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Prologue

Summer 1949 

Come June, the first song of the whippoorwill reminds me of berry picking . . . and bygone days. Although it has been over two years since Jonas Mast left for Ohio, I still wonder about him, along with my older sister, Sadie, and am able to pray for their happiness more readily than at first.

Especially now, at summer’s onset, when strawberries are ripe and ready for pies and preserves, I think of Jonas. He loved strawberry-rhubarb pie like nobody’s business, and both his mamma and mine made it for him with sugar and raw honey, so it was nothing short of wonderful-good. “Desserts are s’posed to be plenty sweet,” Mamma has said for as long as I can remember. This, with her irresistible wide-eyed smile. These days Sadie is the one baking such delicious fruit pies for Jonas.

Now and again I feel almost numb for the way things turned out between Jonas, Sadie, and me. Close as I was to each of them, it seems they should have cared enough to send some word early on—prior to Bishop Bontrager’s strict decree—offering an explanation. Anything would’ve been better than this dreadful silence. It’s the not knowing how things got so ver-kehrt—topsy-turvy—that causes the most frustration in me. The lack of word from Ohio confirms my worst fears. I expect even now Sadie probably wonders if I have any idea she is married to Jonas, or that I feel strongly she stole him away from me. How on earth does she live with herself?

I’m slowly accepting the split between my beau and me, since it would be wrong to pine for a man who belongs to another. Most folk just assume I’ve passed the worst of it and am moving on with life. They will never know truly, because I tend to go about things rather cheerfully . . . and, too, so much time has passed since that devastating autumn. It does still puzzle me, if I think on it, how one minute we were so happily planning our wedding, and then, clear out of the blue, a most peculiar letter arrived saying Jonas suspected Gideon Peachey of carrying a torch for me. Even though I promptly wrote to reassure him of my devotion and love, I never again heard from him. Downright baffling it is.

Of course, if Jonas were privy to my present friendship with Smithy Gid, he might have a little something to go on. But, back then, nothing was further from the truth. Fact was, my heart belonged wholly to Jonas, and nothing and no one could make me think otherwise. Not Smithy Gid, nor his sister Adah, my closest friend. Not even dear Dat and Mamma, though my father has long hoped Gid might one day win my affections.

With the revelation of Aunt Lizzie’s secret to me— to Mary Ruth and Hannah, too—my father’s and grandfather’s health seems much improved and both Mamma and Aunt Lizzie have a new spring in their step, in spite of the vacant spot at the supper table. Sadie’s absence is a constant source of worry, especially since she’s been shunned from the Gobbler’s Knob church. And Dat was right; the bishop—after a reasonable time—insisted Sadie’s letters be returned unopened. It’s no wonder she stopped writing along about Christmastime after leaving for Ohio. I wish to heavens I might’ve been allowed to read those things she wrote to us.

Some days it seems as if my sister has been away for years on end. But if that were true, I’d be thought of as a maidel by now, which I’m surely not. I am still only nineteen—a few years under the limit of the expected marrying age—though if Smithy Gid had his way, he and I would be hitched up already.

The berry patch calls to me even now as I help Dat with morning milking. Seems there’s something nearly sacred about creeping along the mounded rows, the blissful buzz of nature in my ears, long runners tripping at my bare feet as the blistering sun stands high and haughty in the sky and the tin bucket steadily fills with plump red fruit. Being out there alone with the birds and the strawberry plants, beneath the wide and blue heavenly canopy, soothes my soul and sets my world aright. At least for a time . . .
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Part One

What doth the Lord require of thee, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God?

—Micah 6:8 



Chapter One

The morning Mamma quietly announced her baby news, Leah hung back a bit, standing near the kitchen door, while her twin sisters, especially Mary Ruth, were overjoyed at Mamma’s being in the family way again. Many of the Old Order viewed it as shameful to share such things with unmarried children, but both Mamma and Dat felt otherwise and didn’t hesitate to include their four eldest daughters, though discreetly.

“Since Lydiann’s a toddler and not so little anymore, it’ll be fun to have a baby around again,” declared Mary Ruth.

“And wonderful-gut for Lydiann to have a close-in-age brother or sister.” Hannah’s smile stretched from ear to ear as she seemingly took the news in her stride, much as Dat must surely have, too, when Mamma told him in private earlier.

Leah had suspected nothing of this from Dat, although he’d had plenty of opportunity to say something during early-morning chores. Her father had never been one to speak of personal things; she knew this firsthand, because, for some time now, she had been asking for information relating to her own birth, to no avail. “For goodness’ sake, Leah,” he would say each time she brought it up, “be grateful the Good Lord made you healthy and strong, that you were born headfirst. What else wouldja care to know?”

But there were certain things she did ponder, such as who her first father might be. Lizzie, however, seemed unable to discuss the subject. Is it too hard to dredge up the past? Leah wondered. Or was Lizzie simply unwilling to bring it up for fear of implicating a member of the Hickory Hollow Amish church, miles away? There were also nagging questions concerning the day Leah was born in the Ebersol Cottage, but she couldn’t bear to ask them of Lizzie.

Mary Ruth broke the stillness, glancing furtively at Leah as she said, “Maybe Dat will finally get a real son.”

“Aw, pity’s sake,” Mamma said, shaking her head at Mary Ruth. She went to sit on the wooden bench next to the kitchen table, fanning herself with the hem of her long black apron. Her round face was flushed from the heat of the wood stove, where she had two strawberry pies baking.

“But . . . if the baby is a girl,” Hannah spoke up, “there’ll be less sewing to do.”

Leah spoke at last. “Only if we get busy and make plenty of little afghans ’tween now and December. Lydiann was a spring baby, don’t forget.”

At this Leah caught Mamma’s sweet and gentle smile. “That’s my Leah, always leaning toward the practical.” Mary Ruth continued to chatter, asking where Lydiann would sleep once the wee one came.

Quickly Hannah suggested, “Why, she can sleep with us. Ain’t so, Mary Ruth?”

Mamma laughed at that. “I daresay there wouldn’t be much sleeping goin’ on. Not as wiggly as that one is!”

Leah turned and slipped outdoors, going to the hen house, where she scattered feed to the chickens. Inside, she leaned against the rickety wall, watching them peck the ground near her bare feet. “Honestly,” she said right out, “I don’t know whether to be happy or sad about a new baby.”

