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This is the day which the LORD hath made;
we will rejoice and be glad in it.
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Chapter 1

Annie Shirack wanted to count her blessings, but she didn’t have time. Customers had been lined up three-deep at the bakery counter when she returned from a quick sack lunch with her friend Miriam. Annie pushed the cash register drawer shut with a quick snap of her wrists. Inhaling the sweet scent of baking cinnamon rolls, she turned to face the last customer of the early afternoon rush.

“At this rate, you’ll have to give me the day-old price. Four dozen snickerdoodles and that carrot cake.” Mrs. Johnson pointed, then glanced at the gold watch on her skinny wrist. She wrinkled her long nose and tilted her shiny, hair-sprayed head. “That should be it for today.”

Ignoring the pique in her customer’s voice, Annie grabbed a sheet of wax paper and began depositing the cookies in a white paper bag. She threw a quick glance at Miriam, who grinned, shrugged, and bit into a brownie—a treat after the cold sandwiches they’d just shared on the bench at the park across the street. Annie grinned back, enjoying the look of bliss on her friend’s face. One of the joys of being a baker. Besides, Miriam was right. Nothing to do but grin and bear difficult customers.

“I’d better get back to the tack shop.” Miriam brushed crumbs from her oval face. “Daed will need my help.”

“Wait a minute or two and I’ll get that recipe I told you about for the double fudge cookies.” Miriam had a special soft spot for chocolate. Annie loved that about her friend. “Your daed won’t mind if you’re a few minutes longer.”

“I’ll take him one of your brownies.” Smoothing wisps of brown hair that had escaped her prayer kapp, Miriam settled onto a bench along the wall. “That’ll soften him up.”

The bell hanging over the double glass-plated doors tinkled as one of them swung open and closed with a bang. A young man Annie had never seen before slipped into the store. He looked around, saw Annie, ducked his head, and began to peer into the display case that contained a dozen kinds of pie.

Curiosity got the better of Annie. He didn’t look like the typical tourist visiting Bliss Creek for a glimpse of prayer kapps and buggies. She sneaked another glance. His jeans sagged on narrow hips. He had both hands stuck in the pockets of a denim jacket that had to be plenty warm for this late spring day in Kansas.

Definitely not from around here. Not that it mattered. Her boss, Sadie Plank, owner of Plank’s Pastry and Pie Shop, delighted in the brisk business. Many of the local Englisch ladies did their grocery shopping on Fridays in preparation for their husbands being home all weekend. That usually included a stop at the bakery.

If only every day could be like this. Otherwise…No, she wouldn’t go down that road. Things would get better. Business would improve. David would get better. To think otherwise would be a lack of faith. Annie had plenty of faith. She’d just like to have some control over her life too.

Stop it. “That will be forty-eight dollars, Mrs. Johnson.”

Mrs. Johnson scribbled a check with a fancy silver pen and handed it to Annie. “I’ll be in Monday to pick up the cake I ordered for my parents’ anniversary,” she called over her shoulder as she walked to the door in heels that clicked on the wooden floor. “Remember, chocolate buttercream frosting on white cake.”

How could Annie forget? Mrs. Johnson had given her instructions five times. She glanced again toward the young man. He sidled closer to the display case, seeming intent on the selection of cookies. The schtinkich of cigarette smoke he brought with him threatened to drown out the scent of cinnamon wafting in the air.

“Are you ready to order, sir?”

He didn’t answer. He didn’t even look up. All right, not ready yet. After a quick tug to straighten her kapp, Annie washed her hands. Wiping them on her clean apron, she went to the kerosene-powered refrigerator and pulled out the butter and a carton of eggs. Time to make gingersnaps. She’d let the ingredients come to room temperature while she looked for that recipe for Miriam.

“Annie, did you get Mrs. Rankin’s order for the birthday cake?” Sadie trudged from the backroom, carrying a twenty-five-pound bag of flour over her shoulder. “It should be next on the list.”

“Let me do that.” Annie rushed to help her. “The doctor said no heavy lifting for you.”

“You’re so skinny; the bag weighs more than you do.” Sadie dropped it to the floor with a grunt and straightened, one hand on her back and a grimace on her wrinkle-lined face. “Mrs. Rankin wants it by five o’clock. David will be here by then—he can deliver it.”

David had a treatment today. He tried to act like it was nothing so his mother wouldn’t worry so much, but Annie knew different. She saw how hard he tried to hide his discomfort. “He doesn’t have to do that. Josiah and I can deliver it on the way home. The cake is ready—”

“Ma’am.” The man’s hoarse voice had a soft Southern twang to it.

Annie turned to face him and smiled. “How can I help you today?”

The young man didn’t smile back. He didn’t even make eye contact. He shoved his black hair from his eyes with a hand that had grease under its fingernails. He had the bluest eyes Annie had ever seen. She tried again. “I have cinnamon rolls in the oven. They’ll be ready in about two seconds—”

“I’m really sorry about this.”

His voice cracked. He stopped, the corners of his mouth twitching. A pulse pounded in his temple.

Annie tried to catch his gaze. “Sorry about what?”

“My kid’s gotta eat.”

He drew his hand out from the pocket of his denim jacket. A silver gun appeared.

Sadie’s gasp told Annie she’d seen it too. Out of the corner of her eye, Annie saw Miriam stand. Annie wanted to scream for her friend to run, but she knew better. Stay there. Stay there. Annie backed toward Sadie without taking her gaze from the gun. She’d seen plenty of hunting rifles, but this was a handgun. A gun made for shooting people. She clasped both hands in front of her to quiet their trembling.

“You can have whatever you want.” Annie crowded Sadie, who grabbed her arm and held on tight. The woman’s touch steadied her. She swallowed her fear and lifted her chin. “You don’t need a gun. We’ll share what we have with you.”

The man waved the gun toward Miriam. “Get over there with them.”

Panting as if she had run a race, Miriam scurried toward Annie and Sadie. They grabbed hands, holding on tight. Whatever happened, they were together. “It’s all right,” Annie whispered. No it’s not. God, please.

“Put the money in a paper bag.” The man pointed the gun at the cash register. “Then lay it on the counter.”

Annie moved toward it. Sadie and Miriam didn’t let go. They stayed together. One step, two steps, three steps.

The sounds of ragged breathing and the dragging of their shoes on the wooden floor filled the bakery. No one spoke. Annie forced herself to let go of the two women so she could open the drawer. Miriam nodded in encouragement. “It’s all right.”

It was strange to have her own words of encouragement repeated back to her. They sounded just as silly coming from Miriam’s mouth. Annie’s hands shook so hard she dropped the bag and had to retrieve it from the floor. Sadie grabbed her arm and helped her straighten.

“Hurry up!”

The note of hysteria in the man’s voice frightened her more than the gun. Tugging free of Sadie’s grip, Annie stuffed the bills into the bag. The smell of singed bread wafted through the air. The rolls were burning. She almost laughed. Burned cinnamon rolls—surely the least of her problems right now.

Biting the inside of her lip until she tasted salty blood, Annie tried to hand the bag to the man.

He waved the gun at her. She fought the urge to shriek and plunge to the floor.

“The coins too.” His gaze met hers finally. He looked as scared as she felt. The realization startled her. “Everything. I need everything you’ve got.”

He had the gun, but he was scared. More than scared. He looked terrified. The thought steadied Annie, and her shaking stilled.

“You can have it all.” She slapped the rolls of coins they used to make change into the bag and turned to him. “What about food? You said you needed to feed your child. Let me give you some bread. Some cookies too. Do you have a son or a daughter?”

The man snatched the bag from the counter. He started to back away and then seemed to waver. “I…a girl…she’s three. She’d really like a cookie. I’d like to be able to give her a cookie. She ain’t eaten nothing but bread and cheese today.”

