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    Chapter 1


    1


    Rachel Ann Miller watched her bruder Sam dig his hands into his oatmeal and lick it off his fingers.


    “Sam! Use your spoon or I’m going to feed you like a boppli,” she said sternly. “You’re four years old now. You need to behave and eat like a big boy.”


    “You want some oatmeal, Rachel Ann?” her mamm asked as she put the teakettle on the stove.


    She watched Sam grin at her, exposing a mouthful of gooey cereal. Rachel Ann should have been used to it, but her stomach rolled.


    “Nee, danki,” she said. “The toast was enough.”


    She used a wet washcloth to wipe Sam’s mouth then reached for his chubby little hands. Before she could grasp them Sam clapped them, sending little globs of cereal and fruit flying.


    Rachel Ann ducked, but she felt something wet hit her cheek and after she wiped it off she found several other globs of oatmeal on her skirt.


    “I’m going to get you for this,” she threatened Sam as she wiped his hands carefully.


    He just laughed and rubbed his gloppy hands on the table, then reached for Rachel Ann.


    “Nee, Sam, don’t do that, you’ll get Rachel Ann all messy!” their mamm chided.


    But Rachel Ann saw her mother trying to hide her smile. No one could be upset with the adorable Sam for any length of time. He was so loved and so loving.


    “Don’t worry about getting him cleaned up,” her mother said with a sigh. “I’ll dunk him in the tub after everyone’s finished with breakfast.”


    Rachel Ann handed Sam a piece of toast and, with an eye on the time, opened the refrigerator and pulled out the makings for lunch.


    “Do you need some money for your driver?”


    She shook her head as she wrapped her egg salad sandwich. “He said he could wait for payday.” She waited, and when her mother turned her attention back to Sam, she quickly made a second sandwich.


    She put the sandwiches, two whoopie pies, and an apple in her insulated lunch bag and added a plastic bottle of iced tea she’d made up the night before. The lunch bag bulged with the extra food, but her mother hadn’t noticed before, and hopefully she wouldn’t this time.


    “I’m glad you’re happy working at Leah’s,” her mother said as she sat at the table with a cup of tea.


    “It was that or take the job Mrs. Weatherby offered.” She shuddered at the narrow escape she’d had. Elizabeth, one of her closest friends, had heard about an opening at Stitches in Time, and Rachel Ann had been lucky to get the job.


    “You’d have been a great mother’s helper for her,” her mother told her. She poured a glass of juice for Sam and put it in front of him. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”


    She found herself thinking about Elizabeth who was married to Rachel Ann’s cousin Saul. Elizabeth had shared with her that she’d been the oldest kind in a large family and felt stifled.


    Somehow, it helped to know someone else experienced the same feelings of wanting to do more than care for kinner. Elizabeth’s family had been bigger and her mamm sounded like she wasn’t as good managing her job as a mother as Rachel Ann’s, but still, they had found they had much in common since they had gotten to know each other better.


    Elizabeth had suggested she talk to Leah about working at Stitches in Time after saying Saul didn’t need anyone at their store. Since Anna, one of Leah’s granddaughters had had her boppli, she had moved from full-time to part-time for a while. Thanksgiving was over now, and with the Christmas season looming, the timing was perfect for Rachel Ann to step in to help.


    She wanted full-time, of course, not part-time. But Elizabeth told her it’s how she’d started at Saul’s store, and now, not only did she work full-time, she and Saul had fallen in love and gotten married. So Rachel Ann held out the hope maybe part-time would turn to full-time in the future at the shop.


    Rachel Ann glanced up as Sam banged his spoon on the table and she frowned. It was so sad Elizabeth had suffered a miscarriage. Sometimes, when she thought no one noticed, Elizabeth looked so . . . lost and Rachel Ann suspected she’d thought of the boppli she miscarried. Try as she might, she never felt she offered the comfort her friend needed—even though Elizabeth said people didn’t need words, they needed someone to listen, and Rachel Ann had listened when she needed it.


    She slung the strap of her lunch tote over her shoulder, grabbed her purse and jacket, and walked over to the table to kiss everyone good-bye.


    “I won’t be home for supper,” she reminded her mother as she bent to give her a hug. “Mmm, you smell like apples.”


    “Not from rubbing applesauce in my hair,” her mother said with a laugh. “Look at this. I may still be getting it out of Sam’s hair when you do get home.”


    Sam heard his name and giggled. His hair—golden blond and straight—stood up in stiff little peaks full of oatmeal and applesauce.


    “I hear some Englisch women pay a lot of money for facials with oatmeal,” Rachel Ann told her. “Have a gut day. Tell Dat I’m sorry I missed him.”


