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Note to the Reader

While this novel is set against the real backdrop of Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, the characters are fictional. There is no intended resemblance between the characters in this book and any real members of the Amish and Mennonite communities. As with any work of fiction, I’ve taken license in some areas of research as a means of creating the necessary circumstances for my characters. My research was thorough; however, it would be impossible to be completely accurate in details and description, since each and every community differs. Therefore, any inaccuracies in the Amish and Mennonite lifestyles portrayed in this book are completely due to fictional license.
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Miriam Lapp leaned over the counter and smiled at the little redheaded girl, her favorite patient at the Center for Pediatrics. “Good morning, Brittany. How are you feeling today?”

The four-year-old scrunched up her nose, causing her freckles to wrinkle. “My ear hurts.”

Miriam swallowed a chuckle at the girl’s adorable expression. “I’m sorry. I’m certain Dr. Sabella can help you.”

Brittany’s face was grim. “Yeah, but I don’t want a shot.”

Miriam leaned down, angling her face closer to the girl’s, and lowered her voice. “I have a hunch he won’t give you a shot. I bet he’ll just look in your ear and make sure it’s not full of potatoes.”

“Pee-tatoes!” Brittany squealed a giggle, covering her mouth with her hand.

Glancing at Brittany’s mother, Miriam smiled. “It’s so good to see you today. How’s Mr. Baker?”

“He’s doing well, thank you.” The woman pulled out her wallet. “How are you?”

“Doing just fine, thank you.” Miriam straightened her purple scrub top. “I’ll take your co-pay, Mrs. Baker.”

“Thank you.” The woman handed Miriam her debit card.

Turning, Miriam swiped the card through the credit card machine and snatched a pen from the counter.

 “Miriam!” Lauren, the office manager, rushed over from the inner office. “Miriam, there’s a call for you on line two.”

“I’ll be just a minute,” Miriam said, punching the keys on the credit machine. “I’m running through Mrs. Baker’s co-pay.”

Lauren took the pen from Miriam’s hand. “I got it.” Frowning, she nodded toward the inner office. “Use my phone.”

Arching an eyebrow in question, Miriam studied her coworker’s worried face. During the year Miriam had worked for Lauren, she’d never seen her look so concerned about a phone call. “Who is it?”

“Go on,” Lauren said, nodding toward the office again. “I’ll take over up here. You take your time.”

“Who is it?” Miriam asked again.

“Hannah,” Lauren whispered.

“Hannah?” Miriam’s mind raced, wracking her brain with thoughts of who it could be. She only knew one Hannah … “My sister Hannah?”

Lauren gave a quick nod. “Yes. Now go.”

Miriam’s stomach twisted. In the nearly four years since she’d left her family in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, not one member of her family had ever called her. Only Hannah had written her, but called—never. Miriam had made it a point of giving Hannah her cell, home, and work numbers, and Hannah said she would only use them in case of an emergency.

Something is wrong.

Her thoughts moved to Hannah’s eldest daughter, Lena Joy, who’d been born with a genetic disorder. Had something happened to her?

Her eyes widened with worry.

“Go!” Lauren nudged her toward the office. “Take all the time you need.”

Taking a deep breath, Miriam rushed to the inner office, dropped into Lauren’s chair, lifted the receiver to her ear, and punched the button for line two.

“Hello?” Miriam held her breath, waiting for her sister’s familiar voice.

“Miriam,” Hannah said. “How are you?”

The voice was sweet and familiar, bringing tears to Miriam’s eyes as memories assaulted her mind. She’d treasured those nights long ago when they would lie awake late into the evening in the room they shared, whispering their future plans. Funny how it all came true for Hannah —she’d married the love of her life and had a family. Miriam, on the other hand, was the disappointment of the family. She’d left the community and never joined the Amish church or married.

Hannah was the only one who’d seemed to understand when Miriam made the choice that changed her life forever—when she left the love of her life, her family, and the only community she’d ever known. Hannah forgave her when the rest of the family did not.

Oh, how Miriam had missed her sister.

“I’m good. You?” Miriam stared absently at the date and time glowing on the phone while winding the cord around her finger.

“Gut.” Hannah’s Pennsylvania Dietsch brought another flood of family memories crashing down on Miriam.

“It’s so wonderful to hear your voice, Hannah,” Miriam said. “How is your family? How are the children?”

“Oh, the kinner are gut, danki,” Hannah said. “They grow so fast.”

“And Lena Joy? She’s doing well?” Miriam asked and then held her breath in anticipation of the response.

“She has good and bad days, as to be expected. If only there were a cure …” Hannah paused for a moment as if collecting her thoughts or perhaps censoring her words. “Miriam, I’m afraid I have bad news.” Her voice was cautious, causing Miriam’s heart to thump in her chest.

“What is it?”

“Mamm …” She paused. “Mamm iss gschtarewe.”

“What?” Miriam gasped. “Mom died?” She groaned and covered her face with her hands. “No. No, no, no. Hannah, you don’t mean that.”

“Ya, I’m sorry to say I do.” Her sister’s voice trembled. “I can’t believe it either.”

“When?”

“Last night. In her sleep, from complications due to pneumonia. Daed found her this morning. He didn’t know that she’d …” Her voice trailed off, the unspoken words hanging between them like a thick fog.

Miriam wiped the tears trickling down her hot cheeks. “How can she be gone? I was planning a trip home over the holidays to try to make everything right.”

“I’m so sorry to call you at work and tell you this.”

“No, no.” Miriam plucked a tissue from the box on Lauren’s tidy desk and dabbed her eyes and nose. “I’m glad you let me know. I’ll go home and pack and then get on the road. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” She glanced at her watch and then mentally calculated the trip from her home in LaGrange, Indiana, to Gordonville, Pennsylvania. “I should be there before midnight.”

“Oh, gut. I was hoping you’d come.”

“Of course I will. We’re family.”