“Does she like peanut butter? I have peanut butter cookies. And I’m sure she’d like this banana bread. I just made it this morning.” Surprised that her voice hardly shook at all, Annie picked up another bag and started packing it with the cookies, a loaf of whole wheat bread, and a loaf of banana bread. She breathed. God, help me. God, help him. He needs Your help. Show him a better way. Open a door for him. God, take care of his little girl. “What’s her name?”

He shook his head. “Forget the food. There’s no time.”

“We have some raisins, bananas, and apples,” Sadie spoke up for the first time. Her voice sounded high and tight, but she looked determined. “Take them too. Fruit is good for her. For you too.”

“I have to go. Count to fifty before you call anyone.” He started backing toward the door. “Count to fifty. If you don’t, I might have to come back.”

His half-sob took the sting from the threat. Annie breathed in and out. In and out. “We won’t call anyone.”

“Sure you will.” The gun dipped and came back up. “The second I’m out the door, you’ll call the cops.”

Suddenly light-headed, Annie gripped the edge of the counter to steady herself. Purple spots danced at the periphery of her vision. Miriam’s hand touched her shoulder, rubbing in a comforting circular pattern. Annie swallowed bile that made her throat burn.

“No, we won’t. We don’t have a telephone.”

He snorted and backed toward the door. “Right.”

The vision of a little girl with dark hair and eyes the color of heaven pierced Annie’s heart. He had a little girl who needed to eat. “Take the food.” She rushed around the counter, the bag in her hand. “Please.”

“What are you?” His mouth open, face puzzled, he accepted her offering. “Nuns or something?”

Annie’s heart was banging hard against her rib cage. Surely he could hear it. “No. We’re…we’re Amish.”

“I’m sorry I had to scare you like this. Thank—”

The door opened. The bell dinged.

The man whirled, and a deafening blast filled the air all around Annie. She clapped her hands over her ears and sank to the floor. Someone screamed as more shots filled the air. The bam-bam made Annie jump each time as if it were a new, unexpected sound. Shattered glass rained down on her. Shards pricked the skin on the back of her fingers and pinged against her kapp. God, ach, God. God.

Time slowed until the seconds lingered like syrup poured from a bottle held high over the plate. Unable to draw a breath, she gasped, the sound hollow and muffled by her fingers over her ears. An acrid smell that reminded her of her brothers’ hunting rifles filled the air. She didn’t dare look up.

Miriam? Sadie? Were they hurt? Look, just look.

Annie managed to raise her head a fraction of an inch. They were huddled behind a chair by the storage room door. Miriam had both arms around Sadie, covering her with her own body. Were they hit? Annie couldn’t tell. She fought to make frozen muscles move. She dragged her hands from her ears and slapped them on the floor. The rough wood felt solid and dependable under her fingers.

Move. She wanted to crawl toward her friends, but her leaden legs and arms refused to cooperate. God, help me.

Footsteps pounded. The sound cracked the ice that immobilized Annie’s entire body. She looked back. The man shoved Gwendolyn Haag to the ground and fled through the shattered glass door.

Bliss Creek’s mayor scooted on her hands and knees until she reached the bench along the wall. She cowered there, her face contorted with terror. “I just came for my brother’s birthday cake,” she whimpered. “I can come back later.”


Chapter 2

David Plank swallowed back the lump that threatened to rise in his throat. Some days were better than others. This wasn’t one of them. He slapped his hat on his head and pushed through the door of Bliss Creek’s fancy new medical clinic. The air outside seemed cleaner and fresher, nothing like the stale, sterile room where they gave him his chemo.

On legs that felt like wet noodles underneath him he trudged down the sidewalk, each step away from the clinic a step in the right direction. Four more weeks and he’d be done—with this round. He tried not to think about what lay beyond that milestone. He’d been down that road before. No point in stewing over something he couldn’t control.

At the corner he turned right and clomped to Bliss Creek’s blacksmith shop. The owner, Caleb Shirack, waved from behind the window of a small room that served as the office. David waved back and headed toward the forge. Apparently oblivious to David’s entrance, Josiah Shirack smacked a molten horseshoe with a hammer several times, each blow shaping the shoe a little more. From the size of it, the shoe must be for a workhorse.

“Josiah. Josiah!” David hated to startle a man with a hot poker in his hand. “Hey!”

Josiah stuck the shoe in water until it stopped sizzling, then laid it on the anvil. “You look mighty green.”

“Funny, I feel more purple.” David adopted the same light tone he always used when talking about his health. Talking about chemo was boring, yet people seemed to want to have long conversations about it. “A little yellow, maybe.”

“You’re the funny man.” Josiah wiped sweat from his whiskerless face with a torn, semiclean towel. Josiah had been David’s closest friend since they’d been old enough to chase tadpoles with fishing nets and make mud houses in the shallow end of the pond on the Shiracks’ farm. He wouldn’t push. Not about the Hodgkin’s lymphoma, anyway. “So today is the day.”

Here we go. David didn’t have the strength to spar with Josiah right now. His friend had spent too much time among the Englischers in his rumspringa. Their ways of talking everything to death had rubbed off on him. “What do you mean?”

“The day you’ll ask Annie to take a buggy ride with you.”

“Your sister rides with me all the time.”

“I’m not talking about making deliveries in the wagon.” Josiah growled, his brown eyes hot with irritation. With his dark curly hair poking wildly out from under his hat and his tall, solid frame, he looked just like his older brother, Luke. And a lot like his father. David considered telling him that, just to get him riled up, but Josiah didn’t give him a chance. “You know what I mean. Time to pony up.”

“I think you talk too much.” David adjusted his hat. Since the chemo, it was too big without any hair to hold it in place. One nice thing, though, about wearing a hat all the time—it covered up his bald head. “I saw Miriam at the tack shop yesterday. Now that school is out, she’ll work there every day. You’ll see a lot more of her.”

“It’s possible.” Josiah grinned. It was fairly common knowledge that Josiah and Miriam Yonkers, who had taken over as the school’s teacher after his sister Emma married in November, had left a few singings together at the end of the evening. “But this is about you and Annie, not Miriam and me.”

“Courting is private.”

“In other words, mind my own business?”

“Jah.”

“How long have we all been friends—you, me, Annie, Luke, Timothy, Jonathan, Emma—all of us?”

Josiah liked to ask questions to which he already knew the answers. The habit irritated David. “Since as long as I can remember.”

“So you know Annie well enough to know she doesn’t care about the cancer.”

The heat of the forge stoked David’s nausea. If he didn’t get his horse and leave soon, he’d lose his lunch on his friend’s boots. “Did you get Rosie taken care of? I need to hitch her up and get going. Mudder has some deliveries for me.”

“She’s ready.” Josiah’s tone was curt. He strode toward a row of stalls. “I just never took you for a coward.”

The unexpected word smacked David in the face. Anger whipped like the flames in the forge, sending heat coursing through him. Josiah didn’t know what he was talking about. Despite the doctor’s orders to the contrary, David went to his treatments on his own. He struggled through them alone so that his family didn’t have to see him like that. Annie didn’t have to see him puking and heaving until nothing came up anymore.

Breathe. Breathing brought more nausea. Light-headed, David swayed. Concern on his face, Josiah took a step toward him.

David backed away, both hands up. “The first round of chemo didn’t work. The remission didn’t last. There’s a chance I’ll die. Is that what you want for Annie? To be a widow before she’s really a wife?” He brushed past his friend and tottered to the stall that held his mare. “How much do I owe you?”

“Annie told me the doctors said the prognosis for Hodgkin’s is good.” Josiah slipped up next to him. “Besides, you don’t know God’s will for you. Don’t pretend you do. Your daed died young. My daed died young. I figure we’ve had our share of grief.”

“It doesn’t work that way. You’re like Annie—an optimist. It must run in your family.”