The hens paid her no mind, but the lone rooster cocked his head and eyed her curiously. In all truth, she had forced a smile about Mamma expecting a little one come next Christmas. Here, with only the chickens for company, she recalled the months before two-year-old Lydiann came into the world. Mamma had been ever so tired . . . nauseated, too. At close to forty-five, she was not nearly as energetic and strong as in years past, but there were a good many women that age or older in the family who had no trouble birthing babies. Leah was glad her mother came from a long line of such women. Indeed, she was happy at the prospect of Dat’s having his first son should the baby turn out to be a boy.

Heading out of the hen house toward the barnyard, Leah was suddenly aware of Smithy Gid calling to her from the brink of the cornfield. “Wie geht’s, Leah. Do ya have a minute?”

Out of habit, she glanced toward the back door, curious if Mamma or one of the twins was observing her with Gid, who was not only breathless from running, but his eyes were strangely aglow. “What is it?” she asked.

He grinned down at her. “I’ve got a whole new litter of German shepherd pups, and I think there’s another dog Abram—your pop—might just take a shinin’ to.”

It was common knowledge Dat wanted a third dog, after having purchased from Gid his second German shepherd, Blackie, well over a year ago. “With a houseful of women folk, another male dog might be worth thinkin’ about. ’Least I won’t be so outnumbered anymore,” he’d said that very morning, chuckling heartily.

She walked alongside Gid to the barn, listening as he described the various puppies’ coloring.

“Does Dat know about the recent pups?” she asked.

“He oughta, ’cause I ain’t been talkin’ to myself all these weeks.” They both laughed at that; then Gid added, “I believe Abram’s just waitin’ for the gut word.”

She felt her cheeks warm. “Then you best be tellin’ him.”

His eyes lit up. “Well, now, I wanted to tell you, Leah.”

She held her breath, scared he might take this opportunity to say more, them alone this way.

And he did, too . . . at least started to. “I’ve been wantin’ to ask ya something.”

She took a small step back. In fact, she had been inching away from him, romantically at least, her whole life long, and for all good reason. She had always loved her second cousin Jonas, though she had made a conscious effort to bury her bitter sadness, hiding it from her family and especially from Smithy Gid, who remained a right good friend as he’d always been—even more so lately. Yet Leah shuddered at the thought of Gid showing kindness to her out of mere pity. Surely their friendship was more special than that. But she had no intention of leading him on just because he was clearly fond of her.

Ach, she groaned inwardly, wishing someone—anyone—might come flying into the barn. But no one did, and not even the barn doves, high in the rafters, made a sound as the smithy’s son reached for her hand. “Uh, Gid . . .” What she really wanted to tell him was please don’t say another word, but the words got trapped in her throat. She knew all too well the ache of rejection, and the way his eyes were intent on hers just now, it would be downright unkind to hurt him.

He was still holding her hand as the slow creaking of the windmill behind the barn broke the stillness. “Adah and her beau are going for supper in Strasburg next Saturday night. I thought it might be fun if you and I rode along.”

No two ways about it, riding along simply meant double courting and Gid knew it. Sighing, she gently pulled her hand away, staring down at her toes. What should I say?

“If you want to talk it over with Adah, I don’t mind.” His words were like thin reeds in a swamp compared to his usual self-assured manner. Inside, Smithy Gid was most likely standing on tiptoes. Furthermore, she suspected he had been ever so eager to spend an evening with her for quite some time, hoping to double up with her first cousin Sam Ebersol, Uncle Jesse’s youngest son, along with Gid’s sister Adah. But Leah also knew Gid wouldn’t be asking her twice. If she didn’t give her answer now, she’d have to seek him out in the next day or so. Because at twenty-two—three years her elder—Smithy Gid was to be treated with the respect he deserved.

“I’ll think on it.” She trembled, afraid he might take her reply as a maybe.

Truth be told, she figured he was working his way to ask her to go “for steady,” and right soon. To be true to herself, she knew she ought to refuse. Yet looking on the bright side, allowing Gid to court her would convince the People, especially Mamma and Aunt Lizzie, that she’d regained her balance, so to speak, that her shattered heart was on the mend. Wasn’t it about time for that, anyway? Jonas was happy with someone else; why shouldn’t she marry, as well? And, too, it had been ingrained in her all her days that to follow the Lord God’s will for her life, she must marry and bear many children, as many as the Good Lord saw fit to give her and her future husband.

One thing was sure, Leah enjoyed her barn chats with Gid while pitching hay to the field mules or redding up the haymow for summertime Preaching services. It was downright pleasant to have a young man of Gid’s reputation thinking of her as a good friend. Other times, she almost wished he might fix his gaze on a girl whose heart was truly available, like, for instance, any number of her cousins—dozens of Ebersols to choose from in Gobbler’s Knob alone.

Naturally Gid wanted to marry well before his sister Adah. Even his youngest sister, Dorcas, was seeing someone seriously, or so Adah had confided in Leah recently. A knotty problem for Gid, being the eldest of the family and the only son and still unmarried, though it was clear thus far he’d set his cap for no one other than Leah.

Daily this weighed heavily on her mind, especially because Smithy Gid was such a fine young man. Why should she forfeit having a family of her own just because things between her and Jonas had fizzled? She could simply marry the farm boy who’d waited for her all these years, couldn’t she?

She watched Smithy Gid walk back through the cornfield, holding her breath and not knowing for sure the right answer to his invitation. I’ll ask Mamma what to do, she thought and headed out the barn door.

Leah found Mamma in the potting shed, fanning herself. “Another hot day, ain’t?”

To this her mother nodded, and Leah began to share her uncertainty. “Smithy Gid invited me to go ridin’ with him, Mamma. What do you think ’bout that—if you were me, I mean?”

Mamma moved the potting soil around in the earthen jar before speaking. She stopped her work and looked at Leah with a fond expression. “Seems to me if you care the least at all for him, why not see where it leads? He’s a right nice young man.”

“ ’Tis easy to see Dat thinks so,” Leah offered. She wouldn’t ask for a comparison between Gid and Jonas; Mamma had made it known years ago how fond she was of Jonas.

“Far as I can tell, Gid’s been sweet on you for a long time.”