“Ya. We are.” Hannah’s voice trembled. “Drive safely. Ich liebe dich, Schweschder.”

“I will.” Miriam tried in vain to stop the tears flowing from her eyes. “I love you too, Sister.”

After dropping the receiver into the cradle, Miriam cupped her hands to her face and sobbed while memories of her mother flooded her mind. The last time she’d seen her mother was the night she snuck out of the farmhouse and left the community to move to Indiana and live with her cousin Abby.

Lifting the receiver to her ear again, Miriam dialed Abby’s office and groaned when voicemail picked up.

“You’ve reached the voicemail for Abigail Johnston, paralegal with Wainwright, Morrison, and Rhodes,” Abby’s voice sang into the phone line. “I’m either on the phone or away from my desk. Please leave a detailed message, including your name, the time and date of your call, your phone number, and the nature of your call, and I will call you back as soon as I return. Thank you.”

After the shrill beep ended, Miriam took a deep breath. “Abby, it’s me.” Before she could stop them, the tears started, and her voice was thick. “Call me. I just got the most horrible news. Hannah called me, and my mamm …” Her voice trailed off; she couldn’t say the word. “I’m heading home to pack up and leave for Gordonville right away. Call me. Bye.”

She slammed the phone down and stood. After explaining the situation to Lauren, she rushed to the apartment she’d shared with Abby since Abby’s husband left her two years ago.

Miriam was drowning in memories and packing when the door to her bedroom whooshed open, dragging across the worn tan carpet.

“What’s going on?” a voice behind her asked.

Miriam turned to find her cousin standing in the doorway, clad in her best blue suit. Her light brown hair was cut in a short, stylish bob, perfect for a professional climbing the corporate ladder. She looked the part of an aspiring lawyer.

“Abby,” Miriam said. “What are you doing here?”

“I left the office as soon as I got your voicemail.” Her eyes were full of concern. “What did Hannah say?”

“Mamm passed away last night.” Miriam’s voice broke on the last word. Covering her mouth with her hands, she choked back a sob.

“Oh no.” Abby encircled her in a hug. “I’m so sorry.”

“I can’t believe it,” Miriam choked through her sobs. “I was going to surprise her with a visit over Christmas and try to work things out. I wanted to make things right. I wanted to see her and talk to her in person. But, now … Now she’s—”

“Shhh.” Abby patted her back. “It’s going to be all right.”

“But how?” Miriam swiped her tears away with the back of her hands.

A somber smile turned up her cousin’s lips. “Remember what you told me when that snake of a husband of mine left me for his perky secretary?”

Miriam shook her head. “Not really.”

“You reminded me of a very important verse from Isaiah —'those who hope in the Lord will renew their strength.'” Abby’s eyes were serious. “We’ll get through this. I promise.”

Biting her bottom lip, Miriam nodded.

“I’ll pack a few things, and we’ll get on the road.” Abby headed for the door.

“You’re coming with me?”

Abby gave a little shrug. “Of course I am. Did you honestly think I’d let you face the family alone after nearly four years?”

Miriam let out a sigh. “I’d hoped not.”

Abby gestured toward the suitcase. “Get packed, and we’ll get on the road. With any luck, we’ll be there before midnight. I imagine your dad and my parents won’t welcome us with open arms. I guess we’ll stay with Aunt Edna?”

Miriam nodded. “I was thinking that. As far as I know, she’s still living alone in that little house on my daed’s farm.”

“I should have said Aenti Edna.” Abby smiled. “Guess I better brush up on my Pennsylvania Dietsch, huh? Man, how long has it been since I’ve been back there?”

“Six years, right?” Miriam lowered herself onto her double bed next to her suitcase.

“Yeah, I guess so.” Abby shook her head and stepped toward the door. “Well, we have a long ride ahead of us. We better get on the road.”

Taking a deep breath, Miriam rose from the bed and fished a few blouses from her dresser. Closing her eyes, she whispered a prayer for strength and courage as she embarked on this painful trip to her past.
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The tires of Miriam’s Honda Accord crunched down the winding rock path leading to the house where she’d grown up with her three siblings. Her heart pounded against her ribcage as the three-story whitewashed farmhouse with the sweeping wraparound porch came into view. Memories of late summer nights sitting on that porch swarmed her mind.

Sitting with her mother chatting about friends and relatives.

Lounging with her siblings, singing their favorite hymns.

Curling up on the porch swing, reading the Bible.

Miriam nosed the car up to the front porch and stared at the steps reflected in the beam of light. Memories mixed with regret and heartache crashed down on her. She knew that members of the community would have visited and offered condolences to her father and siblings all day today, staying from six in the morning until ten at night. She wished she’d been with them.

“I see a lamp burning in the kitchen. He must still be up.” Abby’s comment slammed Miriam back to the present.

Glancing toward the front windows, Miriam spotted the faint light creeping under the green shades. “It must be the first time in the last sixty years that he has stayed up past eight o’clock.” She blinked back tears. “He must really miss her.”

Abby touched Miriam’s arm. “You want me to walk up to the door with you?”

“No, thanks.” Miriam shook her head. “I need to do this alone.”

Abby snorted. “I wouldn’t be much help anyway. I’m the derelict who left the community, married a heathen, divorced the heathen, and am pursuing my completely un-Amish dream of becoming a lawyer.”

Reaching over, Miriam squeezed Abby’s hand. “I don’t care what any of them says. I think you’re wonderful.”

Abby grinned. “You mean wunderbaar.”

“Ya.” Miriam returned a smile as she wrenched the door open. “Say a prayer for me.” Climbing from the car, she took a deep breath despite the humid July air closing in around her. Her heavy feet felt as if the weight of the world bogged them down as she climbed the steps of the old farmhouse.