    “He’ll be home from the auction when you get in this evening.”


    “I might be late.”


    “Not too late.” Her mother gave her the look mothers seemed so good at. It spoke volumes.


    “Mamm, I’m twenty-one—”


    “I know how old you are. I was there, remember?” her mother said dryly. “And you know it’s not safe to be out too late. Drivers aren’t always looking out for someone walking or even riding in a buggy.”


    “I know, I know.” She bent and hugged her mother and then her bruder before she walked out the door.


    Even though she knew her dat wasn’t in the barn, she couldn’t help glancing that way as she walked down the drive.


    A movement caught her eye. Abram Lapp stood watching her from the porch next door. He lifted a hand in greeting, and she waved back. She liked him—they’d been friends since they were toddlers. They’d sat near each other in schul and even attended a singing together once.


    But now they were in their twenties, and their friendship hadn’t turned into something romantic the way some had in her community. She felt Abram was too serious for her. Too . . . settled. Rachel Ann liked rumschpringe and didn’t want to settle down yet. And she didn’t think she wanted to date an Amish man.


    As a matter of fact, she knew she didn’t.


    She stood at the bottom of the drive for only a few minutes when a car pulled up and the driver leaned over to grin at her. “Hey, babe, been waiting long?”


    Rachel Ann opened the passenger door and got in quickly. She glanced back at the house as she pulled on her seat belt. “Please hurry up and get going. I don’t want Mamm to see.”


    Michael leaned over to kiss her cheek, and then he straightened, checked the road, and pulled out, tires screeching.


    “Don’t do that!” She slumped down in her seat and prayed her mother didn’t hear the tires—or look out the window. When she glanced over her shoulder she saw Abram still standing on his porch looking in her direction. She frowned. Why was he watching her? She hoped he wouldn’t tell her mamm what he’d seen.


    “Make up your mind, babe. I make a quick getaway, it’s gonna be noisy.”


    Rachel Ann bit her lip and frowned when she looked over and saw how fast the car was going. Maybe instead of praying her mother didn’t see her, she should pray God would slow down the car.


    She pulled the visor down and checked her reflection in the mirror. Her starched white kapp looked slightly askew. It must have been bumped when she got into the car. She straightened it, fastened it more securely with covering pins, then smoothed her blonde hair worn center parted and tucked back in a bun. Her blue eyes sparkled, and color bloomed on her cheeks even though she didn’t wear makeup.


    She folded back the visor, leaned back in her seat, and watched Michael as he drove. The fall breeze coming in the window tossed his black hair away from his lean face, the bright morning light giving it a bluish gleam like a raven’s wing. He must have felt her staring at him because he turned and winked at her.


    Life had become exciting lately. New job. New boyfriend. She felt like she was going down a new path for her, one she hadn’t ever dared to dream.


    “Got something good to eat in there?” he asked, gesturing at the lunch tote.


    She nodded, got out one of the sandwiches she’d packed, and unwrapped it for him.


    He took it and bit into it. “Mmm,” he said as he took a bite. “Way to a man’s heart.”


    “So what are we doing later?”


    “How about pizza and a movie?”


    “Sounds gut—er, good. I get off at 5:30.”


    Michael finished the sandwich in a few bites. “Anything else in the bag?”


    “A whoopie pie.”


    He took his eyes off the road for a moment. “I love those.”


    “I know.” He loved her baking. She unwrapped the big cream-filled cookie and handed it to him.


    “Fabulous things,” he said, licking his lips after biting into it. “They’re the best I’ve ever had, and I’ve been eating them for years.”


    She glowed at his praise but shrugged. Her whoopie pies were good, but so were those made by many of her friends and women in the Amish community.


    He dropped her off at the shop, promising to pick her up at closing time. She drifted inside on a happy haze.


    “Guder mariye,” Leah said, looking up from paperwork spread on the front counter.


    “Ya, it is,” Rachel Ann said. “A gut morning!”


    * * *


    Abram stood on his porch and watched Rachel Ann hurry down her drive and stand there waiting at the bottom of it.


    She seemed awfully eager for her ride to her new job. He’d managed to get it out of her—she had found a job—when he talked to her the night before.


    As usual he’d found an excuse to take something over to her house and get himself invited to supper. Yesterday he’d visited a friend who had produced a bumper crop of pumpkins so he’d carried a few over to Rachel Ann’s mamm. He and his mamm had decided they had more than enough for the two of them.