She thought on that. “Honestly there are times I think it would be fun to go somewhere with Gid, at least with another couple along.”

Mamma’s blue eyes grew more serious, and she set about cleaning the potting soil off the wooden work counter with a hand brush and dustpan. “Sometimes I wonder if you care for Gid simply because his sister is your dearest friend. Have you ever considered that?”

“Adah has little to do with Gid’s and my friendship,” Leah said quickly. The smithy’s son had happily befriended her during her darkest days. They had even gone walking at dusk several times, but mostly their conversations took place in the cow pasture. She worried if allowing herself to warm to his winning smile might in some way betray the depth of love she’d had for Jonas.

“Just so Gid understands where your heart is,” Mamma said.

Light streamed in through the windows, casting sunny beams onto the linoleum floor.

Where your heart is . . .

Leah sighed. “Whatever do you mean?”

Mamma sat tall and still, her gaze intent on Leah. “I think you know, dear. Deep within you, a voice is whispering what you should or should not do.”

“I can’t come right out and tell Smithy Gid that I don’t love him as a beau, can I? How cruel that would be.”

“You might say instead you think of him as a close brother.”

Knowing Gid as she did, if she revealed this truth, he might take it as a challenge to try harder still to win her. “Oh, Mamma, I don’t know what to say, honest I don’t.”

“Then say nothing . . . until you’re sure. The Lord will give you the right words when the time comes. God holds the future in His hands . . . always remember this.”

Mamma was as wise as any woman she knew— Mamma and Aunt Lizzie both. She thanked the Lord above for allowing her to grow up close to such women, though if she’d had her druthers, she would have preferred to know early on that Lizzie Brenneman was the woman who’d birthed her. But to dwell on this was futile.

Mamma’s words nudged her back to the present. “Why not ask Adah how she thinks her brother might react.”

“I’ve thought of that, but I can’t bring myself to open my mouth and say what I oughta.”

Mamma frowned momentarily. “That’s not the Leah I know.”

Leah forced a smile. Maybe what Mamma was trying to say was Don’t settle for a Gideon Peachey if your heart longs for a Jonas Mast.

Still, she refused to let Mamma or anyone see the depth of bewilderment that plagued her. It was as if her feet had sprouted long tendrils, like the runners that sometimes tripped her in the berry patch, making it impossible to move forward, tangling her way, keeping her from progressing on the path of her life.

“Are you afraid I’ll never marry . . . if I pass up Gid’s affection?” she asked suddenly.

“Not afraid, really,” Mamma replied. “Just awful sorry if you’re not happy in your choice of a husband. ’Tis better to be a contented maidel—like your aunt Lizzie—than a miserable wife, ya know.”

Leah had heard similar remarks at the quilting frolics she and her twin sisters attended with Mamma; seemed there was an overabundance of spontaneous advice from the women folk nowadays. But the overall bent of Amish life, at least for a woman, was to marry and have a large family. Anything less was a departure from what the People expected.

All of a sudden she felt overcome with fatigue. The potting shed had trapped the hot air, and she longed for the cool mossy green of the shaded front yard.

Politely she offered to help Mamma with the rest of her planting, but her mother shook her head.

“Go and have yourself some time alone,” she said. “Goodness knows, you must need a rest.”

Leah kissed Mamma’s cheek and walked around the southeast side of the house, admiring the clear pink hydrangea bushes flourishing there. She sat on the ground and rested in the shadow of an ancient maple, daydreaming that Jonas had never, ever left Gobbler’s Knob for his carpentry apprenticeship in Ohio.

Everything would be so different now. . . .

Yet she refused to give in to her emotions. Something as innocent as a daydream was wrong, she knew. Jonas belonged to Sadie now, and she to him.

“God holds the future in His hands.” Mamma’s confident words echoed in her mind.

Mosquitoes began to bite her ankles, and the sound of the noontime dinner bell prompted her to rouse herself and paste on yet another pleasant face. Leah rose and trudged toward the house.



Chapter Two

Sunday evening the air was so fresh and sweet it was hard for Mary Ruth to imagine a better place to be on such a fine night. She rode next to Hannah down Georgetown Road in the family buggy, chattering on the way to the singing. Once again, Aunt Lizzie had offered to drive, drop them off, and return home with the carriage, since there were no brothers to do the favor. Ever since February, when they turned sixteen and became eligible to attend Sunday singings, Lizzie had been kind—even eager—to drive them.

It had crossed Mary Ruth’s mind to ask Leah to take them to the singing, but with Leah past her rumschpringe and a baptized church member, she was no longer expected to go to the barn singings, though she was welcome if she desired to, since she was still single. Mary Ruth couldn’t help but wonder if Leah might have an awful slim chance of marrying now, unless, of course, she succumbed to Smithy Gid. Mary Ruth felt sure Leah was still in mourning for Jonas, despite that everlasting smile of hers; her sister’s cheerful mood didn’t fool Mary Ruth one bit.

All in all, Aunt Lizzie was a much better choice for taking them to singings. One thing annoyed Mary Ruth, though—their aunt seemed a little too interested in who rode home with whom. Especially here lately, since the Stoltzfus boys had been bringing the twins home long past midnight every other Saturday. The grown-ups in the house were supposed to play dumb; the age-old custom of turning a deaf ear and a blind eye.

“Do you think Ezra and Elias will bring only one courting buggy to singin’ again?” Mary Ruth whispered to her twin, eyes wide with anticipation. “It’s such fun double courting, ain’t so?”

To this Hannah smiled, shrugging her shoulder and looking nervously at Aunt Lizzie.

Hundreds of lightning bugs blinked over the cornfield like stars fallen glittery white from the heavens as the carriage headed downhill toward Grasshopper Level. A lone doe crept out at dusk and stood on the edge of the woods and watched them pass, as though hesitant to cross a road just claimed by a spirited steed.

“Elias has eyes only for you,” Hannah whispered back. “If ya didn’t know already.”

Mary Ruth reached for her sister’s hand and squeezed it. “I should say the same for you ’bout Ezra.”

Aunt Lizzie turned her head just then and smiled. “What’re you two twittering about?”

“Ach, best not to say, Aendi,” Mary Ruth said quickly.