Standing at the front door, she suddenly felt self-conscious of her attire. She glanced down at her pink T-shirt, blue jeans, and her painted pink toenails sticking out from her open-toed sandals. She then lifted her hand to her dark brown hair, cut to fall just past her shoulders and pulled up into a thick ponytail, affixed with a purple rubber band. Her attire broke every Amish rule—from her hair being cut to her hint of eye shadow and blush. Her father would surely comment on the disappointment and dishonor Miriam Lapp had brought to his family.

Despite her negative thoughts, Miriam squared her shoulders.

I have as much a right to be here as my siblings. She was my mother too.

She cleared her throat and tapped on the door. Her heart pounded in her chest as she held her breath. Beyond the door, she heard feet pound against the hardwood flooring. The bolt clicked, and the door opened with a protesting groan.

“Who’s there?” a young man’s voice called.

“It’s Miriam.” She hated how her voice trembled when she was nervous.

“Miriam?” The door swung open, revealing her brother, Gerald.

She blinked, stunned by how mature he was. He was now eighteen, five years her junior. Towering over her at close to six feet, he was handsome, resembling her father when he was younger. He wore traditional Amish clothes —a dark shirt, suspenders, and trousers, and his dark brown hair was cut in a bowl shape.

She wondered if Gerald had met someone special and was courting her, taking her to singings and bringing her home in his courting buggy. Would he marry a sweet Amish girl and have a family, following in the footsteps their parents always dreamt their four children would?

Gerald’s eyes scanned her attire, and she folded her arms across her chest as if that gesture would hide her English clothes.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, his eyes accusing.

“Hannah called me.” She cleared her throat. “I heard about …

“Who’s here at this hour?” Her father’s voice bellowed from inside the house.

Gerald turned toward the voice. “It’s Miriam. Hannah called her.”

“I don’t know anyone named Miriam.” Her father’s voice was cold, dead of emotion. “Tell her to leave.”

Miriam’s heart sank, and tears filled her eyes. She opened her mouth to speak, but Gerald slammed the door before the words escaped her lips. She stood staring at the door as the tears gushed from her eyes.

“Hey.” Abby’s voice was soft behind her.

Turning, Miriam found Abby standing at the bottom of the stairs. Miriam wiped her eyes and cleared her throat. “When did you get out of the car?” she asked.

“I saw Gerald’s expression when he opened the door, and I thought you might need moral support. Don’t let them get toyou.” She climbed the stairs and nodded toward the car. “Let’s go to Aenti’s house. When she called my cell phone from her phone shanty, she said we could arrive at any time. The door’s unlocked for us.”

Miriam followed her cousin toward the car.

They drove in silence to the cabin located at the back of her father’s eighty acres. Her father and his brother had built the small home for Edna many years ago after their parents had died and another brother had moved into their parents’ home with his family. Since Edna never married, she lived in the home alone, and her brothers provided for her living expenses. She baked Amish pastries and provided them to local bakeries for extra money.

Miriam parked alongside the cabin and stared at the small pond behind it, sparkling in the beams of the headlights. She remembered hot summer days when she and her siblings would splash in the pond after their chores were completed.

“She said she’d leave a lantern burning for us, and we should make ourselves at home,” Abby said while gathering her purse.

Miriam nodded and cleared her throat, wishing the lump would subside.

“Hey, it’ll be okay.” Abby rubbed her arm. “The funeral will be in a couple days. You can visit with Aenti and Hannah and then head back home.”

“Where’s that?”

“Huh?” Abby’s eyebrows knitted together with confusion.

“Where’s home exactly? It’s certainly not here.” Miriam gestured toward the large field separating the cabin from her father’s house. “And it’s not in Indiana.”

“Why would you say that?”

“No one wants me here, so that doesn’t make it home. And my life in Indiana consists of work and a small apartment.”

“Gee, thanks a lot,” Abby deadpanned, leaning back against the door.

Miriam sighed. “I didn’t mean it that way. You know you’re my best friend. I just meant I don’t fit in anywhere. I’m not quite English, and I’m certainly not Amish.”

“Why do you need to label yourself? You’re Miriam Lapp.” Abby touched Miriam’s arm. “You’re beautiful inside and out. You’re sweet, kind, and loving. And if you hadn’t chickened out and quit nursing school, you would’ve been the best pediatric nurse that LaGrange, Indiana, has ever seen.”

Miriam’s eyes narrowed to slits. “For the hundredth time, Abby, I didn’t chicken out. I ran out of money. That’s not the same as chickening out.”

“You could’ve applied for more student aid. That’s how I got my paralegal certificate and how I plan to get through law school.” Abby pushed a lock of dark brown hair back from Miriam’s face. “You sell yourself short. You’re an amazing person. Don’t let your family’s judgment hold you back from achieving your dreams.”

“But that’s just it.” Miriam unfastened her seatbelt and angled herself toward her cousin. “I don’t know what I want or where I belong. I’ve been gone for nearly four years, but I still feel like I left something here. I still feel incomplete.”

Abby frowned. “Because of him?”

Miriam shrugged. “Maybe.”

“It is, isn’t it? You haven’t gotten over him.”

Biting her bottom lip, Miriam glanced toward the pond. “He’s probably married and has two children with another on the way by now,” she whispered.

“If he is, then it was never meant to be.”

Sniffing, Miriam shook her head. “But that’s not just it. God is punishing me for what happened to Jeremy Henderson. It’s my burden to be alone and suffer.”

Abby scowled. “No, you’re wrong. What happened to Jeremy wasn’t your fault, and it’s time you realized that.” Her expression softened. “God’s in control, so have faith. That’s what youtold me when I was down in the dumps about Rich’s escapades, and you helped me through. I thank God for you and your faith.” She gave Miriam a quick hug. “You’re my best friend too. We’ll get through this. I promise.” Abby pushed the door open. “Let’s head to bed. It’s nearly one. We’re going to be exhausted tomorrow when Aenti gets us up at four-thirty.”