    Now, finished with morning chores, he stood drinking his coffee on the front porch and watched Rachel Ann impatiently tapping her foot; he knew he had to figure out some way to get himself invited to supper again tonight. He wanted to find out how her day had gone . . . how she’d liked working in a shop when she’d been so afraid she’d have to take the job offer from an Englisch woman to work as a mother’s helper. He just plain wanted to be near her, even when she had never looked at him as more than the boy next door who’d been her friend at schul.


    A car came into view—one he judged to be traveling faster than the speed limit. He stiffened when it pulled up in front of Rachel Ann, worried it might hit her. But it stopped, and he realized she knew the driver for she opened the door and jumped inside. She glanced back at her house and then must have sensed him staring at her, for her eyes met his for just a moment.


    And then the car took off at a greater speed than it had approached, peeling away from the curb with a squeal of tires. It zoomed down the road. Abram felt his heart leap into his throat as he realized he waited to hear a crash as it sped down the road and vanished from sight.


    The door opened at Rachel Ann’s house, and her mother stuck her head out. She looked down the drive, then just as she turned back she glanced in his direction. “Guder mariye, Abram.”


    “Guder mariye.”


    “What was that racket I heard?”


    He hesitated for only a moment. “Just a car. Someone wanting to leave rubber on the road instead of their tires.”


    She shook her head. “Makes no sense.”


    Then her hand flew to her throat. “It wasn’t Rachel Ann’s van driver, was it?”


    “Nee.” It wasn’t a lie, he told himself. It hadn’t been the van driver . . .


    Her hand fell to her side. “Of course it wasn’t.” She brightened. “Come for supper, Abram. While Sam naps this afternoon, I’m making pumpkin pie from those pumpkins you brought me.”


    “Danki, I’ll do that.”


    She walked back inside and shut the door. Abram stood there for a moment wondering if he should have told her what he’d seen. He took a sip of coffee and found it had grown cold and bitter. Grimacing, he tossed the contents over the porch railing and went inside.


    His mother glanced up and smiled at him as she stood at the stove. “Ready for some breakfast?”


    He nodded and walked over to the percolator to pour himself another cup of coffee. “Why don’t you let me cook?”


    “I like to cook for you.”


    Abram leaned down and kissed her cheek. “And I don’t mind admitting I like you cooking for me. But you don’t look like you slept well. Why didn’t you stay in bed?”


    She made a tsking noise and shook her head at him. “If you’re wanting me to be lazy, you’ve got the wrong woman.”


    “Not wanting you to be lazy. Just don’t want you to overdo.”


    “The physical therapist said I’m doing so well I can cut down to one visit a week for the next few weeks.”


    “Well, that’s terrific. I guess pretty soon you’ll be turning somersaults.” He snatched a piece of bacon and with the ease of years of such behavior escaped a rap on the knuckles with her spatula.


    “Very funny. Sit down and get those big feet out of my way.”


    He did as she ordered and watched her flip a pancake onto a plate piled with them. She brought it to the table along with the plate of bacon, and while she probably thought his attention was on the food, he was noticing her limp had become barely noticeable.


    One of the worst moments of his life had been when he got the call she’d fallen and been taken to the hospital. His father had died the year before from a heart attack, so he’d been terrified he’d lose another parent. The doctor had come into the waiting room and told him she’d broken her leg in three places. A broken leg. He’d sighed in relief. He could handle a broken leg. The doctor operated, and his mother had emerged from the hospital with a leg she joked had more metal in it than one of those Englisch robots.


    The reality was the fall had cost her so much. Abram knew how independent she’d always been, but he’d convinced her to move into the dawdi haus here so he could make sure she was taken care of. She’d only agreed because it made it easier for him during the harvest.


    Abram constructed a pile of pancakes on his plate, layering four of them with several strips of bacon between. He spread a layer of butter on the pancakes, a puddle of syrup, then cut into the stack. The first bite tasted like heaven after hours of chores. He chewed and watched his mother put one pancake on her plate and pour just a trickle of syrup on it.


    His mother shook her head as she watched him eat. “You’ve been doing that since you were a boy.”


    “My best invention.” He took another bite.


    “I love you, but you’re in a rut,” she told him.


    “Am not.”


    “Are, too.”


    “Why change something that works?” he asked her as he swallowed another bite.


    “I’m worried about you.”


    He paused, his fork halfway to his mouth. “Worried about me? Why?”


    “I looked out the window before you came in. I saw you standing there watching Rachel Ann again. When are you going to say something to her?”


    “Gotta go,” he said, picking up his plate and carrying it to the sink. “See you later.”


    “We’ll talk later!”