“Well, s’posin’ I try ’n’ guess,” Aunt Lizzie taunted jovially, wispy strands of her dark hair loose at the brow.

Mary Ruth frowned. “Let’s talk ’bout something else.”

Their aunt caught on and clammed up, and that was that. Truth was, neither Mary Ruth nor Hannah felt comfortable telling Lizzie that the Stoltzfus boys were ever so fond of them. Since Ezra and Elias were less than a year and a half apart, it was fascinating they should be double-courting. “It’s almost like we’re going ‘for steady’ with twin boys, they’re so close in age,” Mary Ruth had declared to Hannah in the privacy of their bedroom last week.

“Not only that, but if we end up married . . . our children will be double cousins.” Shy Hannah’s pretty brown eyes had danced at that.

Yesterday afternoon, while stemming strawberries and, later, picking peas, Mamma had hinted she’d heard only a single buggy bringing her dear girls home here lately. Which, of course, could mean just one thing: the boys were either the best of friends and using the same open buggy . . . or they were brothers.

Naturally, with the secrecy surrounding the courting years, their mother knew better than to mention much else. Yet she’d said it with a most mischievous smile and out of earshot of Dat. At the time Mary Ruth had noticed how pretty Mamma looked, her face beaming with joy. Was it because she was with child once again? The women folk often whispered at canning bees and such that a woman in the family way had “a certain glow.”

Or . . . maybe it had more to do with Mary Ruth showing an interest in a nice Amish boy; maybe that’s what made Mamma smile these days. If so, then surely their mother wasn’t nearly as worried as she had been at the end of the twins’ eighth grade, a full year ago. The evening of graduation from the Georgetown School, Mary Ruth had out-and-out declared, “I want to attend high school next year!”

However, the very next day Dat had surprised her by taking her aside and talking mighty straight. “Hold your horses now, Mary Ruth.” He’d asked her to wait until her rumschpringe to decide such a thing, so this past year she had continued to work three days a week for their Mennonite neighbor, Dottie Nolt, doing light housekeeping and occasional baby-sitting for the Nolts’ adopted son, Carl. Along with that, she helped Mamma, as did Hannah and Leah, tending to the family and charity gardens, cleaning house, keeping track of busy Lydiann, and attending quilting frolics. Now that she was courting age, she was also going to Sunday singings with Hannah, who was taking baptismal instruction without her—a terrible sore spot between them.

Since she was “running around” now, Mary Ruth was able to openly read for pleasure, as well as study books at home, but the novelty of getting together with other Plain young people, especially fine-looking boys, had tempered her intense craving for escape into the world of English characters and settings. If she wanted to experience the modern world, she didn’t have to rely on fiction any longer. Besides, it was great fun spending time with Elias Stoltzfus, who was as much a free spirit as she, within the confines of the Plain community, of course. She loved riding in his open courting buggy through Strasburg and the outskirts of Lancaster, soaring fast as they could through the dark night—though always in the company of Hannah and Ezra.

“How’s Dottie Nolt these days . . . and her little one?” Aunt Lizzie asked unexpectedly.

“Carl moves right quick round the house. Dottie has to watch him awful close,” Mary Ruth readily replied.

“I ’spect so. He’s what—two now?”

She nodded. “A delightful child, but he’s definitely on the go.”

The horse turned off the road and headed down a long dirt lane, coming up on the old clapboard farmhouse. Aunt Lizzie pulled on the reins, and the carriage came to a stop. “Well, it certainly looks like a nice gathering of young folks.”

Mary Ruth was happy to see the big turnout. What a wonderful-good night for a barn singing, not to mention the ride afterward under the stars with Elias. “Come along, Hannah.” She hopped down out of the carriage. “Denki, Aunt Lizzie!” she called over her shoulder.

“Don’t worry a smidgen ’bout us,” Hannah said more softly to Lizzie.

Mary Ruth waited for Hannah to catch up, and then they walked together toward the two-story bank barn in their for-good blue dresses and long black aprons. “Why’d you say that?” asked Mary Ruth. “Do you really think Lizzie worries?”

“Well, I ’spect Mamma does, so I wouldn’t be surprised if Aunt Lizzie does, too.”

“They ought to know how nice the Stoltzfus family is,” Mary Ruth spoke up in defense of Ezra and Elias. “Everybody does.”

“Jah . . . but our eldest sister’s wild rumschpringe days must surely haunt Mamma.”

“Our sister was ever so foolish,” Mary Ruth said, being careful not to mention Sadie’s name outright. They had been forbidden to do so by Dat and the bishop following the Bann.

“Foolish, jah. And downright dreadful . . . stealing Leah’s beau.”

Mary Ruth didn’t want to worry herself over things that couldn’t be changed. She was caught up in the excitement of the moment and tried hard not to gawk at the many courting buggies lined up in the side yard. Which one belongs to Elias? she wondered, a thrill of delight rushing up her spine.

Abram sat next to Ida on the front porch swing, watching the stars come out. He also noticed the lightning bugs were more plentiful than in recent summers, maybe due to frequent afternoon showers. “’Twas right kind of Leah to settle Lydiann in for the night,” he said.

Ida nodded, sighing audibly. “Jah . . . even though she’s as tuckered out as I am, prob’ly. She’s such a dear . . . our Leah.”

“That, she is.”

Ida leaned her head gently on his shoulder. At last she said, “We did the right thing treatin’ her as our very own all these years.”

Hearing his wife speak of their great fondness for Leah made him realize anew that his own affection for Lizzie’s birth daughter was as strong as if Ida had given birth to her. For a moment he was overcome with a rare sadness and remained silent.

Their flesh-and-blood Sadie was a different story altogether. Her defiance in not returning home after all this time had stirred up more alarm in him than he cared to voice to beloved Ida.

“The Good Lord’s hand rests tenderly on us all,” Ida said softly, as if somehow tuned in to his thoughts. “I daresay we’d be in an awful pickle otherwise.”

He had to smile at that and reached over to cup her face in his callused hand. Sweet Ida . . . always thinking of the Lord God heavenly Father as if He were her own very close friend.

“Where do you think our twins are tonight?” He stared at the seemingly endless cornfield to the east of the house, over toward smithy Peachey’s place.

“Don’tcha mean whom the girls are with?”