Miriam groaned while retrieving her purse from the backseat. “I hope she allows us some time to sleep.”

“Don’t bet on it.” Abby sighed.

They lugged their bags up the front step of the cabin and stepped into the small living area. Scanning the room, Miriam found the sofa made up with sheets and pillows. The door to the guest room was open, revealing the single bed also ready for a visitor.

“Should we flip a coin to see who gets the guest room?” Miriam asked, letting her bag fall to the floor.

“Nah.” Abby shook her head and yawned. “You take the guest room. I’ll bunk on the sofa.”

“How’s that fair?”

“Just go.” Abby nudged her. “I’ll be fine.”

“But —”

“You did the driving and look absolutely wiped out. I’ll tell Aenti to let you sleep.” She gestured toward the door. “Go on. Git!”

“Thanks. You’re the best.” Miriam gave Abby a hug and then dragged her bag to the guest room, which was devoid of decorations and held only a few pegs on the wall, a small bureau, a sewing machine, and the bed. After freshening up in the small bathroom in the hall, she changed into her simple white nightgown and crawled between the sheets of the bed. Snuggling down, Miriam closed her eyes and silently said her prayers.

As she drifted off to sleep, she was accosted by thoughts of Timothy Kauffman—his sandy blond hair, his powder blue eyes, his tantalizing smile that could melt her within seconds of his lips curling …

She wondered if he’d ever married the girl her sister Lilly had said he was courting behind Miriam’s back. Did he still live in that house he had built for himself and Miriam on his father’s property? Was he still as handsome as she remembered?

Her thoughts faded as sleep overtook her exhausted body.

Miriam awoke to the aroma of bacon, eggs, and freshly made bread. She yawned, stretched, and hoisted herself from the bed and dressed in her jeans and a fresh T-shirt.

After running a brush through her dark brown hair, she stepped into the small living area and found Abby and Edna chatting and drinking coffee. A spread big enough for a small army covered the table, including plates full of bread, bacon, eggs, oatmeal, and sausage.

“Miriam!” Edna attempted to stand. She looked older than Miriam remembered. Her white hair was parted in the middle and covered by a white prayer kapp, and she wore a traditional dark blue frock with a black cape and apron. Her skin was pale, but her deep brown eyes lit up with her warm smile.

“Please, don’t get up.” Miriam rushed to her side and hugged her. “It’s so good to see you.” Tears filled her eyes. How she’d missed her aunt.

“Have a seat, and let me have a good look at you.” Edna patted the chair next to her, and Miriam lowered herself into it. “Ah, you’re just as schee as your sisters. You look just like your mamm.”

Miriam’s eyes overflowed at the mention of her mother. “Thank you.” She quickly corrected herself. “I mean, danki. It’s been a long time since I used Dietsch.”

“Ya. It’s been too long, mei liewe.” Edna patted Miriam’s hands. “Please fill your plate and tell me about your life in Indiana. Do you have a special boy?”

Miriam glanced at her aunt’s hands and nearly gasped athow curled her fingers were. Her arthritis had progressed. “Oh, Aenti.” She touched Edna’s frail hand. “How are you?”

Edna shrugged. “I get by. I’m just not as active as I used to be. I can only bake one thing a day to sell anymore. I used to have several dishes ready for Beth Anne when she came by, but now I struggle just to get one finished.” She patted Miriam’s hand again. “It’s no bother. I want to hear about your life. I’ve heard about Abigail’s already.”

Abby rolled her eyes while chewing some bacon. “It didn’t take long to tell her about my boring life.”

Miriam smiled at her cousin and then glanced back at her aunt. “Did you say Beth Anne? Beth Anne Bontrager?” Timothy’s sister!

“Ya, that’s right.” Edna passed the plate of bread to Miriam. “You need to try some of my sweet bread. It’s delicious. Beth Anne still comes by every day to pick up some desserts from me. They’re shorthanded at the bakery these days.”

“Why’s that?” Miriam loaded up a plate with scrambled eggs and bacon.

“Sarah Rose had zwillingbopplin back at Christmas and isn’t working right now. There’s a rumor she’s getting married soon too.” Edna shook her head and smiled. “And Rebecca has a baby now too. Her little one was born a month or so after Sarah’s zwillingbopplin, so I guess he’s about six months old now.”

Miriam gasped. “Sarah has twins and Rebecca had a baby?”

“Oh Ya. Rebecca was given custody of her nieces and then wound up pregnant after all those years of praying for a baby. Sarah lost her husband, Peter, in a fire at the furniture store.”

“Oh no!” Miriam said. “That’s terrible.”

“Ya,” Edna said. “It was a tragedy, but she found love again when she met Peter’s brother, Luke. The Lord works in mysterious ways.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” Abby deadpanned while buttering another piece of bread.

“I keep forgetting how long you two have been gone. A lot has changed around here.”

Edna’s hand shook as she lifted her coffee cup to her lips, and Miriam squelched the instinct to reach out and help. She didn’t want to insult the older woman, who had lived alone for a long time. She bit into the sweet bread and closed her eyes. It tasted like heaven. She longed to ask Edna how Timothy Kauffman was, but she didn’t want to give the impression that she cared. After all, he’d broken her heart.

“What time will Beth Anne stop by?” Miriam asked.

“Rebecca’s English niece brings her by around mid-morning to pick up my desserts.”

“We can help you make some pastries, right, Abby?” Miriam cut her eyes across the small table to her cousin, who responded with a horrified expression.

“You want me to try to bake?” Abby jammed her finger into her own collarbone. “Remember what happened when I attempted lasagna last month? Our neighbor wound up calling nine-one-one. The only good thing that came from it was I got a date with a handsome firefighter, but even he turned out to be a dud. Such is the story of my life, though.”

“Perhaps you’re looking in the wrong places, Abigail.” Edna gave a knowing expression. “Are you going to go by and see your mamm?”