“She’s an optimist because she has faith. From faith comes hope. She’s waiting for you.”

David faced his friend. “I never asked her to wait. How much do I owe you?”

“No charge for a friend—even if he is pigheaded.” His face grim, Josiah started toward the door. “I’m going to the hardware store,” he yelled, apparently for Caleb’s benefit. Josiah’s cousin waved a pencil and went back to the ledger in front of him.

Feeling like he’d let a friend down, David led Rosie from the stall. Josiah couldn’t know what it was like. Having faith meant accepting, didn’t it? If he really believed, he had nothing to be afraid of, right? Why was everyone so afraid of death? It seemed like a lack of faith. He was fighting to accept his lot, whatever it turned out to be. Pain wrapped itself around his heart and squeezed at the litany of things he would never have, never experience. Marriage. Fatherhood. Annie.

Annie had pretty green eyes and that faint dusting of freckles that made her look younger than her twenty years. Some might find fault with her daydreams, but David found himself mesmerized by the girl who wrote poems and played Mary in the school Christmas pageant. No girl smiled as often as she did. While she worked, while she walked, while she baked, while she prayed. He’d never known anyone so intent on finding the good pieces of fruit among the rotten. She believed in the possibilities of the future so much it almost made him believe in her dreams too. Almost.

The sounds of sirens jerked him from his agonizing reverie. They didn’t get many sirens in Bliss Creek. Just for heart attacks and the like. David tried to shake away the image of his father gasping in pain, his face darkening to a shade of purple as he thrashed on the barn floor. Who was it this time? Not Mudder, surely. She took her medicine every day and ate the foods the doctor said were best—David saw to that.

“David, come quickly!” Josiah threw the shed door open wide. “Quickly!”

His hands fumbling, David tied the reins to the stall railing. “What is it?”

“Michael Glick says someone robbed the bakery. Shots were fired.”

Gunfire.

Mudder.

Annie.


Chapter 3

Annie flew to the oven and tugged open the door. Smoke poured out. The cinnamon rolls were blackened, unrecognizable blobs of burnt dough. She coughed, and her eyes teared up from the smoke. She sniffed hard, grabbed a hot pad, and pulled the pan out. “What a mess. I’ll have to start all over again. It’s such a waste.”

“They’re just cinnamon rolls. We’ll make more. The main thing is we’re all right.” Her kapp askew and a clump of wiry gray hair hanging in her eyes, Sadie reached for the broom. “I guess I’d better clean up the glass before someone steps on it.”

“You sit down and rest a minute.” Looking not the least bit worse for wear, Miriam tried to tug the broom from Sadie’s grip. “I can take care of the cleanup. Daed will understand. He’ll be glad I stayed to help when he hears what happened.”

Annie suspected differently. Solomon Yonkers might want his daughter as far away as possible from the scene of a shooting.

Sergeant Dylan Parker put one huge hand on the broom, making both women let go. “This is a crime scene. We need to leave it as it is until we can take some pictures.” His gaze encompassed Annie. “You too, Annie. Could you go outside and have a seat on the bench out there?”

“Burnt cinnamon rolls are evidence?” Annie instantly regretted her tart tone. Sergeant Parker had never been anything other than courteous when he came in for a bag of pastries to take to the staff at the police station. He liked to joke about having a sweet tooth that he planned to have pulled before he went broke at the bakery. Annie tried again. “We need to clean up. Customers like a tidy store.”

“We can’t have customers stepping on this glass.” Sadie tried to take back her broom. Sergeant Parker didn’t let go. “I need to clean up.”

They engaged in a tug-of-war that made Annie want to smile, in spite of everything. Sergeant Parker towered over Sadie. He appeared to eat well and probably went to one of those gyms she’d heard about where men lifted weights. Plain folks built muscle with work. Other folks used heavy things. That always struck Annie as funny. Sadie was sixty if she were a day and despite lifting huge sacks of flour and sugar every day, she was a little on the sparse side.

“You can’t clean up until we’ve documented the scene.” Sergeant Parker won the tug-of-war easily, but he had the good grace not to gloat over the victory. “You’re closed for business for now.”

“But we need the…” Annie stopped. She couldn’t share their problems with this Englischer, however nice he seemed. “For now. Just until they ask their questions.”

“Then I guess I’d better run back to the shop.” Miriam started for the door. “Daed will wonder where I—”

“Again, I’m sorry.” Sergeant Parker held up a hand, palm up. “I need you to stay until I can take your statement.”

“You don’t need our statements. We won’t press charges.” Sadie shook a finger at the man. “The poor man just wanted to feed his little girl.”

“Oh, ma’am.” Sergeant Parker shook his head, a funny look on his face. “Ma’am, he committed armed robbery. He fired shots at you.”

“That boy didn’t shoot at me. It was an accident. The mayor startled him. He shot the door and the windows. They can be replaced.” Sadie frowned and crossed her scrawny arms. “Besides, he seemed to need the money more than we did.”

“He didn’t shoot at me,” Miriam chimed in. “We were all the way across the room when it happened.”

If the situation weren’t so sad, Annie might have mustered a smile at the indignation in her friend’s voice. “He didn’t shoot at me either.”

A snort from across the room made Annie shift her gaze to Mayor Haag. She jumped up from the bench, her face red with indignation. She marched right up to Sergeant Parker and pointed a finger at him.

“He shot at me. That’s attempted murder. This is armed robbery. Don’t stand there—go catch him! What do we pay you for?” Mayor Haag smoothed short tufts of silver hair with a shaking hand. She needn’t have—not one hair was out of place. They wouldn’t dare move. “I’ll press charges whether these women like it or not. That turn-the-other-cheek thing works well for their kind, but I have a town full of citizens to keep safe.”

“He didn’t mean to shoot at you. You scared him and he shot at the door and the window.” Annie managed to keep her voice soft, respectful. “It was an accident.”

“Whoa! Whoa! Everyone stick a cork in it, okay?” Sergeant Parker held up a massive hand. “Mayor, you sit back down. Annie, do me a favor and take a seat on the bench outside, please. Miriam, you’re over here by the cash register. Mrs. Plank, let’s put you in that chair back there by that storage room for now.”

Annie didn’t understand why they couldn’t stay together and give each other comfort. But Sergeant Parker was a man of authority. She laid the hot pads in a neat stack on the counter and headed to the door. She nearly ran into Officer Bingham. He was another regular visitor to the bakery. Unlike Sergeant Parker, he could use a few visits to that gym—or better yet, some time in the fields. Gasping for air like a catfish tugged from the creek, he dragged the robber into the bakery.

Blood caked the young man’s nose and trickled down the front of the dingy white T-shirt he wore under the denim jacket. His hands cuffed behind him, he wove back and forth, a little off balance. Officer Bingham held onto him with both hands. “We grabbed this guy running down the alley with a gun in one hand and a bag of money in the other.” The way Officer Bingham panted suggested he didn’t run very often. “I had to tackle him to get him to stop, boss. He put up quite a struggle. I think we can add resisting arrest to the charges. This is him, right, Mrs. Plank? Is this the guy who robbed you?”

Sadie couldn’t lie. None of them could. But something about the man’s anguished face spoke to Annie’s heart. She shook her head ever so slightly. Sadie’s shoulders rose and fell. She frowned. “It was very fast—”

“That’s him! Why are you asking them?” Mayor Haag’s hands flailed in the air. “That’s the man who tried to kill me.” She marched over to him. “You will have a lot of time in jail to think about how smart it is to take a shot at an elected official, mister.”

“That would be a positive ID, then.” Sergeant Parker stepped between the two of them. He turned to Officer Bingham. “Get him over to the station and get him processed.” The officer nodded and turned the man around roughly.

“Wait.” Annie wrapped her arms around her middle. She took a tentative step toward the man in handcuffs. “What’s your name?”

