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[image: ]ll the seats were taken.

Remy McCallister held on to the straps of her backpack and inched through the train, wobbling around boots and elbows protruding in the aisle. Her father had told her to hop on a plane, but she preferred to keep her feet on the ground and maintain a low profile.

Slithering home after four and a half years of failure.

Weighed down by her heavy backpack, she did a monster walk to the end of the aisle and paused to hold on as the train gathered speed. In all her dreams and plans for the future, Remy had never considered returning to Philadelphia to live with her father. College had seemed so promising when she’d checked in to her dorm for freshman year, and for a while she had succeeded in school, juggling exams and papers and jogs through Washington Square Park. Granted, she wasn’t one of the university’s top scholars, but she was on a steady track toward graduation. Until the seizures.

Disappointment was a sour taste in her throat as she thought of how her body had betrayed her. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t her fault.

It just was.

Clamping her lips together, she popped the connecting door open and marched into the next car, another full house. Halfway through the car she noticed an empty window seat, a spot beside a guy around her age who seemed to be hiding beneath a beanie and a flannel shirt.

“That seat taken?” She nodded toward the window seat.

He’d been zoning out, but her question snapped him back to reality. He stood up and stepped into the aisle. “It’s yours.” He didn’t smile, but his body language was friendly enough. “Let me help you with that.”

“Thanks,” Remy said as she eased off her overstuffed backpack, grateful for his help hoisting it into the overhead bin.

“You carry this around?” he asked. “Is it loaded with bricks?”

“That’s what happens when you have to pack your life into one backpack.” She’d spent the last few days stuffing the rest of her stuff in boxes that would be shipped home. Well … shipped back to Philadelphia. It was Herb’s home, not hers.

She slid into the seat with her newspaper and iPod, figuring that between the two, she could create a look of preoccupation that would give off the signal that she wanted to be left alone. A chance to mull over her failure to launch.

He sat down beside her with liquid grace and an aura heavy with thought.

She suspected he had an interesting story. Fumbling with the earbuds of her iPod, Remy had second thoughts about trying to ward off conversation.

“Mind if I have a look at your paper?” he asked.

“It’s the Post.” She had frequented a newsstand in the Village that carried the Philadelphia newspaper, one jewel in the crown of her father’s media holdings.

“Good. I’m looking for news from the Philadelphia area.”

“Knock yourself out.” She caught a look at him as she handed it over. Strong jaw, a little scruffy on the shave issue, and bold brown eyes so intense they could burn a hole in your heart. Rock star handsome.

With her tunes plugged in, Remy settled back against the window and slid her gaze back to him. He was staring at the front page of her newspaper, just staring. On closer inspection, he looked a little sick, his lips dry, his eyes tinged red. Remy patted the pockets of her ski jacket, then reached in the left one for two snack bars.

“Want one?” she offered.

Weariness shadowed his face as he began to shake his head in refusal, then paused. “Nancy’s Nutty Muesli Bars?”

“They’re really delicious.” She handed him one.

“They are. Nancy is a friend. An old family friend.” He tore open the wrapper and bit into the bar. “So why are you headed to Philadelphia? If you don’t mind my asking.”

“My father is there. I went to college in New York, and I’d stay there if I could.” She didn’t want to go into detail about how she had watched her friends graduate and move on, while she was left to struggle with classes that she had considered cake courses two years ago. Herb’s voice blared in her head: I’m not paying for the six-year plan. If you can’t make the grade, you’re done. Trying to shut down the noise in her head, she said, “I’m finished with school. Until I can make other plans, I’m stuck in Philly.”

“Is it that bad?”

“The city is fine. My father is the problem. Herb is a control freak. If he has his way, he’ll turn me into an automated doll that does his bidding twenty-four/seven.”

“You call your father Herb …?”

“Everyone does. He’s not very paternal.” She stopped herself, not wanting to reveal too much about her father. Over the years, she’d seen the way people’s expressions had changed when they learned she was Herb McCallister’s daughter: the hollow smiles, the hungry glaze in the eyes, looking as if Remy could lead them to a pot of gold.

“So it’s independence you want,” he said, tucking the snack bar wrapper into the pocket of the seat back in front of him. Remy did the same.