Abby shrugged, lifting her cup. “What’s the point? They won’t answer my letters or return the voicemail messages I leave for them at the phone shanty. Apparently I don’t exist.”

“It’s more difficult to ignore someone when they are standing on your front porch,” Edna said.

“My brother had no problem with it last night,” Miriam quipped.

“Give them time, Miriam. Wait until the funeral and then try again. Your daed has a hard exterior, but deep down, he has a heart of gold.” Edna smiled and patted her hand. “So, tell meabout Indiana. I know you work for a pediatrician. What else occupies your time?”

Miriam shrugged. “That’s about it. Abby and I hold our own Bible studies, which is fun.”

“No special someone in your life?” Edna raised her eyebrows, and Miriam stifled a laugh.

“No, sorry. We’re both single,” Miriam said between bites of egg.

“And we’re happy that way. At least I am.” Abby stood and carried the empty dishes to the sink.

“I find that difficult to believe,” Edna said. “You were married once.”

“I’m sorry, but it’s true.” Abby filled up the sink and added soap. “Just the other day Rich had the nerve to call me and ask if he could come back because his girlfriend left him. As if I’m supposed to drop everything and let him move in after the way he left me.”

Miriam shook her head while snatching a piece of bacon from her plate. She loved Abby’s confidence and wished some would rub off on her. Abby was more English than Miriam, and Miriam assumed working for a powerful law firm had given Abby all the courage and boldness she needed in the professional world.

To Miriam’s surprise, Edna chuckled. “Abigail, you have your mamm’s fire in you. You should go visit her. I would imagine she’d love to see you. You’ve grown into a beautiful young woman.”

“Danki, Aenti,” Abby said while drying the dishes. “I don’t think my parents would see it that way. I disappointed them when I went against their wishes and left. They would probably throw me off their porch like Gerald did to Miriam last night.”

“We’ll see at the funeral.” Edna’s expression clouded. “Will you dress appropriately for the funeral?”

“I was already thinking about that,” Miriam said.

Abby nodded.

“That might help open the communication with your parents,” Miriam said.

Abby sighed. “I’m certain you’re right.”

“How about we do some baking before Beth Anne comes?” Miriam carried her dishes to the sink. “I think I still remember how to make your famous shoofly pie.”

“Wunderbaar.” Edna nodded toward the counter. “Grab my cookbook, and let’s get to work.”
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Timothy Kauffman stood in the center of the work area of Kauffman & Yoder Amish Furniture and scanned the sea of carpenters for his father. The large, open warehouse was divided into nearly a dozen work areas separated by workbenches cluttered with an array of tools.

The sweet scent of wood and stain filled his nostrils. The men working around him were building beautifully designed dining room sets, bedroom suites, entertainment centers, hutches, end tables, desks, and coffee tables. Pieces crafted at the Kauffman & Yoder Amish Furniture were favorites among Lancaster County tourists and residents alike.

Timothy’s father, Eli, had built the store with his best friend, Elmer Yoder, before Timothy was born. The business had been his father’s dream come true, much like his mother’s bakery, located a few miles away.

Hammers banged, saw blades whirled, and air compressors hummed. Since it was an Amish-owned business, the air compressors powering the tools ran off diesel generators.

Scanning the work area, Timothy spotted his brother Daniel; his sister Sarah Rose’s fiancé, Luke; and Elmer’s grandson, Jake, all hard at work creating masterpieces for customers. Yet there was no sign of Eli.

 Timothy sidled up to his older brother and spoke over the chorus of tools around them. “Have you seen Dat?”

Daniel shook his head and wiped his sweaty brow with a rag. “No, I haven’t. Are those fans working? It’s hotter than the mid-afternoon sun in here.”

Timothy glanced toward the battery-powered fan sitting next to his brother’s workbench. “Ya, it’s working. I’ll tell Elmer to order more fans. It’s been a hot summer.”

“I agree with that.” Daniel blew out a sigh.

Timothy glanced around the shop again. “I guess I’ll check up front for Dat.”

“What did you need him for?”

“I wanted him to check this bureau. I’m having a difficult time with the shelves on the hutch. They just don’t look right.”

Leaning back against his workbench, Daniel took a gulp from a cup of water. “Want me to look at it?”

Timothy waved off the question. “You’ve got your hands full with that entertainment center. I don’t want to burden you.”

“Don’t be gegisch. I have time.” He smacked Timothy’s shoulder. “Let me just finish this one piece, and then I’ll come look at yours.”

“Danki.” Timothy pointed toward the doorway. “I’m going to check on Dat and then I’ll be at my bench.”

“Dat’s probably up front since Jessica won’t be in for a little while. She’s still driving Beth Anne around for errands.”

“Ya, that’s right. I forgot.”

Daniel nodded. “See you in a bit.”

Timothy maneuvered around the sea of workbenches and stepped through the doorway to the front of the store, which consisted of large glass windows and samples of furniture.

Elmer stood chatting with an English customer while Eli sat at the desk behind the front counter and spoke in Pennsylvania Dietsch into the receiver of the push-button phone. The small desk was covered in piles of furniture catalogs, phonebooks, and stacks of paper. Jessica Bedford, Rebecca’s English niece, would be in soon to help run the front of the store. Jessica was visiting for the summer before starting her senior year of high school in Virginia.

Leaning on the counter, Timothy waited while his father finished his conversation.

“Danki for the call. Of course, the Lapps are in our prayers …” Eli met Timothy’s curious expression and frowned. “Ya. I will, and we’ll talk about Matthew too. It sounds gut. Danki, Manny. See you Thursday.” Dat hung up the receiver and rubbed his temple. “Bad news is always tough to take.”

Timothy raised an eyebrow. “Was iss letz?”

“Bertha Lapp passed away in her sleep Sunday night.” Eli shook his head. “Apparently she succumbed to pneumonia. Her family thought she was on the mend, but the Lord saw fit to take her home. So tragic for her family. So sad.”