He raised his head. His hair hung in his eyes and Annie wanted to push it back like he was a little boy and she was his mother. His lips trembled. “Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why do you want to know?”

“I want to pray for you. It helps me to have a name.”

His white skin went red as a radish. “Logan. Logan McKee,” he whispered.

“What about your daughter?”

“Grace. We call her Gracie.”

Annie smiled. “That’s a pretty name.”

Sergeant Parker cleared his throat. “Outside, Annie, please.”

Annie complied. Her legs still soft as strawberry preserves, she sank onto the bench in front of the store. Sergeant Parker’s black police car sat next to the curb, red and blue lights on top still flashing, one door open. It felt…untidy. Ignoring the curious gazes of more than a dozen people—all Englischers—who were loitering outside the yellow crime scene tape Sergeant Parker had strung across the front of the bakery, she scurried over and shut the car door, then went back to her seat.

“Annie, Annie, are you all right?”

Long legs pumping, David raced across the street, Josiah right behind him. David’s hat flew off, revealing his smooth, bald head. He stopped long enough to retrieve it. A car horn blared and the driver shook a fist. Both men kept going. Annie shot from the bench. They were going to get themselves killed over nothing.

“Is Mudder all right? They said shots fired. Shots fired!” David ducked under the tape and skidded to a stop so fast Josiah almost ran into him. “Who would shoot at you and Mudder?”

“Ach, David, you shouldn’t be running! Sit down.” Annie offered him her spot on the bench. He staggered away from her, put both hands on his knees, and gasped. She followed him. “We’re fine. Your mother’s fine. Miriam’s fine. Nobody was hurt.”

“Miriam? Miriam was in there?” A look of near panic on his sweaty face, Josiah started to push past Annie. “Is she hurt?”

“Listen to me.” Annie grabbed his arm. “Everyone is fine. Sadie. Me. Miriam. The mayor. You can’t go in there. The sergeant says it’s a crime scene, and he’s interviewing each one of us—taking statements, he calls it.”

“The mayor was in there?” His face stony now, Josiah crossed his thick arms over a chest made broad by almost a year of working the anvil. “Police statements? Luke isn’t going to like this. Maybe you should go back to working at home.”

“It was an accident. The mayor scared him.” A chill ran up Annie’s arms. Surely she wouldn’t be forced to give up her independence and a job she loved because of this. If Luke agreed with Josiah, she wouldn’t be given a choice. “Don’t tell Luke you think I should stay home. I’m fine.”

Josiah picked up his hat, revealing his wild mop of brown curls, and slapped it back down hard. “I don’t know—”

“Ach!” David sagged against the wall, his breathing so noisy that Annie started. “I think I…”

“What is it? What do you need?” Annie took a step closer to him, longing for the freedom to offer him her hand for support. “Didn’t you have your treatment today? Shouldn’t you lie down?”

“I don’t want to talk about chemo!” Still hunched over, David stared up at her, his dark eyes full of emotion. His flaring anger didn’t surprise Annie. David never wanted to talk about his illness or admit the slightest weakness. He didn’t trust her enough for that. “Where’s Mudder? Something like this could give her another heart attack.”

Annie understood his fear. He’d already lost his father to a heart attack. Sadie’s first one had been mild, but still scary. “She’s fine—”

David ducked past her just as Officer Bingham came through the door with Logan McKee. David stopped moving. “Is this him?” He scowled at Logan. “Why would you do this? Shoot at women who never hurt you?”

Logan hung his head. “I didn’t mean—”

“You could’ve given my mother a heart attack—”

“But he didn’t.” Sadie squeezed past Officer Bingham and approached her son. Her arms went up, but she stopped short of giving him a hug. “We’re fine. This poor boy didn’t hurt anything but a window and the door—and that was purely an accident.”

David’s gaze went from Sadie to Annie and back. “Gut. That’s gut.”

He crumpled to the ground.


Chapter 4

The darkness enveloped David like a heavy blanket. Hot. He felt hot. He struggled to fling it off him. His arms weighed so much he couldn’t lift them. He managed to open his eyes, and a bright light nearly blinded him. He blinked and tried again. The light sent a jagged pain pinging through his head. “Ach.” He tried to raise his hand to rub his forehead. Tape tore at the hair on his arm. “Ouch. What is this? Where am I?”

“Good, you’re awake.” The fog lifted and Doctor Corbin came into view. He adjusted the IV tube taped to the inside of David’s arm. It snaked over his head to a bag filled with clear liquid hanging on a rack. “Feeling any better?”

The medical clinic. The brown fake leather chairs and the smell of medicines mingled with antiseptics and cleansers were all too familiar. David struggled to sit up. “Where’s my mother? Is she all right?”

“She’s in the waiting room. I’ll send her in after we talk.”

David pushed away the sheet and swung his legs over the side of the bed. His head swam, making the room rock like a boat on a pond. “I’ll go to her. She should be at home resting after what she’s been through today.”

“I checked her over thoroughly. She’s fine.” Doctor Corbin put his fingers on David’s wrist and glanced at his watch. “You, on the other hand, are dehydrated. Until you get some fluids in you you’re not going anywhere. Do you think you can eat?”

David sank back on the bed. “It’s hard to eat when everything tastes like sawdust, and it all comes back up anyway.”

“Did you refill the prescription I gave you for the nausea?”

Prescriptions cost money. Money they could ill afford to spend. “I will. As soon as I get out of here.”

“You passed out. I’m keeping you overnight.” Doctor Corbin tapped his pen on the folder in his hand. “I’ll ask the nurse to get you something from the cafeteria. Any requests?”

David stared at the window over the doctor’s shoulder. No sun backlit the blinds. How long had he been out? A night at the clinic only meant more bills. “I did too much. That’s all. I promise to go home and rest.”

“Since I’ve heard that story from you before—too many times—I’m sticking with my original plan.” Doctor Corbin smiled and stuck the pen in the pocket of his white coat. “How about a cheeseburger and maybe some green beans? Some chocolate pudding for dessert? I know you like a good burger.”

“I don’t lie.”

“I’m not saying you do, David. I’m saying I’d rather you stay where we can monitor your condition overnight. When I see some improvement, you can go. Not before.”

David clamped his mouth shut to keep from saying something ungracious. Doctor Corbin accommodated the Plain ways, as much as it was obvious he didn’t understand them. He never pushed the cancer support group on David. Once Bliss Creek’s first and only full-service medical clinic opened in the fall, the doctor never asked David to go back to Wichita where they had places that specialized in cancer treatment. “Fine.”

“Do you want to see your mother now?”

“Yes.”

At the door, Doctor Corbin looked back. “Lie down.”

“I won’t try to escape.”

“I know. I’m asking you to lie down.”

David did as the doctor asked. The door closed with a soft squeak.

He stared at the ceiling, wishing he could do something, anything to ease the constant ache where his heart once resided. All of this meant nothing. He’d struggled through the first round of treatment with the certainty that he would be cured. Hodgkin’s lymphoma had a good recovery rate, according to Doctor Corbin. Every reason to have hope. The day Doctor Corbin announced he was in remission, David had asked Annie to a singing. Six months later, Doctor Corbin had sat across his desk from David and told him the cancer had returned.

That was that. He refused to get his hopes up again. Worse, to get up Annie’s hopes. One person out on the crashing waves was enough.

“Hi.”

Startled, David rolled over to face the door. A young child, maybe six years old, peeked through the door. Given the bald head and nondescript hospital nightgown, David couldn’t tell if it was a boy or a girl. The child pointed a finger at him. “Who are you?”

“David. Who are you?”

Uninvited, the child padded barefoot into the room and climbed up on the chair, the gown so long it tangled up. “I’m Kinsey. Do you have cancer too?”

Kinsey. Boy or girl name? Probably a fancy girl name.

