more freedom in her choice of friends. Later, she would be baptized into the Amish church if she decided to follow the teachings of the Ordnung. After that, her association with English friends would be more limited.


  “Is there trouble, Merry?” she asked.


  “No trouble.” Better not be trouble. I remembered the way Officer Rhodes had stared at Lissa’s yellow hair ribbon on Abednego’s neck.


  “Good, then,” Rachel said.


  “Is it all right if I borrow your dress for my friend?” I asked.


  Rachel reached for the green dress and a black apron and bonnet hanging on the wooden pegs, her eyes searching mine. “I can help you, cousin.” And by the way she said it, I knew she still suspected something.


  I folded the handmade garments carefully, zipping them into my jacket for safekeeping. “When can I bring my friend to the Grossdawdy Haus?”


  “The door is always unlocked. Come on over any time,” she said.


  “Thank you very much, Rachel,” I said, relieved. “We’ll probably be over first thing tomorrow.”


  She reached for the heavy black shawl hanging on the farthest peg. Her innocent face glowed in the lantern’s golden light. “Da Herr sei mit du—the Lord be with you,” she said, handing me the wool wrap.
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  I chose the shortcut home. Hurrying over the picket fence, I could see ripples of wind making swirls on the pond in the distance. Up ahead, the willows cast eerie shadows as I slipped through the grove. Pressing my jacket against my chest, I hurried onto the dirt lane toward my house. The Amish clothes were safe inside my jacket, and I smiled at the success of the evening.


  In the distance, I heard the sound of singing. I recognized Skip’s strong baritone over the other voices. Peering down the lane under the light of a winter moon, I spotted a large wagon on the crest of the hill. It was scattered with several bales of hay. Streams of light bounced around as the kids swung their flashlights.


  They’d be passing my house in a few minutes. Yee-ikes! If my brother spotted me, he might get suspicious. I couldn’t let that happen!


  I began to run. Faster…faster. If I could keep up this pace, I might make it home without being seen. My leg muscles ached. I can’t slow down, I told myself.


  Sucking in short breaths of air, I pushed forward, harder and faster. The edge of our front yard was within reach. I forced my legs to keep moving, ignoring the throbbing pain in my thighs.


  The singing was clear and strong now. My feet pounded the dirt road. No willows to hide me now.


  The songs grew louder as the clip-clop of horses and the rattle of the hay wagon rang in my ears. Glancing over my shoulder, I judged the distance without stopping. Then my eyes caught something across the street. Someone—a dark, menacing shadow—crouched behind the bushes!


  My heart pounded. Fear stuck in my throat. But a surge of energy propelled me across the side yard toward the gazebo behind our house. I made a dive under it, hiding there till the laughter and the songs slowly died away.


  Meow!


  I jumped as Abednego nuzzled my face in the dark space under the gazebo. “Oh, it’s you, little boy,” I said, still panting hard. I crawled out quickly and brushed the dirt off my jeans. Relieved but out of breath, I fished for the house key in my pocket.


  Suddenly, I heard footsteps coming up the side yard toward me. My hand went stiff in my jeans pocket. I tried to pull the key out, but my fingers stuck clumsily in the fabric. Gasping for air, I panicked, only a few yards from the safety of my home.
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  “Help!” I shouted.


  “Mistress Merry, you’ll wake the dead!”


  I spun around. “Jonathan Klein, you scared me silly!” I almost hugged him, I was so relieved. “Where’d you come from? Why’d you hide in the bushes like that?”


  He shoved his hands into the pockets of his blue winter jacket, looking confused. “Questions, questions,” he said. “What are you doing out here?”


  I ignored his question. “Are you saying you weren’t hiding out front just now?”


  “You know me better than that.”


  “But I saw someone hiding…I thought it was you!”


  “I would never try to scare you like that, Merry. I saw you running toward your house, that’s all—just jumped off to say hi.”


  I looked around him, worried about whoever—whatever—it was I’d seen out front. “He’s probably still out there.”


  “Who’s out where?”


  I pulled the house key out of my pocket. “Quick, we have to get inside! Someone’s out front, hiding in the bushes.”