Timothy swallowed and shook his head. “Bertha Lapp?”

Miriam’s mamm.

Timothy closed his eyes for a moment, fighting in vain against the images of Miriam overtaking his mind.

Miriam smiling up at him while they sat on a quilt in the park. Miriam holding his hand. Miriam whispering she loved him. Miriam’s lips brushing his lips …

He swallowed a groan. Why did these memories, ones he’d suppressed for so long, have to surface now? He’d worked so hard to put her behind him. His family had told him he needed to concentrate on making a new life.

So then why did thinking of her set his heart back four years?

“The funeral is Thursday.” Eli tapped the counter. “We’ll close up and all go as a family.”

Tongue-tied, Timothy simply nodded. His father wanted him to go into the Lapp home, and he would possibly face …

“Is Miriam in town?” The words escaped his lips before he could stop them. He groaned at his transparent emotions. A lecture from Eli would ensue for certain.

Eli shrugged as he stood. “I don’t know. If so, then you will treat her with respect. I know she left you without an explanation, but the past is the past. Miriam made her choice when she left the community without joining the church. God tells us to forgive each other and love our neighbors, and that would apply to Miriam as well as to the rest of the community.”

Timothy resisted the urge to roll his eyes. He was thirty and didn’t need this lecture. “I know. I will be respectful.”

“Gut.” Eli patted his arm. “We may have a new employee in the next couple of weeks.”

“Oh?” Timothy’s eyebrows careened toward his hairline in question.

“A young man named Matthew Glick who just moved here with his mother. Manny recommended him.”

“When will he start here?”

“That I’ll need to figure out. I’m going to see if I can talk with him later this week.” Eli then gestured toward the shop. “We have more orders to fill, so we better get back to work.”

“Ya, I wanted to talk to you about that bureau. I need your advice on the shelves. They aren’t coming out the way I’d planned.”

“Let’s take a look.” Eli led him back into the shop, where they finished building the bureau.

After Eli moved on to another project, Timothy began the tedious job of sanding, losing himself in memories of Miriam. No matter how hard he tried, thoughts of her flooded his memory and hijacked his thoughts.

“Timothy.” A voice behind him caused him to jump with a start.

Turning, he found Naomi King grinning while holding a picnic basket in one hand and a quilt in the other.

“Naomi.” He set the sander on his workbench and wiped his hands on a red shop towel. “Gude mariye. Wie geht’s?“

Her smile faded and her eyebrows knitted above her deep brown eyes, which shone with disappointment. “Actually, it’s after twelve.” She set the basket on the sawdust-covered wood floor. Her dark brown hair stuck out from under her white prayer kapp.

“Oh.” He forced a smile. “So it’s good afternoon.”

She hugged the quilt to her purple caped dress. “We had a lunch date. Remember?”

“Right!” He tossed the rag onto the bench. “Let me get cleaned up.”

He’d completely forgotten he’d had her reschedule her promise of a picnic for today. Naomi was always eager to bring him lunch. He knew she wanted more than friendship, but he hadn’t yet convinced himself that marrying her was the right choice. He hoped he didn’t set her up for heartache; however, she hadn’t mentioned where their relationship was headed, which he took to mean that they were both comfortable with the friendship.

He overheard her mutter something in Dietsch about forgetful men as he moved past her toward the restroom. After dusting off his clothes and washing up, he met her by the back door. They stepped out into the warm July air and took their usual spot under the large oak tree beyond the parking lot.

While Timothy spread out the quilt, Naomi poured him a cup of water and then began fixing their chicken salad sandwiches. Sitting across from him on the blanket, she prattled on about gossip she’d heard while working at her mother’s quilt stand at the farmer’s market.

He stared at his sandwich and grunted at the appropriate times. Although he gave the appearance that he was interested in what Naomi was saying, he was immersed deeply in thoughts of Miriam.

His mind swirled with questions. He wondered if Miriam was in town for the funeral. Had she become a nurse? Did she have children? If so, then what would he say to her?

And most importantly—why should he care about her when she was the one who’d left him?

When the sound of Naomi’s voice faded, he looked up, meeting her annoyed gaze.

“Did you hear a word I said, Timothy Kauffman?” she demanded, placing her half-eaten sandwich on a plate.

He gave his best mischievous grin and lifted his cup of tea. “Of course I did. You said I have the best smile in all of Lancaster County.”

Her cheeks flushed a deep crimson, and an embarrassed giggle sang from her lips. “You do have the best smile in Lancaster County, but that’s not what I was saying. I asked if you’d heard about Bertha Lapp’s passing.”

He nearly choked on his water. “Ya, I did. So bedauerlich.”

“I spoke with Lilly this morning.” Frowning, Naomi shook her head. “The family is devastated. They’d thought she was recovering from the pneumonia. It was completely unexpected.”

He nodded at the mention of Miriam’s younger sister. He wanted to ask if Naomi had heard anything about Miriam’s coming to town, but he couldn’t form the words.

“Will you go to the funeral with me?” she asked.

He nodded again, chewing his sandwich. “Of course.”

“I feel so bad. I don’t know what I’d do if I lost my mamm.” She sniffed, and he hoped she wouldn’t cry. He couldn’t handle it when women cried. Too much raw emotion for him.

“Poor Lilly,” she continued, her lip quivering. “And Hannah too. She has her hands full with Lena Joy’s illness, along with her other kinner.”

Timothy continued eating the rest of his sandwich. While Naomi chatted, a strange wave of guilt rushed through him. Although he and Naomi had been friends for a month now, he’d never officially asked to court her. He enjoyed their time together. She brought him lunch nearly every day, and she joined him for family suppers on weekends. She was sweet, but she was a friend. He didn’t feel a romantic connection to her. Not like he’d had with …

He let the thought evaporate. No use in dwelling in the past. Four years had gone by, and he’d never heard from Miriam. It was over. If he could somehow convince his heart of that fact, he could move on with his life and settle down before he was too old.