The shadows around her eyes and the gaunt look on her face were all too familiar. “Yes.”

“I knew it.” Head cocked, Kinsey grinned. “You don’t have hair.”

David ran a hand over his slick head. He hoped his hat wasn’t lost. Last time he’d been in overnight, it had disappeared somehow. “It grows back.”

“That’s what Mommy says.” Kinsey crossed her legs and scratched her nose with stubby fingers. “I don’t care. It’s nice not to have to wash it and brush it. Besides, Grammy gave me some really cool kerchiefs to cover it up. One’s purple. Purple’s my favorite color. What’s your favorite color?”

She covered all that without taking a breath. David wanted to smile. Instead, he carefully considered the question. “Green. I think it’s green.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s the color of grass and things that grow.” And Annie’s eyes. “It reminds me of being outside.”

“Instead of being in here.”

Smart little girl. Being outside instead of looking at beige walls and shielding his eyes from glaring, fluorescent lights. “Yes. Instead of in here—”

“Kinsey Rene Navarro!” A round woman in the brightest purple dress David had ever seen burst through the door. She swooped down, grabbed Kinsey’s arm, and tugged her from the chair before facing him. “I’m so sorry. Kinsey, apologize to the man. You know better than to barge into other people’s rooms. I’ve told you a dozen times to stay put.”

“This is my mommy. Her name is Willow.”

Willow had long, shiny brown braids and dimpled cheeks. She exuded health in the middle of a building full of sick people. David tried not to resent that fact. “It’s nice to meet—”

“Don’t interrupt, Kinsey.” Willow’s tone said she had to admonish her daughter about that particular fault quite often. “The doctor wants you to stay in bed. Your immune system is weak. There are germs.”

“Grammy says there’s germs everywhere. I get bored.” Kinsey’s lips drooped. “I’m exploring.”

David tried to get a word in edgewise. “It’s no problem—”

Willow shook her head so hard her braids bounced. “This is a hospital—”

The door opened again. This time Mudder and Annie filed into the room. Willow put both hands on Kinsey’s shoulders. “Again, I apologize. You have visitors. We’ll get out of your way.”

His face on fire, David gripped a pillow to his chest. “Mudder, I told you before. No visitors.”

“Annie was so worried.” Seemingly oblivious to Kinsey and Willow, his mother rushed to his bed. She clutched a paper sack in one hand, the faded green canvas bag that served as her purse in the other. “She just wants to make sure you’re okay. We brought you some crackers.”

The woman squeezed past Annie, headed toward the door. Kinsey threw out an arm. Her little hand touched Annie’s arm. “You have green eyes.”

“I do.” Annie smiled, a smile that was better than any pain medication Doctor Corbin could offer. “Yours are blue.”

“Like the sky—”

“Kinsey! Enough.” Willow bustled her out of the room.

David gave the quiet a second to settle around them. Annie took two steps toward the bed. Then another. And another. She smoothed back her blonde hair around her kapp, even though it didn’t need it. “The little girl was sweet. Who is she? Are you—”

David met her gaze. “You have to go.”

“I want to stay.” She sighed. “I only want to help.”

“Go.” He couldn’t keep looking at those sad green eyes. He would waver. “Go home.”

“I’m going.” She paused at the door. “If you change your mind or you need something, send Josiah for me. I can read to you. I found an old copy of The Oregon Trail at the used bookstore. Remember when we used to read that in school? Or if you just want someone to sit with you…”

He couldn’t let the tears in her eyes or the entreaty in her voice sway him. Hurt her now and she’d get over it sooner. Later would be worse—for her.

“No.”

“David!” The disapproval in his mother’s voice only added to his shame. “How can you be so stiff-necked?”

“I—”

Annie let the door close behind her without a sound.


Chapter 5

Despite being anxious to reach the buggy and start home, Josiah slowed his pace on the sidewalk that led to the shop. Annie had been lagging behind ever since they left the hospital. It wasn’t like her to be a slowpoke, but given the events of the day it didn’t surprise him. Having a stranger shoot at her. Having the man she loved—if he interpreted her stiff-jawed attempt to bottle the sobs correctly—collapse at her feet. It had been a long day and they still had chores to do at home.

If David weren’t already in a world of hurt, Josiah would be tempted to straighten him out. Not exactly the frame of mind Luke or Deacon Altman expected of him as a Plain man, but honest all the same. He had committed himself to the principles of forgiveness and grace, but he remained as human as ever. This was his sister, after all.

She needed to go home, get some food in her, and go to bed. Things wouldn’t look so bleak on the other end of a good night’s sleep. That’s what Daed always said. The thought of his father didn’t rip out Josiah’s insides the way it had for the last year. The pain had subsided to a deep, unending ache.

Annie stumbled. He grabbed her elbow and steered her around the corner onto the street that led to the blacksmith shop. “I’ll get Mooch. You wait for me at the buggy.”

Her wordless acquiescence spoke volumes.

He picked up his pace, then slowed. Miriam leaned against the side of the buggy, her head down as if she were studying the ground. As the sun descended in the west, her skin glowed against the dark navy of her dress. Despite the long white apron, he could tell she filled out the dress. The thought caught him off guard and sent hot blood coursing to his face. He might have learned to think that way in the Englisch world, but Miriam didn’t deserve it. He owed her an apology without having opened his mouth. A new low for him.

At the sound of their approach she looked up, straightened, and smiled. “Daed had my brothers board up the broken window and door at the bakery. He says not to worry—they’ll put in the new glass tomorrow first thing. Paul is going over to the hospital to tell Sadie right now. What an awful thing to happen. It’s so strange…we ate our sack lunches together at the park, and it was a perfectly normal, average day. Next thing I know we’re getting shot at and robbed. I’m just mystified at how things happen sometimes, just mystified. Mystified! And how is David, by the way? What did the doctor say?”

That was Miriam. Running at the mouth, bubbling over with words and energy and never quite running down. Usually, Josiah liked that. It kept him from having to keep up the conversation, but today it added to his own, well, mystification when it came to women. Where did she come up with all these words? Probably in those library books she liked to read between customers at the tack shop.

Still, the way Annie’s face brightened relieved him. His sister rushed over to Miriam. “David’s all right. The doctor says it’s a common reaction to the treatments and not being able to keep food down. He hasn’t been taking the medicine he needs for the upset stomach.”

A friendly face. As always, Josiah tried to identify why Miriam’s unwavering friendliness—near perfection—unnerved him. They’d sat in the same classroom for years, walked the same path home from school every day. He’d teased her about her the funny way she ran the bases, her long dress flapping, when they played baseball. She’d helped him with his multiplication tables and his English. He’d fixed her ice skates. When had their easy give-and-take turned into something awkward? Her eyes, warm as hot chocolate, always seemed to be asking a question—one he couldn’t answer.

“I’ll get Mooch.”

“At least say hello.” Annie’s tart tone matched her frown. “She won’t bite.”

“I know that.” Josiah tugged at his too-tight suspenders. He’d gotten taller in the last month. When would he stop growing? It made him feel like a kid. “Miriam, are you all right?”

She shrugged and nodded.

He took the time to look at her more carefully. His hand came up. He dropped it just in time to keep from touching her sleeve. It gaped with a long tear. “You tore your dress.”

“I caught it on something. It’s nothing a few stitches won’t fix. How about you? Have you talked to Luke about getting back to farming yet?”

“Not yet.”

“I’m not surprised.” Miriam’s brown eyes were more like chocolate ice cream than hot cocoa now. “You always were one to put off until tomorrow what you could do today.”

That was Miriam. No beating around the bush. Spontaneous with her words. Generous with her affection. How she survived in—Josiah stopped himself right there. Plain people might reserve their show of emotions, but that didn’t mean they lacked feelings. We, he reminded himself. We don’t lack feelings.