“Well, yeah,” Remy said, though that wasn’t entirely true.

What did she want?

She thought of her college roommates, who were off pursuing careers and relationships. These days she got only a few rushed emails from Dakota Ferris, who was attending grad school in Boston. At least once a week she talked with Kiara, who had moved to Chicago to be near her boyfriend, Jayson. Remy knew they’d be announcing a wedding soon. Although Remy had never articulated it before, the relationship thing seemed like the answer to everything else. To fall in love, to connect with a person she could laugh with and talk with and work with … someone to build a home with …

Her heart ached at the realization that love was really what she wanted out of life. A boyfriend. A soul mate. And love was not in sight right now. She hadn’t even dated in months.

“And you don’t want to be dependent on your father,” he said, bringing her back to the conversation. “Is that why you don’t want to return to Philadelphia?”

“Pretty much. But Herb is offering one thing I can’t afford to turn down right now: a job.” The position at the Post was a great opportunity, even if it did put her under Herb’s thumb for a while.

“Where I come from, family is the thing that holds us up. Our foundation,” he said.

He made it sound so much better than the reality. “I’ve never seen it work that way.”

“No?” He cocked his head, his dark eyes penetrating. “Wasn’t your father your greatest teacher?”

She winced. “Not really.” She glanced away, breaking the spell of his dark eyes. “But I’ve had some great teachers. My mom taught me the most, but she died when I was little. I’ve met some awesome teachers in school. Maybe that’s why it’s so upsetting to leave college. I felt like I was getting somewhere. In the process of metamorphosis. You know, a squishy caterpillar about to transform to a butterfly? Some good things were happening, but then … I just started getting these seizures.” It wasn’t something she normally told people about, but he seemed genuinely interested. “The first one was during finals week, last winter. My friends were a big help, but they graduated in the spring. I thought, with the medication I’m on, I’d be able to finish this spring, but … that’s not going to happen now.”

“Because of your father?”

She pressed her palms to her cheeks, admitting defeat. “Yeah, Herb pulled the plug. He doesn’t think I can manage my life.” And maybe she couldn’t. She’d had a seizure two weeks ago … thank God she’d made it to the couch before she went out. “And now I’m headed to Philly. Going backwards.”

“You want to stay away longer,” he said. “And I should have returned years ago.”

“You think so?” She turned to him, curious about his story. “What’s your name, anyway?”

“Adam.” He removed the cap and raked back thick, dark hair. “Adam King.”

Remy tried not to stare, though Adam was getting better looking by the minute. “I’m Remy McCallister,” she said, holding for a second to see if he responded to the McCallister name. When nothing seemed to register, she let out her breath and plunged ahead. “So anyway, I’m headed home to the cranky father who wants to run my life. And you? Sounds like you’ve stayed away too long.”

He stared at the newspaper, his lips twisting. “I need to get home.”

“So you live in Philly?”

“West of the city. Lancaster County. I have been living in Providence.” He leaned back, staring off in the distance. “But not anymore.”

Remy sensed his resistance, so she took a lighter tack. “Dude … toss me some details,” she teased.

“Maybe later.” He looked down the aisle, stood up. “I’m going to the snack car. Want something?”

As she shook her head, Adam crumpled up the empty wrappers from the seat backs in front of them and headed down the aisle.

Definitely avoiding the topic. Remy wondered at the forces driving Adam’s turmoil. Or maybe he was just one of those naturally intense guys. She supposed everyone had a personal burden to bear. Every person on this train was dragging something around, the proverbial baggage. It was kind of shallow to think that her issues were any worse than anyone else’s. She leaned against the window and closed her eyes. Within minutes the rocking motion of the train lulled her to sleep.

Somewhere at the edge of her consciousness she felt his return: his weight in the seat beside her, his warmth. When Remy shifted and opened her eyes, Adam sat beside her, staring at the front page of her newspaper once again.

There was something warm and intimate about this proximity. Another inch and she would be leaning on his shoulder, nuzzling up to the soft, warm flannel of his shirt. She studied him through the twilight slits of her eyes. This was a thoughtful guy, a man with a profound, heavy aura. Was it caused by some sort of pain? A broken heart, maybe? She was dying to know if he had a girlfriend.

No ring on his finger.