He let out a kindly grunt; Ida could read him like a book. She continued. “Deacon’s wife told me in so many words that two of her sons are spending quite a lot of time with Hannah and Mary Ruth.”

“Which boys . . . surely not the older ones?”

“I’m thinkin’ it must be Ezra and Elias.” Ida snuggled closer.

“A right fine match, if I say so myself. I best be givin’ my approval to Deacon here ’fore long.”

He heard the small laugh escape Ida’s lips. “Best not get in the way, Abram. Let nature take its course.”

“I s’pose you’re thinkin’ I shouldn’t have interfered with Jonas and Leah back when.”

Ida sat up quickly and looked at him, her plump hands knit into a clasp in her wide lap. “Leah would be happily married by now if you hadn’t held out for Smithy Gid.”

“Are ya blamin’ me for what went wrong?” he said.

Ida pushed her feet hard against the porch floor, making the swing move too fast for his liking. When she spoke at last, her voice trembled. “None of us truly knows what caused their breakup.”

He inhaled and held his breath. Ida didn’t know what had caused the rift between Jonas and Leah, but he knew and all too well. Abram himself had gotten things stirred up but good by raising the troublesome issue of Leah’s parentage with Jonas. He had never told her that, at Peter Mast’s urging, he’d put Jonas to a fiery test of truth, revealing Lizzie’s carefully guarded secret. When all was said and done, Jonas had failed it miserably. “Best leave well enough alone. Jonas is married to our eldest now.”

“Jah, and worse things have happened,” Ida whispered, tears in her eyes. “But I miss her something awful.”

Abram didn’t own up to the same. “What’s done is done,” he said. “Thing is we’ve got us a son-in-law we may never lay eyes on again. Could be a grandchild by now, too.”

“All because our daughter was bent on her own way. . . .”

He leaned back in the swing and said no more. At times an uncanny feeling gnawed at him, made him wonder if Ida—who seemed to know more about Sadie than he did—might’ve disregarded the bishop and read a few of their eldest’s early letters, after the law was laid down about returning them unopened.

But no, now was not the appropriate time to speculate on that. Clearly Ida needed his wholehearted companionship and understanding this night.



Chapter Three

Hannah was surprised how warm the night was, with little or no breeze. Her eyes kept straying toward the moon, and she was grateful for the hush of the evening hour, especially after having sung so robustly. Now she sat eating ice cream in the front seat of the open carriage with Ezra Stoltzfus, who wore a constant if not contagious smile.

She hoped Elias was not able to wrestle the reins away from Ezra tonight. It seemed both boys liked to trade off sitting in the driver’s seat of the shiny new carriage. In fact, she was fairly sure they were actually sharing ownership of the courting buggy, though she’d never heard of this done in other families with many sons. As keenly interested as the deacon’s boys had been in Mary Ruth and herself for the past several years, it was no wonder Ezra and Elias might share a single buggy now that the foursome were courting age.

Hannah’s heart leaped with excitement. She was truly fond of auburn-haired Ezra, but more than that, she was most happy to see Mary Ruth putting aside her dream of becoming a schoolteacher. At least it appeared to be so in the presence of her dashing young beau. If Elias was the reason for Mary Ruth to set aside her perilous goal, then all was well and good and Hannah could simply use the money she’d saved from selling handiwork for something else altogether. If Mary Ruth didn’t end up needing the money for future college expenses, maybe several pretty wedding quilts would do.

Thinking about this, Hannah felt she could accept Ezra’s affections if for this one reason alone—to keep the double courting going full speed ahead, for the sake of a peaceful household and for Mary Ruth’s future as a baptized church member. The latter she knew their parents wished for above all else.

“Let’s find another courtin’ couple to race,” Elias said nearly the minute they were finished eating ice cream.

“Not tonight,” Ezra replied firmly.

Hannah bit her tongue. She hoped her beau got his way, being older and all.

“Aw, lookee there. It’s Sam Ebersol and Adah Peachey.” Elias pointed to an open buggy some distance behind them, then waved his arms, trying to get the couple’s attention.

“I’m driving,” Ezra said at once.

But Elias persisted. “C’mon, it’ll be fun. What do you say, Mary Ruth?”

“Sure, why not?” her twin was quick to say.

Hannah grew tense. The last time Elias persuaded his brother to let him race, they’d nearly locked wheels with another courting carriage on the way to a railroad crossing down on Route 372. In the end, Hannah had let out a squeal . . . and Elias had stopped. He’d apologized promptly, saying he hadn’t meant any harm by it. He had also said, “There’s plenty other things to do to have fun after singing.”

Plenty other things is right, thought Hannah. She figured at the rate he was going, Elias wouldn’t be ready to settle down and farm, probably, or marry, for another couple of years. But she’d seen the love-light in her twin’s eyes for the redheaded and handsome young man, and in his for pretty Mary Ruth. Sooner or later, the both of them would start thinking about joining church.

Just then Sam and Adah pulled up beside them. “What’s goin’ on?” asked Sam.

“Thought you might wanna race,” Elias called to them from the backseat.

Sam looked at Adah, then answered, “Oh, that’s all right. We’ve got some talking to do, Adah and I.”

“Okay, then,” Elias said, sitting down.

Hannah was relieved and felt herself relax against the seat. Sam hurried his horse, passing them, and she was glad to see Ezra let Sam gain on him. Ezra, after all, was most steady and dependable. At nearly eighteen, he was taking baptismal instruction classes and might be looking to settle down and marry within a year or so. Hannah wondered if she was truly mature enough, though, to accept if he should ask her to be his wife. Was she ready for the duties of home and motherhood? Mamma’s sisters had married young. All except Aunt Lizzie, of course. And Mamma, who, though she’d been but seventeen when first she’d met Dat, had waited until her early twenties to tie the knot.

Behind her, she heard Elias whispering to Mary Ruth, probably with his arm draped around her shoulder; they’d done their share of snuggling, for sure.

As for herself, the rest of the night would be most pleasant—watching for shooting stars with Ezra, playing Twenty Questions, and letting him reach for her hand as they slowly made their way back home before dawn.

Once Leah had safely nestled Lydiann into her crib for the night, she crept toward the stairs. Having just kissed the little girl’s tiny face, she realized sadly that Sadie might never know about Mamma’s coming baby—their new sibling-to-be.