“I reckon.” The words sounded stiff in his own ears. “I’d better get Annie home. A good supper and a good night’s sleep and she’ll be right as rain.”

“Let me be the judge of that.” Miriam pushed back from Annie and made a show of surveying her from head to toe. “Hmm, I don’t see any new holes.”

Annie giggled, the color returning to her face. “Silly girl.”

“Daed says I may be cheeky sometimes, but I’m a good girl.” Miriam grinned, but some underlying challenge in the words rang in Josiah’s ears. “Daed always tells the truth.”

Did Miriam know how blessed she was to still have a father to tell her the truth? Solomon Yonkers didn’t mince his words, and he protected his three daughters like a faithful shepherd. Josiah edged toward the shed. “We’d better get going. Luke will wonder why I’m not there to do the chores. I expect Leah is wondering the same thing about Annie.”

“If he’s heard about the shooting, he’s probably looking for you right now.”

“He’s planting Sudan grass today.”

“My brothers are doing the same.” Miriam nodded. “Will you be at the horse auction tomorrow?”

Josiah shrugged. “I imagine so. Ned can’t pull his weight on the plow anymore, and Luke is thinking of replacing him.” Here he was on firmer ground. Talking with Miriam like they used to talk, just a boy and a girl. “It’s a question of money.”

“I know exactly what you mean. Anyway…” Her dimpled cheeks turned pink. She turned to Annie. “Will you be at the singing Sunday night? Maybe Josiah can bring you.”

“I haven’t been to a singing in months.” Annie’s voice cracked. She turned her back on them and hoisted herself into the buggy. She swiped at her face with her sleeve. “Not since…well…I’m too old for that.”

Miriam’s sideways glance was an open invitation. Josiah shifted and cleared his throat. Singings were fun. Not his idea of great music and there weren’t any instruments, but he had found his peace with that. “I might—”

“Joe! There you are.” The voice which had haunted Josiah’s sleep many nights during the past year caught on the moist breeze and drifted over him. “I thought I heard you. I’ve been waiting forever.”


Chapter 6

Josiah went still at the sound of that voice. After a year he’d finally learned to turn it off, tune it out, see it as white noise left over from a season in his life that had ended with him clinging to life, tubes taped to his arms, machines beeping around him. But this was no dream. His boots were rooted to the ground in front of the blacksmith shop, mired in his reluctance to turn around and look at the girl who’d inspired the entire experience.

Annie glared at him from her spot in the buggy, but Miriam slipped past him and approached their visitor.

“Hello, Sarah. It’s nice to see you again.”

As usual, Miriam had far more grace and courage than he did. Wiping sweaty palms on his pants, Josiah pivoted. “Sarah.”

She looked different. Her hair, usually running like a red river down her back, had been caught up in a thick twist not quite covered by her kapp. She wore a long, dark blue skirt and white blouse instead of her favorite jeans and T-shirt. Only the pink tennis shoes reminded him of the New Order Mennonite girl he’d courted and once asked to marry him in an alcohol-induced haze.

With a quick but friendly nod, Sarah ducked past Miriam and grabbed his hand. “I need to talk to you.” She glanced at Annie. “Alone.”

“That’s not a good idea.” Annie stood, her hands knotted in the material on either side of her dress as if she would leap from the buggy. “Luke said—”

“Annie, just give me a minute.” He glanced at Miriam, hoping she would see the apology in his face. “It’ll only take a minute.”

“Or two.” Sarah tugged at his sleeve. Even without looking back, he could feel the cut of the two women’s disapproving glances, sharp as knives between his shoulders. You promised, they said without opening their mouths.

Inside the blacksmith shop, Sarah stepped into the light of the kerosene lantern that burned on a table in the corner. For a moment, she simply stared at him as if drinking in the sight. He could find no words to sum up everything that had happened since the last time their paths had crossed. He could still feel the warmth of her hand when she covered his one last time. And the way his heart had squeezed and exploded when the hospital room door slammed behind her.

“Caleb went over to the diner to get some supper.” The light breathlessness of her voice caught at Josiah. She remembered too. “He said I could wait here for you. He said to tell you not to bother with closing up; he’ll take care of it when he comes back.”

“Why are you here?”

“I missed you.” Sarah smoothed the starched material of her skirt. “I wrote you a couple of times, but I never heard back.”

Because he’d kept his promise to Luke. No more contact with the people who’d made his journey back to faith so complicated. Not that he blamed anyone—least of all Sarah—for his weakness of spirit. “Sarah, you know I can’t—”

“Don’t! Please, don’t!” She raised thin fingers and touched his lips. “Let me talk first, okay?”

Her fingers were warm and soft, just as he remembered them. Stop.

“Annie’s had a rough day. She needs to go home. We both have chores to do.” Before he could give in to the urge to hug Sarah, he strode to the stall and opened the gate. “Come on, Mooch. Let’s go.”

He walked the horse past her. She stood, not moving, watching. He forced himself to meet her gaze. “Go home.”

“You don’t really want me to go home. We both know that.”

Sarah knew him better than any other person in the world, even Miriam, as hard as she tried. He picked up his pace. Mooch snorted and tossed his head, straining at the halter and forcing Josiah to hold on with both hands. He felt just like Mooch, struggling against restraints he couldn’t understand.

“Joe, please, I came here to tell you something.” Sarah tugged at his sleeve. “Stop for a minute.”

Joe. Only she called him that. He slowed.

Sarah slipped around him so he was forced to look into her blue eyes. “I’m willing to do whatever it takes for us to be together.”

“Whatever it takes?” His heart squeezed in a painful hiccup. “What are you talking about?”

“There’s not a big difference in what we believe.”

“Only in the way we live.” Josiah grabbed the string of her kapp and tugged. It slipped from her head and her loose bun threatened to come undone. “I remember running my hands through your hair. It felt like…like the down on a baby duckling. That’s not something a Plain man should do. Not this side of his marriage vows.”

He held out the kapp and she snatched it back. Ignoring the tears in her eyes, he plowed ahead. “Did you drive here? Did you borrow your brother’s truck? Did you listen to the radio on the way? I’m thinking there’s a cell phone in that bag and probably an iPod.”

“Joe, please!” Tears welled up in her blue eyes. “Why are you acting like this? I took the bus. I left my phone and my music at home. I’m serious. I thought you were serious. If you’re not…”

“You can’t become Amish just because of me. You have to join the faith. You have to live the way we live.”

“I believe what you believe. You just don’t believe in me.” She whirled and stumbled through the door.

Josiah stared at the empty space where Sarah had stood. She had once represented everything he thought he wanted. A way out. Now she wanted a way in.

“Sarah, wait!” He tugged Mooch through the door and into the evening sunlight. The horse whinnied, high and tight. Miriam still stood at the buggy, one hand on the front wheel. She didn’t move. Neither did Annie. He tried to ignore their furious gazes. “Easy, boy, easy. Sarah, come back here. How long are you planning to stay in Bliss Creek? And where?”

She whirled and marched back, stopping within inches of him. The familiar smell of roses tantalized him. “I’m staying indefinitely.” Sounding as if she’d been running, she slapped the kapp back on her head. “How long depends on you. I could stay forever…or not.”

The tears were spilling down her cheeks now. He couldn’t help himself. He brushed them away. Her hands came up and captured his fingers. Ever aware of watchful gazes, he tugged them away. “Where will you stay?”

“I’m visiting my cousin Rachel and her family. They live out on Voelcker Lane.”

Voelcker Lane was on the other side of town, but Bliss Creek was small. Luke would run into her. Or Emma. Or worse, Leah. But it didn’t matter—Annie would spill the beans to Luke the second they returned to the house. As she should. He couldn’t blame her for remaining true to the Ordnung even though he could never seem to abide by it.