Could she get his email or phone number without making a complete jerk of herself?

He turned to her.

Caught, she hugged her arms close and yawned.

“I brought you hot chocolate.” He touched one of the paper cups on the tray in front of him and nodded. “Still warm. It can’t pay back the Nancy’s bar you gave me, but I tried.”

“That’s awfully nice of you. Thanks.” In a world of fancy latte drinks, Remy couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a cup of cocoa. Warmth soaked through her palms as she took a sip. “And you’re still glued to the front page of the newspaper.”

His lips mashed together as he folded the newspaper. “Caught me.”

“So you owe me a story,” Remy said, daring to push the issue. “You never did tell me what brings you back home to Philadelphia.”

“It’s my family. They need me now.”

“Need you, like … for a weekend or a hundred years?”

“For good. I’m heading home to run the family farm and take care of my younger siblings.” He looked away, his jaw clenched. “My parents died this week.”

Remy felt her mouth drop open. That explained a lot. “Oh, Adam, I am so sorry.” Instinctively she squeezed his arm, solid bone and muscle beneath the flannel of his shirt. Ordinarily it would have been taboo to touch a stranger, but she sensed that they had already moved past the bounds of etiquette to a place where two people could reach out to each other. “I had no idea.”

The emotion in his dark eyes was hard to decipher as he nodded.

“What happened? I mean, if you don’t mind me asking.”

He rubbed his jaw, his eyes flashing on a point in the distance. “I’m not really sure. The details are not clear yet. But the important thing is to move ahead and take care of the little ones. I’m the oldest of eleven.”

“Eleven kids? Wow.” She swallowed back a swell of emotion, imagining the pain of eleven children who had lost their parents. Remy had been just seven when her mother died, and some days she still felt a tug of loss. “Your brothers and sisters must really need you now. Do you have any other family close by?”

He nodded. “Lots of aunts and uncles and cousins. The Amish stay close to their families.”

Remy tilted her head, trying not to stare at him as images of horse and buggy, broad-brimmed hats, and Pennsylvania Dutch pretzels swam through her mind. “Not to perpetuate a stereotype, but you don’t look Amish.”

“I’ve been away for years.” He rubbed his chin. “But I’ll be shaving this off when I get home. I’ll be back to my black pants and suspenders.”

“Were you away for that trial period?” Growing up in Philly, Remy knew some of the customs from nearby Lancaster County. “When young people are allowed to check out the rest of the world?”

“Rumspringa, yes. But that’s over now. I’m sorry I didn’t end it much sooner. I was planning to return earlier, but I made a business. I build furniture from wood.”

“Handmade furniture …” She nodded. “People must have loved that.”

“It was successful. But I got stuck in my own … Hochmut. Pride, you call it.”

“Caught in your own success,” she said.

“Like a fish on a hook.” He rubbed his jaw, his face pale with sadness. “It took this terrible thing to cut me loose.”

“But you’re so honest about it all,” Remy said. “That’s an unusual quality these days.”

He shook his head. “I know no other way to be.”

“What were your parents like?” Remy asked. In her experience, talking was the thing that helped you work through the bad times.

They talked for the rest of the trip, details about their parents spilling forth as the train sped through the night. Occasionally the conversation lapsed into a comfortable silence, a resting place they both respected before illuminating other anecdotes from the past. Adam painted a picture of his father, Levi, as a man of peace, an easygoing farmer who plowed his fields to the symphony of bird-song, a man who maintained his farm as a sanctuary for all living things. He recalled his mother, Esther, as a steady beacon of faith and joy within their home, an apt teacher and a good listener who never seemed to tire of maintaining a home for her family. And his brothers and sisters! Remy couldn’t keep track of them all, though Adam pulled out some anecdotes worthy of a TV sitcom.

Adam’s reveries prompted Remy to share some pieces of her own past, snippets of her mother that seemed too thin and hard to catch, like ribbons in the wind. Her mom had loved games, everything from duck-duck-goose to board games. And bedtime stories. And lullabies about barges floating on water or stars shining in the sky. And baking … Remy recalled trays of buttery shortbread and racks of homemade cookies cooling on the kitchen counter. Peanut butter and chocolate chip and cinnamon snickerdoodles. Sometimes when Remy passed a bakery on the street, she closed her eyes and reached for a snippet from the past.