“What’s wrong, Timothy?” Naomi’s sweet voice broke through his mental tirade.

“Nothing.” He poured himself another cup of water and hoped she would drop the subject of his odd mood.

“Something’s wrong. I can tell.” Her eyes bored into his. “You’re a million miles away. You normally at least respond to me when I speak.” She pulled two slices of chocolate cake from her basket and set them on two napkins. “Today you haven’t acknowledged one word I’ve said.” Her expression became coy. “And you haven’t even complimented my chicken salad.”

He couldn’t help but smile. “Your chicken salad is superb, Naomi. Danki.”

“Gern gschehne.” She handed him the cake. “Your dessert.”

“Danki.” While they ate their cake, he asked her how her day was going at the farmer’s market.

Once their lunch was finished, Timothy helped her pack up her basket and then walked her to the front of the shop, which was located across the street from the farmer’s market in Bird-In-Hand.

“Danki for another appeditlich lunch,” he said, handing her the quilt.

“Gern gschehne, Timothy. You know I love bringing you lunch.” She batted her long lashes and gave him a coy smile.

He inwardly groaned. Did she expect a kiss? His gut had told him to cut off the friendship because she would wind up expecting more. He was going to have to tell her how he truly felt sooner or later, and from the expression on her face, it was going to have to be sooner.

But now was neither the time nor the place. He couldn’t break her heart and then send her back to work.

Besides, wouldn’t breaking her heart put me in the same category as Miriam after what she did to me?

The thought hit him like a ton of bricks. He was wrong to mislead Naomi. He was obligated to not hurt her.

“There you go again!” She gestured dramatically and sighed. “You’re off on another planet. I wish I could read your mind, Timothy.”

“No, you don’t,” he muttered.

“What was that?” She tilted her head in question.

“Nothing.” He touched her shoulder. “I best let you get back to work before your mamm prohibits you from having lunch with me.”

“I doubt that will happen.” Her flirtatious grin was back. “How about I bring you lunch again tomorrow?”

Oh, she was so eager. If she only knew the inner turmoil he was battling. He forced a smile. “That would be wunderbaar. Enjoy the rest of your day.”

“You too.” She turned and trotted toward the farmer’s market.

Timothy watched her disappear across the parking lot and shook his head. Naomi deserved a suitor whose intentions were clear and whose emotions were focused on her. He said a silent prayer that he could be the person she deserved and that he would find the strength to get Miriam Lapp out of his mind and his heart.

Miriam set a German apple cake on the table next to the shoofly pie. “How are those oatmeal cookies coming along?” she asked Abby.

Her cousin grimaced. “I think I burned this batch too.” She set the cookie sheet on the stove and huffed. “I’m not a good cook.”

“Ya, you are.” Edna rubbed Abby’s back. “You are too harsh with yourself, just as you always were when you were a maedel.” She moved the cookies around on the sheet with a spatula. “Some of these are good. Grab the plastic wrap, and we’ll package up the good ones.”

Miriam was wrapping up the German apple cake when she heard a car motor up the driveway. Her stomach flipped at the thought of seeing Beth Anne for the first time in nearly four years. She hoped Beth Anne would speak to her and not treat her like Gerald had.

A tap sounded on the door, and Miriam bit her bottom lip.

“Answer that please, Miriam,” Edna called. “We’re almost done with these cookies.”

Miriam hesitated and glanced at Abby, who nodded toward the door as if reading her worried thoughts.

“Go on,” Abby said with a sweeping gesture. “She’s only human like you.”

Miriam pulled the door open and found Beth Anne standing on the porch alongside a young English woman with dark hair.

Beth Anne’s eyes widened with shock. “Miriam.” She touched her arm. “I’m so very sorry about your mamm. I’ve been asking the Lord to comfort your family.”

Beth Anne’s gesture brought tears to Miriam’s eyes. “Danki,” Miriam whispered.

“This is my niece, Jessica Bedford.” Beth Anne nodded at her, and the girl smiled. “She’s staying with Rebecca and Daniel for the summer.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” Miriam said. Stepping back, she opened the door wide. “Please come in.”

“Wie geht’s,” Beth Anne said, stepping into the kitchen. “I’m sorry I’m late, but Jessica and I brought food to Abraham and visited with the family. I’m so sorry to hear about—” She stopped when she turned to Abby. “Abigail Lapp!” Rushing over, Beth Anne took her hand. “Another surprise! How are you?”

Abby hugged Beth Anne. “It’s good to see you too. I’m doing all right. How are you? Last I’d heard, you’d married Paul. How many kinner do you have?”

“Four, but we’re hoping for more.” Beth Anne grinned. “My little sister has twins now, and we’re wondering if there may be more in the future. Robert has seven kinner, but we think he and Sadie may be finished.”

Abby shook her head. “I can’t imagine having one, let alone seven.”

“We believe kinner are a gift from God.” Beth Anne shrugged. “It’s our way. I’m sure you remember.”

“Oh, I do.” Abby chuckled. “My older sister is working on number eight from what I’ve heard.”

Miriam shifted her weight on her feet and then turned back to the cake to stop herself from asking how many children Timothy had.

A digital melody sang out from across the room and Abby jumped. “I’m sorry. That must be my boss. We’re working on a big deposition.” She hurried across the room and pulled her BlackBerry from her briefcase. “Yup, it’s him. I’ll take it in the guest room. Excuse me.” Holding the electronic device to her ear, she disappeared into the guest room, gently closing the door behind her.

“How are you, Edna?” Beth Anne asked. “You look well.”

“A little tired today but froh to have my bruderskinner with me.” Edna placed a hand on Miriam’s shoulder. “It’s a sad occasion, but I’m so froh they came.”