“I have to get Annie home.” Josiah swallowed against emotions that threatened to choke him. “I’ll…we’ll…we’ll talk soon.”

“Thank you, Joe. Thank you.”

She threw her arms around his waist in a tight, familiar hug. Josiah closed his eyes.

“No, no.” He jerked away, leaving her standing with her arms limp at her sides. He wanted to assure her somehow. He leaned in and whispered close to her ear, “I’ll come when I can.”

She nodded and walked away.

Miriam started forward. Neither spoke as her path crossed Sarah’s. As Miriam approached Josiah she smiled, a sad, sweet smile. “Goodbye…Joe.”


Chapter 7

Annie wiped at her forehead with her sleeve. The heat of the day hadn’t dissipated yet, and the evening sun was shining directly in her eyes. The heat billowed off the blacktop. Josiah still hadn’t said a word since they pulled away from the shop. He held the reins so tightly his knuckles had gone white. She couldn’t stand the silence anymore—he had to tell her what was going on. Otherwise, she’d be forced to tell Luke that Sarah was in Bliss Creek. And not just in Bliss Creek…at the blacksmith shop with Josiah.

How could he do this to Miriam? Again. Poor Miriam. Annie’s heart ached for her friend as much as it did for her own situation. How had the two of them managed to fall in love with wayward men? “Well?”

“Well what?” Josiah slapped at a fly that buzzed in his face. “Well, nothing.”

“Don’t be dense.” Annie was too tired to pick her words with care. “You’ve made so much progress. Luke is so happy. We’re all so happy you’re back, and now it’s starting all over again.”

“No, it’s not.” His face morose, Josiah turned the buggy onto the dirt road that led to their house. “I didn’t know she was coming back.”

“You didn’t ask her to come here?”

“Why would I ask her to come to Bliss Creek?” The bitterness in his voice sliced through Annie. She’d been so sure Josiah was content back where he belonged. His tone said differently. “If I wanted to be with Sarah, I would’ve gone back to Wichita. And we all know how well that turned out for me the first time. I’m not an idiot.”

Annie fended off memories of sitting in a hospital, waiting for the doctor to tell them if Josiah would live. “Are you sure? Because if you aren’t, you need to tell Miriam. Now.”

He jerked on the reins. Mooch snorted and halted by the front porch. “I’m sure.”

Annie stood, anxious to get out of the buggy. She was too tired to think clearly. “Then you need to tell Luke that she came and you sent her home.”

“She’s not going home. She’s staying with her cousin for a while.” He fiddled with the reins in his hands. “And you can’t tell Luke.”

“He needs to know. He can talk to Sarah’s father.”

“She’s eighteen. He can’t stop her from coming here—or staying here.” Josiah’s gaze dropped. He adjusted his hat. “She says she’s come here to join our faith.”

Annie missed a step and almost fell out of the buggy. She caught herself and stepped down. “Join our faith?” Her mind’s eye flashed to Sarah in the hospital waiting room. Purple flip-flops, jeans, a tank top, working a cell phone with both thumbs, her face intent underneath a kapp that didn’t begin to cover her flaming red hair. “The bishop will never allow it. Not unless she can prove she’s embracing the faith, and not you.”

“Don’t you think I know that?” Josiah clucked and snapped the reins. The buggy started forward. “Don’t tell Luke. I’ll convince her to go home. Soon. Right now, I’m going to do my chores.”

Annie watched him drive away. Poor Miriam. Annie wouldn’t have put up with her brother’s shenanigans. But then he was her brother, and not the man she loved. She put up with David’s stubbornness and his inability to tell her what was on his mind or in his heart. He insisted on carrying his burden like a big, fat log on his shoulder.

Irritated all over again, she glanced up at the house. It was sturdy and simple, like her. The clean white walls and green trim invited her into a home warm with welcome. The thought brought tears to the surface again. All the way home she’d swallowed tears so that Josiah wouldn’t see her crying over David. Not that he would notice, so deep in a funk was he over the scene with Miriam and Sarah. But Miriam hadn’t made a scene, Annie reminded herself. She’d simply said her goodbyes and trudged away, shoulders back, her head held high.

Annie recognized that posture. She used it herself. Every day. Calm and quiet strength on the outside, but on the inside, a heart that was breaking. Determined not to let the first tear spill, Annie gnawed on her already raw lower lip and strode across the porch to the door. It opened before she had a chance to reach for the knob. Luke stood in the doorway. “It’s about time.”

“Jah. It’s been a long day.” She brushed past him, not wanting to see the disapproval in his eyes. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here to help with supper.”

“Leah needs you to be here, schweschder. The girls are teething and fussy.” His frown fierce, Luke tugged at his beard with an enormous, callused hand. “But that’s not my concern right now. Onkel John stopped by. He told me what happened at the bakery.”

“I guess everyone in the countryside has heard by now.” Annie summoned a smile. She needed to tell him about Sarah. First things first. Let him recover from one shock before she delivered another blow. “Everything is fine. No one was hurt.”

“You were shot at.” Luke’s inflection didn’t change, but the furrow over his eyes deepened. “He missed. A poor shot?”

Annie repeated her story again.

“Mayor Haag is involved.” Luke winced. He sank into the hickory rocker. “The Englischer brought a gun into the bakery with the intent to rob you. That was no accident. I’m concerned about you working in town. Every day more outsiders come. Too many.”

“Most are tourists who want to take our pictures or buy something Amish. They mean no harm. This was an…unusual circumstance. It could’ve been any store in Bliss Creek.” Annie sat in the other rocker and gripped her hands together. She kept her voice respectful. Since their parents’ deaths, Luke was the head of the Shirack household. He had the final word. “Are you saying I’m not to work anymore? We need my income.”

“You could go back to selling your baked goods at the produce stand.” He rocked back and forth, his gaze directed at the windows, even though the dark green blinds were drawn against the setting sun. “Then you would be at home. With two sets of twins and three boys to oversee, Leah’s working her fingers to the bone. Not that she complains. The cooking, the cleaning, the laundry, the sewing, the canning, the garden…and now the little ones are teething.”

The recitation of Leah’s tasks and the slight note of entreaty in her brother’s voice surprised Annie. Luke had never given much thought to women’s work, she was certain of that. Leah must have said something about Annie not helping enough. That had to be it. On top of everything else, Luke had to listen to Leah’s opinions about his family. He’d held them together by sheer force of will since the accident. If taking care of his brothers and sisters as well as his own four children overwhelmed him, he never let it show—until now. Leah had a hand in it, to be sure.

“I’ll cut back on my hours and do more work before I leave in the morning. I can get up earlier.” Annie didn’t want to add to his burden. She chose her words carefully. “I’ll make sure I’m home in time to fix supper and clean up the kitchen.”

“Mary and Lillie can clean up.” Luke pursed his lips, making his beard bob. “It’s the cooking. They’re not old enough to handle that without close supervision. They’re cutting the grass now and cleaning the chicken house, but their work on the laundry isn’t up to Leah’s standards yet. They’re too short to hang clothes on the lines.”

Leah had complained. At least Luke didn’t disagree with Annie’s plan. Hope coursed through her, bringing with it the courage to speak. Luke was still Luke, her big brother, protector, and defender.

“Don’t worry about the bakery. Sergeant Parker called it an isolated incident.” Those words had stuck in Annie’s mind. Isolated incident. She hadn’t felt isolated. She’d felt exposed. A chill shook her. “I’ll get home earlier. I’ll do the baking and leave the counter work to Sadie. She’ll understand. I’m going to fix myself a bite to eat and then I’ll do some sewing.”

Luke rocked once and the chair squeaked under his weight. “Leah saved you a plate—stuffed pork chops and mashed potatoes. You weren’t hurt? Flying glass?” He looked as if he were imagining the scene. “No bumps or bruises? Leah has a salve—”

“The man apologized before he took the money.” Annie had been trying not to remember the ear-shattering blasts or the prickly shower of glass. “He said he needed to feed his child.”