    He grinned as he grabbed his hat and left the house.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    2


    Rachel Ann plucked the clothespins from the sheets hanging on the clothesline and dropped them into the pin basket. The brisk wind flapped the sheets at her face, and she breathed in the fresh scent of sun-warmed cotton. Laundry day was long and hard, but there was nothing better than sleeping in sheets dried outdoors. Sheets dried with a scented paper sheet of fabric softener she heard Englischers used just couldn’t be as good.


    Sam ran through piles of leaves, shrieking and scooping up handfuls of them and throwing them over his head. When he ran toward her she stepped in front of her laundry basket. “Stop right there! You’re not getting my clean laundry dirty.”


    He just laughed at her and grabbed at the little crib quilt she’d folded and laid on top of the basket. “Mine.”


    “That’s not to play with in the yard, Sam! Give it back!” He ran from her, leading her on a merry chase around the yard.


    “You come back, you little monster! I have to get supper started!” She wanted to make something special for dessert. Her daed always loved it when she baked.


    Giggling, he ran, his pudgy little legs pumping. She caught him near the fence by the road and swung him up in her arms. “You’re not supposed to be over on this side of the yard! Now give me that and go play over by the house.”


    She set him on his feet and tried to snatch the little quilt before he got away, but he was too fast for her. He ran in the direction of the family dog. Brownie jumped up and ran for the front porch. Poor dog, thought Rachel Ann.


    A car horn honked and she glanced over to see Michael pulling his car up in front of the house. He waved for her to walk over. She checked to see if Sam sat on the porch playing with Brownie.


    “How about a ride?” Michael asked, throwing his arm across the seat. “I put the top down just for you.”


    Rachel Ann bit her lip. “I can’t. I have to get the laundry in and supper started.”


    “Just a short drive,” he urged. “All work and no play makes Jill a dull girl.”


    “Who’s Jill?”


    “You, silly.”


    “I can’t right now,” she said, backing away from temptation. “Maybe later.”


    Michael frowned. “I might be busy later.” He gunned the engine. “See you.”


    He accelerated from the curb, taking off with such speed the rear end fishtailed—swaying from side to side. Rachel Ann watched the car spew up a trail of dust before it stopped, did a U-turn, and came roaring back up the road toward her.


    Behind her she heard Sam yelling, and then suddenly he was dashing into the street, right into the path of the car.


    “Sam! Nee!” Rachel Ann screamed and waved her hands and ran after him.


    Michael slammed on his brakes and swerved, but the bumper caught Sam and the impact tossed him into the air like a rag doll. He landed in a heap in the middle of the road and lay there, unmoving.


    Sobbing, Rachel Ann knelt on the road and tears dripped down onto Sam’s face as she bent over him. “Sam? Wake up, Sam. Please?”


    She slid her hands under his little body to lift him and felt a hand on her shoulder.


    “No! You can’t move him!” Abram said sharply. “You might hurt him worse.”


    A car door slammed and Michael appeared. “I didn’t mean to hit him! I couldn’t stop.”


    Abram looked up. “Call 911.”


    Michael backed away. “I have to go. I can’t—”


    “Stop right there!” Abram told him, and he stood up. “We Amish forgive, but your Englisch police would charge you with hit-and-run. Now call 911, and let’s get Sam the help he needs. Rachel Ann and I will both tell the police it was an accident.”


    Michael ran a shaking hand through his hair and nodded. He pulled out a cell phone and made the call. “We need an ambulance,” he shouted into the phone. “There’s been an accident.”


    Rachel Ann took the quilt Sam still clutched in one hand and gently eased it from his fingers. She covered him with it and smoothed his hair back from his forehead. “Wake up, Sam. Please wake up.”


    Abram’s mother rushed up with a blanket. “Here, cover him with this. Keep him warm.”


    “Danki.” Rachel Ann tucked the blanket around Sam.


    “I’ll pray for Sam and all of you,” Lovina said. She patted Rachel Ann on the shoulder.


    Rachel Ann glanced down the road as she heard a siren. “Sam, wake up. You love fire engines. Don’t you want to see the fire engine? And you get to ride in an ambulance and have the siren make lots of noise.”


    There was no holding back the sobs as he lay still, even as the vehicles came to a stop just a few feet away.


    She looked at Abram. “Oh, Abram, he’s not waking up.”


    “Here, we need to let them help Sam,” he said, pulling her to her feet and moving her out of the way of the paramedics hurrying toward them.


    “Are you the mother?”


    Rachel Ann stared at the paramedic in front of her. “What? Oh, no, he’s my brother. My mamm isn’t home. I was watching him.”


    Rachel Ann answered one paramedic’s questions, while she watched the others check Sam over, then carefully move him onto a gurney. He looked even smaller and more fragile. They loaded him into an ambulance and looked toward her.


    Abram pushed her toward the ambulance. “Go. I’ll find your parents and send them to the hospital.”