Downstairs, she spotted the tops of her parents’ heads through the front room window. She wouldn’t think of disturbing them. Much of their energy, too, went into thinking of Sadie; Leah was sure it had been so since her sister’s shunning.

Turning from the room, she decided it was best to leave Dat and Mamma be. They deserved some quiet time together.

She went to the kitchen and poured a glass of water, thinking now of Smithy Gid. More than likely, he could be found in his father’s big barn playing with the new brood of pups. “Tonight’s the night,” she said to herself, “ready or not.”

Slipping out the back door, she headed past the barnyard and through the cornfield. She’d kept Gid waiting long enough—too long, really, as he’d made his thoughtful invitation to her two days ago. She mustn’t be rude and keep him guessing by the hour. She’d had several opportunities to speak privately with him yesterday, but she had still been uncertain, though she knew Gid was as stalwart in his soul as he was in his frame. He wasn’t just “as good as gold,” as Dat liked to say; Gid was superior to Dat’s proverbial gold, and the girl who consented to be his wife would be truly blessed.

Is it to be me? she wondered. Can I trust the Lord God to guide my faltering steps?

In vain, she tried to imagine being held in his strong arms. Would she be gladdened by his tender affection . . . ready for their courting days to begin? All these things and more Leah contemplated as her bare feet padded the ground on her way to find the blacksmith’s son before Dat and Mamma wondered where on earth she’d taken herself off to on a night set apart for singings.

She found Smithy Gid in the haymow, amusing himself with a new pup. “Hullo,” Leah called up to him.

Quickly he rose and made his way down the long ladder to her, carrying the tiny dog. “I wasn’t expecting to see you tonight, Leah.” He looked at her with gentle eyes. “But it’s awful nice,” he added with a warm smile.

They stood there looking at each other by lantern light, Leah feeling ever so awkward. She glanced down for a moment, breathed a sigh, and then lifted her face to his. “I’m ready to give you my answer,” she said softly.

“Jah?”

“I’ll go along to Strasburg with you . . . with Adah and Sam, come Saturday night.”

Gid’s face lit up like a forbidden electric light bulb.

“Wonderful-gut! Denki for comin’ here to say so.”

She realized at that moment the power her decision had over him. If she’d said otherwise, she could just imagine the look of disappointment that would have transformed his ruddy face. “I best be headin’ home,” she said.

“Aw, must ya?” His eyes implored her to stay.

“Dat and Mamma don’t know I’m gone. I wouldn’t want them to fret.” She didn’t go on to say they were worried enough over Sadie. No doubt he was aware of that; it was to be expected with Gid’s mother and Mamma close neighbors and bosom friends. Miriam Peachey had surely heard tell of Mamma’s sleepless nights.

“Well, then, I ’spect it’s best you return schnell— quickly.”

At that she moved toward the barn door. “Gut Nacht,” she said as Gid strolled alongside her.

“Good night, Leah.”

She nodded self-consciously and turned to go, walking briskly toward her father’s cornfield. Hundreds of stars beckoned her, and she found herself wondering if anyone had ever tried to count them, at least those twinkling over the Ebersol Cottage.

Staring up at the sky, she pondered her decision to go with Gid this one time . . . and his near-gleeful response. Did I do the right thing?

The last place Gid wanted to be, now that Leah had told him her good news, was back up in the lonely haymow. He returned the puppy in hand to the whelping box and hurried out behind the barn, toward Blackbird Pond. He had to keep looking at the ground, now murky in the early evening hour, to see if his feet were really touching the grassy path that led through the pastureland and beyond to the lake.

With great joy, he began to count the hours till he would see Leah again, not in Abram’s barn or out in the field . . . no, what he most anticipated was their first real date. The long ride to Strasburg was nothing to sneeze at as far as time on the road; he must make sure he took along a light lap robe, in case the evening had a chill to it. They would enjoy a fine meal in town with Adah and Sam, then leisurely return to Gobbler’s Knob, a round trip of nearly ten miles. All in all, the night would not be so young when he returned Leah to the covering of her father’s house.

Gid’s heart sang as he picked up his pace and began to run around the wide lake. Will Leah accept my love at last?



Chapter Four

Dr. Schwartz plodded upstairs to the second-floor bedroom, where, in the corner of the large room, he found his wife reclining on the leather chaise, sipping a cup of chamomile tea. Lorraine’s nerves must be ragged again tonight, he thought. He’d learned not to address her when she was in such a state. In the past, when he had attempted to engage her in conversation, she withdrew further still.

As for Henry, he was much more practiced at concealing his misery; he prided himself in his ability to do so. Even Lorraine had no knowledge of his ongoing despair, he was quite certain. On the exterior, his life was as fulfilled now as he had ever hoped it to be— faithful wife, grown sons, and a flourishing medical clinic. With their boys gone from home, he and Lorraine had sufficient time to do as they pleased, which most evenings meant sitting in easy chairs and reading silently, enjoying baroque music, or discussing eldest son Robert’s zealous letters and spiritual ambition. Lorraine was increasingly anxious, though, and he had begun to recognize the fact around the time the boys spread their proverbial wings. Continually she invited him to attend church with her and their neighbors, Dottie and Dan Nolt and their toddler-age son. Without exception, he refused, adding to his wife’s dejection. Having attended church only sporadically during their adult years, he was by no means interested in jumping on Lorraine’s recent religious bandwagon. To her credit, his wife was a woman who knew how to blend persuasion with loving consideration. This fact, over the years, had helped keep their marriage intact.

His misery had not so much to do with Robert’s search for God, nor Derek’s enlistment in the army and detachment from the family, as his bleak memory of a dark April night when his own frail grandson had experienced both life and death in the space of a few hours.

That fateful night had altered Henry’s very existence.

Accordingly, each Sunday before Lorraine awakened and the sun rose, he crept downstairs and got into the car, driving down Georgetown Road, past the Ebersol and Peachey farms, turning onto a dirt lane east of the smithy’s spread of land. That narrow byway led to the ten acres he’d inherited from his father, Reverend Schwartz. Having decided against ever building a house there, Henry had held on to the grazing land, letting it appreciate in value over the years. More recently, he had thought of offering to sell it to the local blacksmith, if the Amishman was so inclined.