  “You’re not making sense, Merry,” he said. “I didn’t see anyone.”


  “C’mon.” I unlocked the back door. “I’ll prove it to you.” Without another word, I dashed to the dark living room and peered through the window curtains. I scanned the bushes with my eyes. Nothing!


  “He was just there,” I said, pointing.


  Jon crept up behind me. “Are you sure it wasn’t a moon shadow or something?”


  “You don’t believe me?” I shot back. “I know I saw someone over there.”


  “Sure, show me the shady, shaggy stranger,” he said, starting up his alliteration routine.


  “It’s not funny,” I retorted.


  “Say that with all f ’s.”


  “I’m not playing your game, Jon. I mean it.”


  Slowly, he turned and headed for the kitchen. I followed him and flicked on the tiny stove light. “I’m glad you’re here.” I felt Rachel’s clothes still hidden inside my jacket.


  “I can’t stay,” he reminded me. “I have to catch up with the hayride. The group was going to stop down the lane for a quick hike.” He stopped talking and smiled like some terrific idea had struck. “Hey, why don’t you come along?”


  “I would, but—” I couldn’t leave Lissa with some stranger lurking around.


  Jon leaned closer. “But what?” I smelled a slight hint of his peppermint gum.


  “Please stay here till Skip gets back.”


  “I’ll have to walk all the way into town if I don’t catch up with the group,” he insisted, heading for the back door.


  “I’ll get Skip to drive you,” I offered.


  He suddenly seemed shy. “I shouldn’t be here anyway.”


  “Skip’ll understand when he comes home. I’ll tell him what I saw.”


  “Really, Merry, I think you’ll be fine. Just keep the doors locked.” He smiled, running his long fingers though his hair. “Guess I’ll see you later.”


  It was no use. Jonathan didn’t understand. And I couldn’t explain my real fear—that maybe the tall shadow out there was Lissa’s father. With a quick wave good-bye, Jon opened the back door and left.


  Alone again, I groped my way through the dark hallway to the front door, shivering with fright. I didn’t dare turn on the lights.


  I remembered what Rachel said about the Amish always keeping their doors open as I gripped the lock, double checking it. Satisfied it was secure, I peeked out once again. Maybe Jon was right. Maybe the moon had played a trick on me.


  Feeling better, I headed upstairs, pulling Rachel’s Amish clothes out of my jacket. I found Lissa staring at one of the pictures on my wall gallery. When I came in the room, she turned away, reacting as though she’d been caught. “I…uh, didn’t mean to—”


  “Go ahead, it’s okay,” I said.


  She moved back to look at the photo of the flower-strewn gravestone. Leaning closer, she read the words, “ ‘Faith Hanson, precious daughter and dear sister, in heaven with our Lord.’ ” Lissa stood silent for a moment. “Was your sister sick long?”


  “Not long.” I kept the Amish clothes hidden behind my back.


  She turned away from the wall to look at me. “How’d you handle it when you knew your twin was dying?”


  A lump grew in my throat, but I forced it down. “It was hard for all of us. Really hard.”


  “Did you cry a lot?” Her gaze penetrated me.


  Uncomfortable, I looked away. “Mother cried enough for all of us,” I said, avoiding the question. The truth was I’d never let myself cry about Faithie.


  Lissa limped past the picture of the gravestone to more of my photography—Amish windmills, water pumps, and landscapes. There was even a picture of the playground at the Amish school, without the children. I’d always respected their wishes by not photographing the Amish, unlike some tourists who had been known to stalk young Plain children, bribing them for a snapshot.


  I was relieved that Lissa didn’t say anything more about crying for Faithie. Glancing out my window, I peeked through the side of the curtain. Slowly, I surveyed the area below. That’s when I saw the tall gray shadow emerge from the bushes. It was a policeman, and he was motioning to someone.


  Quickly, another policeman appeared, coming around the corner and across Strawberry Lane toward the house.


  “Lissa!” I called.


  Startled, she jerked her head. “What?”


  “Quick! Kill the lights.” I waved her to the window. “Two policemen!”