Beth Anne’s eyes flickered back to Miriam, and Miriam felt her cheeks flame with embarrassment. Edna had always been good at putting her on the spot. She was reminded of the time when Edna had announced to the entire Lapp family that Miriam had received her first kiss after catching Miriam and Timothy smooching in the barn. Miriam’s brother and male cousins had taunted her about it for weeks.

“How is Abraham?” Edna asked.

Frowning, Beth Anne shook her head. “He looked as if he was in shock. Lilly said he hasn’t slept since he found out the news. The funeral is planned for Thursday.”

Miriam’s lip quivered. She would bury her mother on Thursday. She was ashamed she hadn’t spoken to her in four years. How could she let that much time go by without visiting her parents? Miriam wiped an errant tear from her cheek. She wasn’t much of a daughter. She’d deserved to have the door to her father’s house slammed in her face.

Edna lowered herself into a kitchen chair. “I was thinking of walking up to the house later on to check on him, but my knees and hands are bothering me today. I think I may need to rest for a while. I believe an afternoon nap is in order.”

“You should take a nap,” Miriam said. “Abby and I will take care of everything.”

“Danki.” Edna looked at Jessica. “How are you enjoying your summer?”

“It’s been good.” The girl smiled. “It’s nice to be back here with my Aunt Rebecca and my sister.”

“You’re working in the furniture store too, ya?”

Jessica nodded. “I run the front.”

“And her friend works there.” Beth Anne grinned and elbowed Jessica in her ribs. “Jake.”

Jessica’s cheeks flushed pink. “We’re just friends, Aunt Beth Anne.”

Miriam’s stomach tightened. She assumed Timothy still worked at his father’s furniture shop. Would Jessica share that Miriam was in town? Miriam did a mental headshake. Why would Jessica share that information with Timothy? Jessica didn’t know about their past.

However, Beth Anne could tell Jessica the story, and then Jessica could share the story …

Miriam swallowed a groan.

Edna nodded toward the refrigerator. “There are three more pies in there. I made them last night.” She frowned. “I’m sorry I couldn’t make more, but my fingers are very painful lately.”

“Oh, I understand,” Beth Anne said. “I hope you’re feeling better soon.”

“Abby and I helped her make some more desserts this morning,” Miriam said. “We’ll help again tomorrow.” She fetched the pies from the refrigerator and then turned to Beth Anne and Jessica. “I’ll help you carry everything outside.”

“Danki.” Beth Anne took the pies from the table. Turning, she smiled at Edna. “Danki. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Jessica grabbed the bags of cookies and said good-bye.

Miriam took a deep breath while following Beth Anne outside, where they approached a dark blue SUV with Virginia license plates.

Smiling, Beth Anne took the desserts from Miriam’s hands and placed them on the back floor of the SUV. Miriam bit her lower lip, holding back the questions bursting forth in her mind. Was Timothy married? Was he a father?

Had he ever loved Miriam or was their whole relationship a mistake?

But if he did love her, had Miriam messed up by leaving? Still, she couldn’t imagine doing otherwise, considering what Timothy had done and what had happened to Jeremy. Then there had been her dream of going to nursing school. She sighed. Leaving Lancaster County had once seemed so right. So why did it now seem so wrong?

Jessica said good-bye and climbed into the driver’s seat.

“I’m very sorry about your mamm,” Beth Anne said, closing the back door to the SUV. “She was a wunderbar fraa.”

“Danki.” Miriam cleared her throat and sniffed. “How are your parents doing?”

“Gut.” Beth Anne opened the passenger door and leaned on it. “The bakery and the furniture store are doing gut. We’ve been so busy at the bakery that Edna has been a big help. Sarah Rose and Rebecca are taking some time off to be with their kinner.”

“Edna told me. I’m so glad to hear Sarah Rose has found someone. I was sorry to hear about Peter and the fire.”

“Ya.” Beth Anne frowned. “It was tough on us all, but she and Luke seem very froh.”

Miriam nodded. “I’m glad to hear it.”

An uncomfortable silence fell between them, and Miriam wracked her mind for something to say. She longed to ask about Timothy, but it felt too risky. Beth Anne was being so nice. What if mentioning Timothy changed her attitude toward Miriam?

“How are you doing?” Beth Anne asked. “Are you still living in Indiana?”

“Ya.” Miriam leaned against the banister at the bottom of the stairs. “I’ve been working for a pediatrician for almost two years now. I love being with the children—I mean kinner.”

Beth Anne smiled. “I guess Dietsch feels foreign now, ya?”

“Ya.” Miriam smiled.

“You’re a nurse, yes?”

Miriam shook her head. “I started nursing school, but my scholarship money ran out. I’m an office assistant.”

“Oh. Do you like it?”

Miriam shrugged. “I do.”

“Do you have a family?”

“No. Abby and I share an apartment. She was married, but her husband left her. We’re helping each other out.”

Beth Anne’s expression was surprised. “You don’t have a family?”

“No.”

“Were you ever married?”

“No.” Miriam tilted her head in question. “Why do you ask?”

Beth Anne smiled again. “I was just curious. I better get back. The tourist crowds have been rather large.”

“I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Ya.” Beth Anne climbed into the car, and the engine revved. “Danki for the pastries.”

“Gern gschehne.” Miriam waved as the SUV drove off.

She then breathed a deep sigh and lowered herself onto the stairs. Gazing at the back of the SUV disappearing down the driveway, she wondered how she would survive the funeral with the Kauffman family present. How was she going to keep her emotions intact—especially if Timothy was there?

Glancing across the field, she spotted Gerald trotting toward the row of barns behind her parents’ house. A row of buggies parked near the barn represented the host of friends and neighbors who were visiting and offering condolences to the family. Miriam longed to be a part of the outpouring of support. Oh, how she missed her family. She wished she could get one more chance with them.

She needed to talk to someone who understood. She needed some of her family behind her.

She needed to go see Hannah.
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