 Lorraine, however, had suggested the parcel of land remain in the family, perhaps to be given at the appropriate time to Robert as a wedding gift.

Getting out of the car, Henry would go and tend to a small grave unmarked by a headstone, trimming the tall grass away with hand clippers. When finished, he stood in deep contemplation, the little mound of earth his altar and the clipped grass his pew, surrounded by a choir of insects and birds.

Just this morning he had visited the site and stared down at the memorial of his own making, recalling the momentous night he had hauled to the spot a shovel in the trunk of his car. Having paced the ground, he had made a frantic determination for the location of a proper burial. The hollowness in his soul had been undeniable as he pushed hard and deep into the ground—the ball of his foot on the shovel, his arms lifting out the soil one heaping pile at a time. Grave digging was harder work than he had anticipated, both physically and otherwise, but the burial itself had been excruciating. And when the task was complete, the lifeless body of an infant boy lay in the broken earth.

There it was that Henry presented himself to the Creator-God on Sunday mornings, each and every one since that very first, refusing Lorraine’s invitation to a church with walls of stone and mortar. Nowhere else drew him like the open-air cathedral where he was the one and only parishioner, the lone visitor to a child’s tiny grave.

Startled out of his musing by Lorraine’s gentle voice, Henry jerked his head, a piece of mail slipping out of his hands and onto the floor.

“Dear,” she said, “be sure to read Robert’s letter.”

Lorraine had left a pile of their personal mail from Saturday afternoon lying on the dresser for him. He had been much too busy at the clinic to bother thumbing through the bills and such. He stooped now to reach for his eldest’s latest letter. “How are things going for him?” he inquired for Lorraine’s sake. Hard as it was for him to admit, son Robert was looking for absolute truth—strangely finding it in a group of Bible-believing Mennonites.

“He’s planning to come home for Thanksgiving,” Lorraine offered, still seated with cup poised in midair.

“Oh?” He nodded absentmindedly. Late November was the perfect time for a visit with his strapping son.

Perhaps Robert would consider arriving a few days early so that they might join the enthusiastic turkey shooters over on the wooded hillock across the road. We’ll surprise Lorraine with a plump turkey for our Thanksgiving feast, he thought, wishing that Derek, too, might be inclined to desire connection with family. Regrettably there had been no word from Derek in the past year, a fact that continued to grieve them. Yes, thought Henry.

Our younger son is long gone in more ways than one.

He settled down with Robert’s letter, adjusting his eyeglasses and leaning his head close to the linen stationery in order to follow every line and curve of his firstborn’s penmanship.

Thursday, June 16 
Dear Mom and Dad, 

Thanks for writing, Dad. I received your last letter in the Wednesday mail. And thanks, Mom, for the care packages. Several of my campus friends have gratefully helped me devour your chocolate-chip cookies and banana-nut breads. Because of your delectable gifts, I’m one of the best-fed—and most popular—fellows I know!

I hope to make a trip home for Thanksgiving weekend. Any chance Derry might show up? He continues to snub my letters, but I’d like to see him again . . . it’s been too long.

Well, I must head to class. I’ll look forward to hearing from you soon.

With love to you both, 
Robert 

Sighing, Henry blurted out, “What do you make of that, Lorraine?”

“Sounds to me Derry has no intention of keeping in touch with any of us.” Her voice wavered.

Henry felt sure he knew why; no doubt Derek was suffering a severe bout of old-fashioned guilt, and no wonder. He’d gotten an Amish girl pregnant, only to promptly leave Gobbler’s Knob for the army. His son’s misbehavior and indifference were an embarrassment. How could Derek ruin the girl’s life and simply abandon her?

Henry folded the letter, returning it to the envelope. When it came to guilt, he could relate to having made a few serious mistakes in life—some more earthshaking than others.

“We must celebrate the prospect of seeing Robert again,” he said suddenly as he prepared to retire for the night. “We can’t go on mourning Derek’s appalling attitude.”

“Sometimes that’s far easier said than done,” Lorraine replied, dabbing at her eyes.

He acknowledged the grim fact with a nod of his head. What else is there to do?

Soon after Leah started working part-time at the village clinic, she began to recognize her interest in children, especially the youngest ones with obvious injuries. She loved to console or distract them in the waiting room by using the sock puppets Hannah had knitted. She often did the same at home while caring for Lydiann, who, at times, seemed rather accident prone—scraped knees, brush-burned elbows, and all.

Leah had surprised herself with her immediate like for the doctor and his wife; she felt sure she’d met good solid folk, although worlds apart from her in culture and upbringing. There was not one iota of plainness about Henry and Lorraine, but that didn’t stop Leah from enjoying their company. The doctor’s infectious laughter, though seemingly forced at times, and Lorraine’s delicious specialty cakes and breads she set out for the clinic staff during short breaks in the flow of patient traffic made Leah feel most welcome.

This Monday morning she hurried into the clinic and made coffee for the receptionist, as well as the coming patients. That done, she did a bit of dusting, which, before today, had not been one of the things expected of her. Till now she had swept and washed the floors and windows, making doubly sure the examination rooms and miniscule restroom were sanitary, along with sweeping the steps and sidewalk. In many ways she was considered the clinic’s sole housekeeper.

Lorraine had recently hinted she might need a bit of help, especially with the large kitchen floor and the many knickknacks that accumulated dust in both the living and sitting rooms of the Schwartz residence. So far Leah hadn’t jumped at the opportunity to assist Lorraine with additional tasks, mainly because Mamma’s strawberries were coming on awful fast now and there would be plenty to sell at the Ebersols’ roadside stand. In fact, at this moment, Mamma and Miriam Peachey were out in the hot sun picking berries while Hannah and Mary Ruth completed the washing. And Lydiann, more than likely, was babbling to Dawdi John next door in the Dawdi Haus. Only occasionally did Mamma ask her father to watch her youngest, but since Leah was expected home in time for the noon meal, Lydiann would be in Dawdi’s charge only a short time. After that Leah herself would help tend to her baby sister, along with her afternoon chores outside. By taking Lydiann along with her to the barn and whatnot, she hoped to develop a strong love of the land and the farm animals in the wee toddler. And, too, it wouldn’t be long and Lydiann would be someone to talk to while working outdoors—someone besides Gid, that was, and Sam Ebersol’s older brother, twenty-year-old Thomas, recently hired by Dat to help with fieldwork part-time.