    One of the paramedics helped her climb into the back of the vehicle, and she sat down on the metal bench. Just before the doors were shut, she looked out and saw Abram standing there holding Sam’s little quilt in one hand, his mother’s blanket in the other.


    She looked down at the skirt of her dress marked with two little handprints from when Sam had clutched at it. Adorable, annoying little Sam. All she wanted was for him to be alright.


    * * *


    “I understand you were a witness?”


    Abram turned from staring after the ambulance to see a police officer looking at him expectantly.


    “Yes, I was. Sam—the little boy—ran out into the road and the driver couldn’t stop.”


    The officer wrote down what he said, and Abram stood there feeling frustrated when he wanted to go get Rachel Ann’s parents. But he’d promised Michael he would say Sam had been hit by accident.


    Michael stood to the side of the road looking white and shaken. Abram couldn’t help feeling a little sorry for him. As soon as the officer finished with his questions, he took the front steps two at a time and ran into the house. The door slammed behind him, sounding like a gunshot.


    He hit speed dial on his cell and called a driver and asked if he could come right away. He was in luck—the driver was in between runs and said he’d be there in twenty minutes.


    Abram disconnected the call and looked at his mother. “We’ll pick up Martha in town at the grocery store and Leroy at the furniture store.” He reached for his jacket and checked his pockets for money.


    “Here,” his mother said. She pulled some bills from her change purse and held them out to him.


    “Danki. I’ll pay you back.”


    “Don’t be silly. I hope Sam is allrecht.”


    “Me, too. Pray for him. I’ll see you later.”


    Alfred, a driver Abram used occasionally, arrived a few minutes later. They stopped off at the grocery store since it was closest.


    He found Martha, Rachel Ann’s mother, working as a cashier in the front of the store. Her smile quickly faded when she saw him stride toward her.


    “What’s wrong?”


    There was no easy way to say it. “Sam got hit by a car. He’s already on his way to the hospital. Go get your things and I’ll talk to your boss.”


    “Mein Gott!” She went pale, but she did as he said and hurried off toward the back of the store.


    Abram knew her boss wouldn’t be happy to lose an employee in the busiest time of the day, but he couldn’t refuse. He muttered his hope that Sam would be okay and to let him know if she needed the next day off.


    Then they were off to get Rachel Ann’s father at the furniture store. Martha brushed the tears from her cheeks and insisted she could tell her mann the bad news. She returned with him a few minutes later.


    “We appreciate your coming to get us,” Leroy said gruffly. “You could have just called.”


    “I thought this was the fastest way to get both of you to the hospital,” Abram said, shrugging off the thanks.


    “It was kind,” Martha said, shaking her head. “How bad is he, do you have any idea? Was he—” she broke off, struggling for composure. “Was he awake when they put him in the ambulance?”


    Again, the truth was hard—but unavoidable. “Nee,” he had to say. “But the paramedics were there so quickly. He couldn’t have gotten treatment faster.”


    They lapsed into silence as they rode to the hospital. Abram paid the driver while Martha and Leroy almost leaped out of the van the minute it pulled up in front of the hospital’s emergency entrance. When Abram joined them he found Rachel Ann sobbing in her mother’s arms.


    “I’m so sorry! It’s all my fault Sam got hurt!” she cried.


    “It was an accident,” Abram inserted. “He ran out so quickly the driver couldn’t stop.”


    “Are you the parents?” a nurse asked them. “The doctor wants to talk to you.”


    She led them away, leaving Abram standing there with Rachel Ann. He pulled out a handkerchief and gave it to her. “Why don’t we go take a walk while they talk? Maybe get some coffee. ”


    “Look at me,” she said, staring at her dress. It was smudged with dirt and bore bloodstains from poor Sam’s head. “I can’t go anywhere looking like this.”


    “Nobody’s going to care,” he said. “Everyone has their own problems in a hospital, Rachel Ann. Kumm, it’ll be good to get some coffee and sit down.”


    Rachel Ann glanced in the direction her parents had gone.


    Abram touched her elbow. “They’re here now. Let them see to Sam.”


    Finally, she nodded. They walked to the cafeteria and got coffee. Rachel Ann shook her head when he tried to get her to choose something to eat so he put a chicken salad sandwich for her and a roast beef sandwich for himself on his tray.


    They found a quiet corner away from other diners and sat down.


    “Eat,” he said as he placed her sandwich in front of her. She frowned at him.


    “You always were so bossy,” she complained. But she picked up half of the sandwich and began eating.


    “Thank you for getting my parents.”


    He shrugged. “It was the least I could do.”