When there was a silent pause, Remy pursued the conversation, posing other questions about Adam’s parents. In talking, Adam could recall the good times and lay his burdens down. Their quiet words still burned with genuine intensity when the conductor came down the aisle to announce the train’s arrival in Philadelphia.

“We’re here,” she said, “and I feel like I just sat down. I wish we could continue our conversation.” Passengers filled the aisles, pulling down bags and pressing toward the exits. They had to get moving.

“It was good to talk.” He nodded, then rose.

Before Remy was even out of her seat, Adam had her backpack down and ready for her to loop the straps over her shoulders.

“Thanks.” She turned around and allowed herself a blatant study of his face now, eyes smoky as obsidian, a broad brow and high cheekbones. “Adam, I’m so sorry about your parents. I wish there was something I could say.…”

“You’ve already said a lot.” A crooked smile frayed his lips, defying the sadness burning in his eyes, and she wanted to cry and laugh at his jab at humor in the midst of pain.

He hitched his own duffel bag over his shoulder. “I’m grateful to you, Remy. You’ve been very kind,” he told her as he made room for her in the crowded aisle.

She stepped into the space beside him, wanting to say so much, but unable to find the right words.

“Maybe Philadelphia won’t be so bad for you this time, yes?”

“Oh, that …” She waved it off as insignificant compared to what Adam would be facing. “It’ll be fine. You take care.” She touched the flannel of his sleeve again, but she could tell he was already thinking ahead, already gone. Biting her lips together, she withdrew her hand from his warmth and retreated to the loneliness of her solitary world once again.

Adam insisted that she go first, and though she appreciated his old-world manners she missed the chance to watch him for one last moment and soak up his steely grace, his quiet strength.

The train clamped to a stop and Remy followed the line, traipsing out the door onto the platform. Joining the queue for the escalator she noticed a flash of blue flannel scaling the stairs two at a time, quick and agile.

Watching him, she wondered at the unrealized heroes in the world, people who sacrificed everything for their families.

The next step was connecting with Herb. He had promised her a ride, and after hearing of Adam’s loss, Remy felt a tug of anticipation over seeing her father. She made her way through the station, following signs for the main exit. Beyond the taxi stand a few cars idled, drivers waiting. She searched for Herb’s Mercedes … and was disappointed.

Strolling past the cars, she came upon a black limo with a sign stuck in the window. REMY McCALLISTER.

Thanks, Herb. At least he had remembered to send someone.

The driver jumped out, stowed her pack, and they were on their way.

The leather of the seat was buttery smooth under Remy’s fingers as she leaned back and faced the tinted window. People outside the terminal noticed as the limo passed. Heads turned, eyes narrowed. Stung by the attention, Remy wanted to lower the glass and wave them off, telling them that this was not the posh life they were imagining, that good fortune could fill a bank but not a heart.

Once they hit the highway Remy unfolded her newspaper and checked the headlines. When her eyes lit on the story, she felt a stab of raw sympathy for Adam.

Roadside Killing of Amish Man, Wife

Oh, no. This was the story he’d been staring at during their train ride. Could it be his story … his parents?

The article said that the couple had been found shot, their buggy pulled off to the side of a country road in Lancaster County. Their eight-year-old son was found in the buggy, unharmed. The horse, also not injured, had remained at the roadside until one of the couple’s sons had come upon the scene after his parents had not arrived home for dinner. The couple, Levi and Esther King, had eleven kids ranging in age from nine months to twenty-three.

Nine months old? Adam would be taking care of a little baby … as well as nine others. And a farm. She couldn’t begin to imagine the responsibility he would be shouldering, not to mention the heartache of having lost his parents so suddenly and violently.

Dusk had fallen over the city, and the lights of shops were a blur as Remy dashed away the tears in her eyes. She wished she could do something to help Adam and his family. She remembered the fruit baskets and flowers that had arrived when her mother died. At first there had been a swirl of excitement when the doorbell rang and a fragrant burst of white blossoms was ushered in the door. But the smooth white petals browned and dried, their fragrance growing cloyingly sweet.