During a lull between patient appointments, Leah got up the nerve to mention the doctor’s grazing land, “not so far from the Peacheys’ place,” interested to see what Dr. Schwartz might say about it.

When there was little or no direct response to her comment, she forged ahead. “Have you ever thought of putting cattle out there? Such nice grazing it would be.”

The good doctor scratched his head and looked nearly disoriented for a few seconds. Then he said, “I’ve thought of different things over the years. Everything from building a house and barn on it . . . to putting up a stable for horseback riding. In the end, I always come back to its being too great an effort to bother with putting cattle or anything else on it, though.”

She paused to study him. Tall and lean, he was a man with plenty of options flitting in his head. But he fell silent, and in a short time another patient came up the walk and in the door.

Leah was surprised to see her mother’s cousin Fannie Mast, with young Jake and Mandie in tow. She at first felt sheepish standing there, then pained, remembering Fannie was to have been her mother-in-law. Without meaning to, she found herself gawking at the twins; she hadn’t seen them in two years and they’d grown so much.

This woman, equally as plump as Mamma now, if not more so, had always been a bubbly hostess when the Ebersols visited the Mast orchard house on Grasshopper Level, not but a thirty-minute buggy’s ride from Gobbler’s Knob. Today, though, when Fannie caught Leah’s eye, her mouth drooped and she turned away, taking the twins’ hands and guiding them to the far corner of the waiting room.

Undaunted, Leah slipped into the short hall, hoping to watch her little cousins toddle with their mamma to one of the examination rooms. She stood behind the doorjamb and peered out as the threesome made their way.

Jake was tall and skinny, much like his big brother Jonas, though his hair was a deep brown and he limped slightly as he tottered along. Leah couldn’t tell if he’d hurt himself or if he was still discovering his own stride as a two-year-old. She recalled the first time she’d held him, how she had sensed his helplessness as an infant— a frail one at that.

But it appeared his mother’s nurturing touch had made all the difference, just as it had for the sickly lambs and struggling houseplants Fannie was known to nurse back to health.

Dr. Schwartz appeared in the hallway and called Jake’s name, then scooped him up in his arms. He touched the top of Mandie’s head, speaking quietly to Fannie.

Observing Mandie now, Leah was taken with her dainty features, though altogether different from Jake’s— her blue eyes and blond hair showing hints of highlights the color of honey, much lighter than Jonas’s.

Attempting to redirect her thoughts from her former beau, she wondered how Fannie must feel seeing her here after all this time, knowing—surely she did—how devoted her firstborn son had been to Leah from his earliest teen years. Until he’d turned his attention to Sadie, of course. Did Fannie have any knowledge of Jonas and Sadie, perhaps where they were living in Ohio? Would she even care to say if Leah got up the nerve to ask?

Having been in attendance at the required membership meeting where Bishop Bontrager called for a vote for or against shunning Jonas—most excruciating for her— she understood fully that he had been cut off from his family as entirely as the rest of the People. Unless he returned and repented for breaking the strict covenant, Jonas would be estranged from both the communities of Gobbler’s Knob and Grasshopper Level all the days of his life. Leah felt strongly that the bishop had found fault with him because of his keen interest in carpentry. For Jonas to abandon the idea of farming was near heresy!

Sighing now, she was tormented with the image of the smiling Mast children, as well as the solemn face of Fannie, Mamma’s once bright and happy relative. Why is she sour toward me? she wondered. Does she blame me for the shun on her son?

It was Lizzie, not Ida, who spent a good part of the morning picking strawberries with Miriam Peachey when she came to lend a hand. Ida remained indoors, trying to keep herself cool, and all for the best since she had complained of nausea today. Lizzie was more than a little concerned about her sister.

She was glad for the white-pleated candlesnuffer-style sunbonnet Hannah had presented to her just this morning after the twins had hung out the clothes to dry.

“It’ll keep the sun off your face,” Hannah had said sweetly, entering the kitchen wearing a green choring dress.

“So your nose won’t peel something awful . . . like last summer’s sunburn,” Mary Ruth had added, glancing approvingly at her twin.

Since Ida had already taken herself upstairs, Lizzie felt she ought to see who was doing what chores, both indoors and out. Mary Ruth spoke up, declaring she would be the one to look after Lydiann while the clothes dried, and then she’d single-handedly fold everything neatly after the noon meal, once Lydiann was down for a nap. Hannah, on the other hand, volunteered to hoe the large family vegetable garden after the dishes were washed and dried.

With Leah gone for the morning at the clinic, it seemed they might’ve been a bit shorthanded with Ida resting, but thanks to Miriam, the morning duties would be accomplished in a timely manner.

“Awful kind of you to come over,” Lizzie said as she and Miriam moved through the strawberry patch. “Did you suspect Ida might be suffering another bout of mornin’ sickness?”

Miriam nodded. “Jah, and she has no business bein’ out here in the hot sun.”

“Aside from that, I’d have to say she’s feeling perty well. She’s a strong one, Ida.”

They worked together without saying much more for a time. Then Miriam asked softly, looking over her shoulder, “Ida bears most of her pain in silence . . . what with her eldest gone, ain’t so?”

“Oh my, ever so much. The girl’s shunning has taken its toll. None of us understands why she refused to repent here in Gobbler’s Knob. The silence and separation is almost a punishment for all of us, too.”

Miriam stretched a moment, then resumed picking.

“On top of that, Ida tells me she gets ever so blue not hearin’ a speck from Fannie.” She shook her head sadly.

“Why she keeps on writing letters, I just can’t figure. If it were me, I’d plain quit.”

Lizzie knew well why her sister continued to send letters over to Grasshopper Level. “Bless her heart, she hopes Fannie might write back with some word of our wayward girl . . . though the Masts must be in the dark as much as we are.”

“How awful sad for Abram and Ida, having no contact with either their eldest or their only son-in-law,” Miriam replied. “And the Masts have kept mighty tightlipped. Surely something will give sooner or later.”

“I can only imagine what it might take to get the two families talking again.” Lizzie’s pail was nearly full now, and a glance at Miriam’s let her know now was as good a time as any for them to hurry inside and cool off a bit with a nice tall glass of iced tea.
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