    She met his gaze. “No, it was so wonderful you thought to do it. Not everyone would have.”


    Something passed between them. Abram felt like Rachel Ann was looking at him—really looking at him—for maybe the first time since they’d known each other. The noise of other diners, of the cafeteria staff, faded away. Time passed as they stared at each other.


    The screech of a chair being dragged across the floor jarred them back to reality.


    Abram glanced over and saw another couple taking up residence at the next table. Their quiet corner was no more.


    Rachel Ann pulled her gaze away and began eating again. Abram picked up his sandwich and bit into it and wondered what had just happened. Had Rachel Ann looked at him the way he’d thought?


    “I hope Michael didn’t get into trouble,” she said after a long moment.


    Abram shook his head. “I told the officer it was an accident.”


    He noticed she kept glancing at the nearby clock and was eating quickly. She was obviously eager to get back upstairs.


    “I’m going to go get some coffee to take to your parents.”


    They found her parents in the waiting room. Both of them looked pale, and her mother wept quietly into a handkerchief.


    “Sam has a concussion and a broken leg,” Leroy said. “They’ve taken him into surgery to fix the leg.”


    “Did he wake up before they took him up?” Rachel Ann asked.


    Martha shook her head. “They did a CAT scan before they took him to surgery and said he has a concussion. They don’t know when he’ll wake up.” She wiped her eyes with her handkerchief.


    Abram handed her and Leroy their coffee, and he and Rachel Ann sat on the sofa opposite them. No one spoke and Abram couldn’t think of anything else to do. A nurse poked her head in about two hours later and said the doctor would be out soon to talk to them.


    “How is Sam doing?” Rachel Ann spoke up, but the nurse was already gone.


    Another hour passed before the doctor came to talk to them.


    “Sam came through the surgery well. He’s going to have a cast and have to be on bed rest for a while, but children are still growing so they heal faster than adults. He’ll be out of recovery soon and you can see him. ”


    “When will he wake up?” Leroy asked.


    “I’m sorry, we just don’t know.”


    “Thank you, Doctor,” Martha said in a subdued tone.


    An hour later, Abram followed Leroy, Martha, and Rachel Ann up to the pediatric unit and waited outside while they sat with him. Rachel Ann emerged a few minutes later with reddened eyes and tear-stained cheeks.


    “Mamm and Daed said for me to go on home,” she told Abram in a dull voice. “They must hate me for what happened to Sam.”


    “They don’t hate you,” he said quickly. “Come on, let’s get you home. Here, sit down and I’ll call the driver.”


    “I don’t blame them,” he heard her saying as he pulled out his cell phone. “I should have watched Sam better.”


    He made the call and turned back to Rachel Ann. But she wouldn’t talk to him, wouldn’t look at him, all the way home.


    “I’ll take you to the hospital in the morning,” he said when they got out in front of their homes.


    She nodded, but he wasn’t sure she heard him. He watched her walk away, her shoulders slumped.


    * * *


    Rachel Ann walked into her home and shut and locked the door behind her. The sound of the lock echoed in the quiet.


    It didn’t feel like home for a minute. There were no delicious smells coming from the kitchen, no sounds of Sam running through the house. No Daed sitting in his favorite chair reading The Budget at this time of the evening.


    And it was all her fault.


    Her feet dragged as she climbed the stairs to her room, hung up her jacket, and set her purse on her dresser. It was tempting to throw herself on her bed and cry herself to sleep, but she felt she’d cried herself out.


    She was wrong. As she walked past Sam’s room, she made the mistake of glancing inside. The youth bed their father had made for him stood in a corner of the room. His teddy bear and favorite bedtime story book lay on the sheets. Rachel Ann felt tears burn against the backs of her eyelids again as she remembered how gleefully he’d run around the yard with his quilt this afternoon.


    She forced herself to walk past the room, past her parents’ empty bedroom, and descend the stairs to the kitchen. For a moment she just stood there, wondering why she’d come to this room. Then she saw the kettle on the stove. Might as well make a cup of tea.


    While the water boiled, she remembered how she’d never gotten to make supper and the cornbread her father loved. Maybe they’d get to come home tonight. Maybe they’d be hungry. She knew she was just dreaming, but thinking about making supper might keep her from thinking about where her family was right now.


    She scrubbed potatoes and put them in the oven, then got a big bowl out of the cupboard, made cornbread, and slid the pan into the oven. Pork chops went into an iron skillet on top of the stove. Green beans canned at summer’s end completed the meal.


    While she was waiting, she made a cup of tea and sat drinking it. Delicious smells started wafting through the room, but they didn’t make the room feel less lonely since she sat at the big kitchen table by herself.