  Terror filled her eyes as she scrambled to the lamp beside my bed. In the darkened room, we stared through the curtains, scarcely breathing.


  Lissa gasped. “That’s my dad! I know it is…and his partner, Officer Rhodes, he’s the other one…the big guy.”


  I could hardly breathe, let alone think. “That’s the cop who questioned me this afternoon,” I muttered. “Why’s he back?”


  Then I remembered the strange way he’d looked at Lissa’s yellow ribbon on Abednego’s neck. What if Mr. Vyner had described what he’d last seen his daughter wearing?


  Lissa grabbed my arm. “What’ll we do? They’re going to take me back home!”


  I pulled her into the closet, the Amish clothes still draped over my arm. “I’m going to help you escape.” I flicked on the light. “See this?” I held up the green dress and long black apron. “It’s your way out of here.”


  She reached to touch the dress, then her hand sprang back. “Ee-ew! It’s disgusting.”


  I began to unfasten the Velcro on the front. “You’ll get used to it.”


  She shot a weak smile through her tears. Then the doorbell rang. Lissa grabbed the dress. “I’ll wear it, disgusting or not.” And she began to undress.


  Br-ring!


  I opened the closet door to answer the phone, but Lissa pulled me back. “You can’t!”


  “It could be my parents,” I said. “They’ll worry if no one answers.”


  “And it could be a trick.” Lissa’s white, fearful face said it all.


  The phone rang a second time. Lissa struggled with the Velcro on the dress as I counted the rings under my breath. Finally, I couldn’t take it any longer. “What if Skip’s calling?”


  “Let it ring,” Lissa insisted. She held up the black apron. “Which way does this thing go?”


  “Here,” I said, positioning it against her as she slipped her arms through the openings. My fingers trembled as I attached the apron with pins. “You’re almost ready. I’ll fix your hair.” I hurried to my dresser in the darkness.


  “It doesn’t matter what my hair looks like,” she wailed.


  Back inside the closet, I parted Lissa’s hair down the middle and pushed it into a quick bun, securing it with three hair clips. “Now you’re Plain.”


  The phone kept ringing.


  I was dying to answer it. “How do we know it’s the police?” I said. “Besides, if it’s my parents, they could help us!”


  Lissa’s mouth pinched up like she was disgusted. “You couldn’t say anything on the phone anyway. The phone lines might already be tapped.”


  Maybe she was right. But right or not, the ringing phone made me feel uneasy. And very homesick to talk to my parents!


  Suddenly, I heard Skip’s voice. “Merry! Are you home?”


  I flung open the closet door and ran across the bedroom to the locked outer door. “I’m up here,” I called down the steps, never so delighted to hear his voice.


  “Will you please answer the phone?” he asked. “We’ve got company again.”


  I knew he meant he was talking to the cops. Scurrying to the hall phone, I picked it up. “Hello?”


  “Hello, Merry. I thought you’d never answer.” It was Miss Spindler.


  “Uh, we’re sort of busy right now,” I said. Miss Spindler’s nickname was Old Hawk Eyes. She made it her duty to keep close tabs on things in the neighborhood. Seemed to me she had it down to a near science!


  I could hear Officer Rhodes’ voice downstairs. There was another voice, too. I clenched my teeth, remembering the voice from the phone call this afternoon. Lissa’s father! He was right here—inside my house!


  Old Hawk Eyes’ scratchy voice continued, “I see police cars parked around the side of your house, Merry.”


  “You do?”


  “Oh dear, it looks like—”


  “What?” I interrupted. “What do you see?”


  “More police,” she moaned. “Oh, horse feathers! They’re surrounding your house!”


  “How many?”


  “Well…” She hesitated, as though counting. “I saw at least two at your front door a while ago, but now there are two more behind your house. What in this wide world is going on?”


  “Thanks for calling, Miss Spindler,” I said abruptly. “Thank you very much.”


  “But, Merry—”


  “I’m sorry, Miss Spindler, I have to go now.” I hung up. Thank the Lord for nosy neighbors!


  There was no time to waste.
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