Besides, she didn’t think flowers were part of the protocol for an Amish funeral. But what could she do to help?

She wasn’t sure about God, and she’d never been a churchgoer. But she thought it couldn’t hurt to say a small prayer for Adam and his family. She rolled down the window to the rush of blustery cold.

“God … if you’re out there, please help this family.”

Her words traveled on the wind, and she imagined the prayer circling the city’s glimmering skyline before rising to the navy blue night sky.

Rolling up the window, she resolved to make the most of her own situation. Which meant trying to connect with Herb. Granted, he was mercurial and boisterous, controlling and demanding, but he was the only father she would ever have. She had happily kept her distance these past few years, remembering how Herb tried to control her when she was within reach. Summer internships at the paper had been nightmarish, with Herb expecting her to prove herself as the “crowned heir to the McCallister fortune,” and editors sticking her with menial tasks that had required her to work into the late night hours.

Remy would need to show everyone that she had grown some backbone and was able to strike a balance. She would have to make it clear to Herb that she would not play prima donna. That she wanted to learn the workings of a successful newspaper. That she wanted to learn how to spend ten minutes in the same room with her father without gritting her teeth.

It was time to meet Herb halfway. And maybe, with persistence and patience, she would have a chance to get to know her father.



PART ONE

Look Homeward
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One generation passeth away,
And another generation cometh:
But the earth abideth forever.

—ECCLESIASTES 1:4






ONE


January, eleven months later



[image: ]dam King hoisted the wooden bench from the wagon and lowered it to his younger brother’s reach. “Go on and grab the end there, Simon. Think we can carry this in together?”

“Ya.” Simon’s face lit at the prospect of an adult task as he gripped the end of the bench. The boy’s crooked smile shone like a break in the clouds.

At last, Simon was coming around. As Adam navigated into the living room of his uncle’s house, which had been emptied of furniture for the benches, he considered the boy’s recently renewed interest in family events. Nearly one year since the murders, and at last his brother was showing signs of progress.

Simon had been silent for months after the deaths of their parents, a tragedy that had hit him particularly hard as he’d been the only witness. Last summer when the boy finally started speaking, there’d been only basic words—yes, no, denki. Over time, Simon had volunteered more conversation, but the boy rarely mentioned the traumatic episode. When he did he seemed confused about details, saying that a bear was to blame. Sometimes it worried Adam, who felt sure that one day Simon’s memories would overflow like a bucket of milk, and memories from that terrible night would spill forth. So far that had not been the case. So Adam contented himself with the occasional string of words from his kid brother, and the sure knowledge that Simon would be shadowing him when he wasn’t off at school or doing other chores.

Inside the house the rugs had been pulled up from the floor of the large room, and from the gleaming wood floorboards and shiny windows it was evident that the women had been hard at work cleaning the space for tomorrow’s preaching service. Come the morning, dozens of buggies would line the lane, along with men and women dressed in their Sunday garb for the service, which was held in members’ homes or barns, weather permitting. Although this was not Adam’s home, he and his siblings were happy to help his uncle and aunt, Nate and Betsy King. In the future, Adam hoped to hold a preaching service at his own house, but right now the preparation would bog down his sister Mary, who would be responsible for cleaning, cooking, and baking for more than a hundred members.

“This is the last of the benches from the wagon,” Adam told Uncle Nate, who was supervising the setup.

“Right over here.” Nate motioned Adam to a space near the windows, and they lined up the bench with the others, completing the last row of one section. “That should be enough seating for the women. Good work.” Nate clapped Simon on the shoulder.

Simon straightened and brushed his hands together, such an adult gesture for a small boy.

“And look, you’ve been growing, ya?” Nate’s eyes twinkled as he assessed the boy. “How old are you now?”

Simon steeled himself, his lips tensing as he pronounced the word: “Nine.”

“So I thought.” Nate’s voice was gentle, as if he understood how difficult it was for Simon to participate in conversation. “Have you started going in with the boys on Sundays?”

“Not yet,” Simon said, meeting his uncle’s gaze. “Mamm wanted me to learn the Loblied first.”

Adam touched his brother’s shoulder, pleased that the boy had responded so well. “Mamm made us all learn the hymn before we could walk with the boys.”

“Ah, a family tradition.” Nate nodded.