    Her mother had assured her she’d call if Sam’s condition worsened. So she supposed no news was good news. She grimaced. She’d always hated that expression. It suddenly occurred to her she needed to call Leah and tell her she couldn’t come to work the next morning. It was too late to call her at home, so she called the shop and left a message on the machine.


    The food was finally done, but her parents didn’t arrive. She put everything into containers and set them into the refrigerator, hoping the family would be home to enjoy the meal tomorrow.


    With a sigh, she turned off the kitchen light and climbed the stairs again. She stopped at Sam’s room and got his teddy bear and took it to her room. After she changed into her nightgown, she took it to bed with her, clutching it to her chest and wetting it with tears.
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    Rachel Ann woke to banging on the front door. She shot up straight in her bed and then realized it was morning. Groaning—she’d only fallen asleep as dawn’s light crept in the window—she got out of bed and went downstairs to answer the door.


    Abram stood on the doorstep holding a shopping bag. He grinned at her. “Your sleeping buddy?”


    She blinked sleepily at him. “What?”


    “What’s his name?”


    She glanced down as he gestured at her arm. Color flooded her face as she realized she clutched Sam’s teddy bear under her arm—and she was standing in the doorway dressed in her nightgown. She quickly ducked behind the door and frowned at Abram as he laughed.


    “Alfred is going to be here in twenty minutes,” he said. “Better get a move on if you want to go see Sam.”


    “Be right back!” She shut the door and raced up the stairs to get dressed. She was back in ten, dressed, and carrying her jacket, purse, and the teddy bear.


    “I’m taking it to Sam,” she said when Abram glanced at it again.


    “Never doubted it,” he said. He lifted the shopping bag in his hand. “I’ve got another surprise in here for him.”


    Before she could ask what it was, the van pulled into the drive.


    Abram’s mother stuck her head out the front door. “Tell your mamm and daed I’m praying for Sam. I’ll let everyone I see today know.”


    “She’ll get word out on the Amish grapevine,” Abram said with a grin as he opened the van door and waited for Rachel Ann to climb inside.


    “This was nice, but you didn’t have to go to the hospital again.”


    “I want to see how the little guy is doing.”


    Rachel Ann knew Sam followed Abram everywhere; he practically idolized him. Abram was the youngest in his family and never seemed to mind his little shadow.


    Martha and Leroy looked haggard when Rachel Ann and Abram walked into Sam’s room. Rachel Ann’s heart ached when she saw his little head swathed in bandages and his leg engulfed in a big cast. He looked so tiny and defenseless.


    “Here, put this on him,” said Abram. He reached into the paper bag he’d carried and pulled out Sam’s quilt—all washed and dried and none the worse from yesterday.


    She held it to her chest for a moment—so surprised at his thoughtfulness—and then walked over to tuck it around his little body. His teddy bear went under one arm, and then she tucked the quilt over him, too. Maybe it was her imagination . . . she thought she felt the barest movement . . . but when she looked at Sam’s face his eyelashes remained as still as his little body.


    Abram looked at Leroy and Martha. “My mamm sent her breakfast sandwiches and coffee. We thought you might like a break from the room.”


    “I don’t want to leave him,” Martha said.


    “I can stay with him,” Rachel Ann spoke up. “I already had breakfast and I’d like to sit with him.” She hadn’t eaten breakfast—food was the last thing she wanted. She just wanted to see Sam.


    Her mother hesitated a moment.


    “Please?”


    Leroy stood and held out his hand to his fraa. “Might do us good to stretch our legs a bit, get some coffee. Rachel Ann’ll let us know if Sam wakes.”


    Martha nodded. “We’ll be in the waiting room.”


    Rachel Ann pulled a chair up beside Sam’s bed and sat. “C’mon, sleepyhead, wake up. I brought your bear and your storybook.”


    A nurse came in to check Sam’s temperature and blood pressure. She smiled at the bear. “I see we have another patient.”


    “He loves that bear.”


    “Beautiful quilt,” the nurse said, admiring it as she folded up the blood pressure cuff.


    She smiled. “I made it when my mother told me she was having a baby. I’m not good at sewing, but I wanted to make something for her to put in the crib.”


    “Well, I think it’s beautiful. I could never do something like this.”


    “You could if you took a quilting class at the shop where I work,” Rachel Ann told her. “Naomi is a great teacher. She makes it look easy, and the students have fun.” She dug in her purse, found one of the cards Leah kept on the front counter in the shop, and handed it to the nurse.


    “I’ll think about it.” She smoothed the quilt over Sam’s shoulders.


    “When’s Sam going to wake up?” Rachel Ann blurted out.