His forehead wrinkled, bushy eyebrows raised, Luke leaned forward and gripped his knees. He looked so much like Daed, she would never have to worry about forgetting her father’s face. “Did you tell him we would give him food?”

“Jah. We offered him food from the bakery.”

Luke shifted in the chair again. “Sometimes people start down the road and take a wrong turn. Then they don’t know how to get turned around again.”

Like Josiah, who had come back but still seemed mesmerized by the road he’d traveled.

“They need the rest of us to show them the way.” Annie couldn’t bring herself to tell Luke about Sarah, not when he looked so tired and worn from the weight of his responsibilities at home. “There’s one other thing. Sergeant Parker made it sound like we would have to testify in court. Against the man.”

“No.” Luke’s frown deepened. “We hold no grudge against this man. I’ll speak to the bishop about it tomorrow when we have the meeting.”

“He says I don’t have a choice. I’m a witness. Sadie, Miriam, and I all are witnesses.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll speak to the bishop.”

Luke leaned back and closed his eyes. Annie stood in the doorway, unsure whether to leave him. She did worry about it and a lot of other things. Like her brother aging before her eyes.

“Luke?”

He opened his eyes. “What?”

“Is something else wrong?”

“Something beside my little schweschder getting shot at?”

His half-chuckle sounded weak. When was the last time she’d heard him laugh? “You seem…worried.”

“Worrying is a sin.”

How often had she heard that rule? She’d yet to hear someone explain how to stop worrying. “I know.”

“It’s nothing new.” He sat his hat on his knee and ran a hand through thick curls. More forehead showed these days. His voice dropped to almost a whisper. “With our methods of growing crops, we have difficulty producing enough to cover our costs. We need to become more cost efficient or we could begin to see farms lost.”

“Farms lost.” Annie grabbed the doorframe and steadied herself. “Our farm?”

“It won’t come to that.” He looked up at her, his tone firm, his expression determined. “We will manage. We will learn.”

Annie didn’t know what that meant. She only knew she couldn’t imagine her life without this home she’d grown up in. She couldn’t imagine living in town. “Is there something I can do? Work more hours?”

“You do plenty. Pray for God’s guidance and follow the Ordnung. Nothing more is asked of you.”

“What will you do?”

“The same.” Luke rubbed the spot along the ridge of his nose until it turned red. “And I’ve been considering switching from wheat to beef.”

Cattle. Annie knew little about such things. “There’s more money in that?”

“There are a lot of start-up costs, but the margin of profit is much greater and there are fewer issues with weather.”

Start-up costs. Margin of profits. These things meant nothing to Annie, but she would raise the cattle herself if it meant staying in the home she’d grown up in and visiting with neighbors she’d known her whole life.

Before she could speak, high-pitched squalling whipped down the stairs and drowned out the silence. Luke opened his eyes. “That would be Esther. She’ll wake Martha any second now.”

“I can take them into my room.” The way he could tell the cries of his daughters, one from the other, warmed Annie. “You two need to get some rest.”

“Leah will put some ointment on their gums. They’ll go back to sleep—God willing.” He rose and started up the stairs, his steps heavy on the wood. “Don’t worry about what I told you. God will lead us where He wants us to go.” He stopped midway. “And David?”

“The same.”

He nodded and tromped out of sight.

What else could she say? Annie contemplated the chasm that separated her from David. She had no idea how David was. He wouldn’t tell her. Wouldn’t let her in. Didn’t even want her in the room. What did he fear?

If she’d learned anything from Mudder and Daed’s deaths, it was that life consisted of a brilliant flash of light, like the sun as it peeked from behind the thunderheads or lightning rippling on the horizon. It faded before a person had a chance to reach for it, let alone touch it. If she closed her eyes—whether from fear or uncertainty—she would miss the golden, shiny God moments. Walking along the pond, skipping rocks and watching the turtles sun themselves. Playing volleyball with the children. Picking strawberries. Feeding the chickens. Rocking baby nieces. Baking bread. Eating watermelon. Sweet moments.

With pain came joy, blossoming, magnificent joy. Like baptism. Like marriage. Like giving birth. Annie remained as certain of that as she was of the wooden floor under her bare feet. Time shot forward in leaps and bounds, making each moment something to be cherished. She wanted to cherish time with David before it ran out. However short or long it turned out to be.

He didn’t feel the same way. She should stop waiting for the time in which he would. If God’s plan for her did not include marriage to David, she had to learn to accept it and move on. Luke expected her to marry and start a life of her own. She could not continue to add to her brother’s burden. She didn’t want to be a burden to anyone. She only wanted to marry, have children, and grow old with the man she loved. Wasn’t that what every Plain woman wanted? Why wouldn’t God want her to have that? She didn’t have the temerity to ask. Her lot was to accept and obey. Somehow she had to accept the possibility that God intended her for another. She had to bury her feelings for David.

If only she could figure out how.

Suddenly too tired to eat or sew, she followed in Luke’s footsteps. At the top of the stairs, she hesitated. The crying had ceased to pour from Leah and Luke’s room. She trudged down the hallway, intent on slipping into bed.

Tomorrow would be another day. She would catch up on the darning of socks and letting out the hems in the boys’ pants tomorrow. From little Joseph and William all the way to Josiah, the boys seemed to get taller every day…and needed clothes to match. Lately Mark looked like he planned to go wading in the pond, with the bottoms of his pants not coming close to reaching his ankles. The mountain of work never receded.

A plaintive, half-muffled sob stopped her. It came from her sisters’ room. Lillie and Mary should have been asleep by now. Annie opened their door a crack and peered in. Mary knelt by the bed, her hands clasped in front of her.

“God, I just wondered if you could maybe help me.” Another little sob. “Leah is mean to me and Lillie. All the time. I know you saw her yell at us today. I didn’t mean to spill the flour. And Lillie tried to stand on a footstool to hang up the pants on the line. Josiah’s pants are bigger than she is. They only got a little dirt on them. Maybe you could help the twins sleep more so Leah wouldn’t be so tired. I’d like that a lot. Thank you. Amen.”

Mary laid her head on the quilt and sobbed. The sound shattered Annie’s heart and scattered the pieces across the heavens. She slipped into the room and knelt next to her little sister. “Ach, schweschder, Mary, it’s all right.”

The girl threw herself against Annie’s chest. “Shhh. Leah will hear you. She’s mad at us.”

“Why?”

“She says we just make more work. We don’t help. We hinder. That’s what she says.”

“I’m sorry I haven’t been here more. I’ll be here to help more. I promise.” Lillie and Mary were six years old. They were growing up without a mother and father. Leah had a responsibility to teach them, not terrorize them. Annie’s resolve grew. “I promise.”

Mary wiped her wet face on Annie’s apron. “I miss Emma.”

“Me too.”

“And Catherine.”

“Jah.”

“Can Emma live at home again?”

“No, little schweschder, she’s married to Thomas now. You know that.”

“But Catherine could. She didn’t get married. She doesn’t have a husband.”

They really didn’t know that. Catherine had been gone more than a year. Not one word in all that time. As was to be expected. After being baptized, she’d chosen to forsake the Plain ways and seek an education in the Englisch world. “She’s not coming back.”

Mary wiped at her face with the back of her arm. The tears ceased. She crawled under the sheet next to Lillie, who slumbered peacefully, an occasional little snore the only noise in the room.

“Goodnight, Annie.”

“Sweet dreams.”

“You promise?”

“I promise.”

Annie closed the door without a sound. Less time at the bakery. Less time with David. It was for the best. Her sisters needed her. Her family needed her. David didn’t. She would learn to accept that.

Somehow.
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