    The nurse’s smile faded. “I’m sorry, I don’t know. Sometimes the brain gets such a shock it just needs time to recover. It could be today or days from now. He’s in good hands. His doctor is the best in the area.”


    She looked at Rachel Ann. “And remember he’s in the best hands. He’s in God’s hands.”


    Rachel Ann nodded. But God had taken little Daniel Zook home last year. What if He took Sam? She didn’t want Him to have Sam. She wanted Sam to stay here and wake up and be the little brother she loved.


    Surely God wouldn’t punish her for not being a good sister and take him, would He?


    The nurse paused at the door. “Talk to him. He can hear you even if he doesn’t react.”


    She turned her attention back to Sam. “You heard her. She says you can hear me. So I want you to wake up, you hear? I will get you anything you want, if you wake up. You’ve scared Mamm and Daed and me long enough. Nobody’s mad at you. But we’d like it if you woke up and talked to us, allrecht?”


    But although she watched his face carefully, his lashes lay still on his cheeks and the rise and fall of his little chest was the only movement he made.


    She started when there was a quiet knock on the door. Her eyes widened when she saw Michael stick his head in.


    “Is it okay if I come in for a few minutes?” he asked, glancing around the room.


    She stood and clasped her hands in front of her. “Sure.”


    “Where are your parents?”


    “They’re having breakfast with Abram, my next-door neighbor.”


    He pulled on a string in his hand and several brightly colored balloons followed him into the room and bobbed around his head.


    “Is it safe for me to be here? I mean, are your parents mad at me?”


    Rachel Ann shook her head. “They know it was an accident.”


    He tied the balloon strings to the footboard of the bed. “I was hoping the little guy would be awake to see these.”


    Her lips trembled. “He hasn’t woken up yet.”


    “You mean yet today.”


    She shook her head. “No. Not since the accident.”


    “Oh man, I’m so sorry!”


    She began crying, and he stepped forward and put his arms around her. “I’m so scared!”


    “It’s going to be alright,” he said, patting her back.


    Dimly she heard the door open. “Rachel Ann!” her father thundered.


    * * *


    Abram was as shocked as Rachel Ann’s daed when he opened the door to Sam’s hospital room.


    Rachel Ann stood in the arms of Michael—the Englisch man whose car had hit Sam!


    She jumped back, looking so guilty Abram couldn’t help wondering if they’d been kissing. A shaft of jealousy shot through him.


    “Michael was just giving me a hug,” she said, wiping tears from her cheeks with her hands. “We weren’t doing anything bad.”


    “There is no touching for any reason,” Leroy told Michael sternly.


    “Yes, sir, I mean no, sir,” Michael said. “I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”


    He extended a shaky hand to Leroy. “I’m Michael Lansing. I’m so sorry I wasn’t able to keep from hitting your son. He darted out into the road so fast—”


    “Abram told us,” Martha said. She glanced at the balloons that bobbed in the breeze from the air conditioner vent. “Sam loves balloons.”


    Michael rubbed the palms of his hands on his jeans. “I didn’t just come to bring the balloons. I wanted to tell you all the bills for Sam’s treatment will be taken care of.”


    Martha’s hand flew to her mouth. “Oh my,” she said, and she stumbled toward a nearby chair and sat down.


    “Maybe you should talk to your parents before you undertake such a responsibility,” Leroy said.


    Michael stood straighter and met his gaze. “I did and we talked to my insurance company. They’ll probably cancel me after this year and who knows what the premiums are going to be someplace else. But since it was my car that hit him, it’s only fair. I’m just grateful the police saw it as an accident or things could have been worse for me.”


    He shrugged and turned to look at Sam. “Just hope the little guy comes out of this okay.”


    “They’re running some more tests today,” Martha spoke up. “A CAT scan, an MRI, I don’t quite understand what it all means.”


    “They’re tests that can see inside the head and body. They tell the doctors a lot. My brother’s pre-med, so I’ve heard a lot about them.” He glanced at the clock on the wall. “Well, I have to get to my job. Nice meeting you folks.”


    Leroy shook hands with him again and stroked his beard as he watched Michael leave the room. “Well, if it works out it will surely save our community from raising the money.”


    Martha sat quietly weeping. Leroy patted her shoulder.


    Rachel Ann stood looking awkward and unsure of what to say. “Do you want me to stay so you both can go home and get some rest?”


    Her father shook his head. “Doc’s supposed to be coming in soon. What did Leah say when you called her?”


    “I left a message on the machine at the shop.”


    “Well, your mamm and I will be here, so you can go on in. It’s likely we’ll be needing the money if we have to be away from our jobs to be here with Sam for some time.”
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