In their congregation, going in with the boys was a rite of passage boys experienced after their ninth birthday. At Sunday worship services men and women sat on opposite sides of the room, and members entered in a specific order, with ministers first, married men next, followed by women with the little ones. Then boys and young men entered as a group, as did girls and young women. Age nine was the time when a boy got to leave his mamm’s side and walk in with the group. It was considered a privilege for a boy like Simon to walk in with the boys—a rite of passage—though their mother had required that they first learn to recite the Loblied, a hymn sung in High German during every service.

“So …” Nate clapped his hands together. “You are learning the hymn?”

“Ya,” Simon said solemnly.

“We’ve been practicing,” Adam said. With Simon’s reluctance to speak, it was hard to tell how much of the hymn the boy had learned.

“Gut. You keep working, Simon,” Nate advised. “Practice until you hear the song in your heart, ya?”

Simon nodded, his shiny hair bobbing.

Nate lifted his bearded chin, his dark eyes scanning the room. “Our work here is done, though I can’t say as much for the women in the kitchen. Last I heard, Betsy was making another chocolate cake.”

“You can never have too much chocolate cake,” Adam said.

“Speak for yourself.” Nate patted his round belly, his ruddy face relaxed with a gentle smile. “Mary will probably be a while yet in the kitchen. Before you go, I have a problem in the barn I could use your help with. One of the doors is rotting, I think.”

“Let’s have a look,” Adam said with a nod, noticing that Simon, too, was nodding with interest. My shadow, he thought as Uncle Nate uttered “Kumm,” and led the way out to the barn.

When Nate pointed out the wobbly door, Adam extracted his pocketknife and pressed it to the wood. The blade sank right in, like a knife in butter. “Dry rot.”

Simon’s eyes grew round with interest. “Can I try?”

“As long as you’re careful.” Adam handed him the knife, and both men watched as Simon pressed it easily into the soft wood.

“Ya, it’s rotten,” the boy agreed.

Adam tapped the door, then the strip of wood overhead. “The door is fine, but the frame must be changed. The hinges and hardware can probably be saved. If you want, I’ll measure now and cut the wood in my shop.”

“When you have time,” Nate said, tipping his hat back as he watched Simon poke the wood once more. “You’ve got a list of chores as long as the day, and you’re still a young man, Adam. I hear you’ve barely attended one singing since you returned to us. You must give these young women a fair chance to win you over, ya?”

The smile froze on Adam’s face, his jaw aching with regret as he sensed where this conversation was heading. “I can handle the door repair, Nate. You don’t need to worry about my social life.”

“But what of the singings? Will you be attending tomorrow night?” He nodded over at the corner of the barn, where Adam’s teenaged cousins cleaned the stalls. “Ben and Abe are in charge of preparation. You wouldn’t want to disappoint them, ya?”

“Of course not,” Adam agreed, nodding at his cousins, who seemed to be making a game of hockey with a cow-patty puck. At seventeen and nineteen, Ben and Abe were at the prime age for singings, casual youth events intended to give young people a chance to socialize with other Amish their age. Their age. If Adam attended tomorrow night, he would no doubt be the only person there in his mid-twenties. “But the singings … they’re not for me, Uncle.”

Nate’s mouth puckered. “How else will you find a wife?”

It’s hard to find something when you’re not looking for it, Adam thought as he rubbed his clean-shaven jaw. He didn’t want to be disrespectful to his uncle, who had kept their farm running for the past year. Hardy, genial Nate King was a gifted farmer who could turn a handful of soil into a bag of beans, seemingly in the blink of an eye. Whenever Adam had a question about the farm, Nate had the answers and explanations as to why potatoes were too labor-intensive to grow or when it was safe to put tomato plants in the ground. Nate’s support was a blessing. But pressure like this … this Adam could live without.

“Was denkscht?” Nate prodded in the language used in conversation among Amish. “What are you thinking? Perhaps you already have someone in mind … a courtship I’m not aware of? I know, it’s none of my business, but in some ways it is. If your father were alive, he would have had this talk with you long ago, ya?”

“Uncle Nate …” Adam paused when he glanced down and saw that his younger brother was hanging on their every word. “Simon, do you want to see if Ruthie is still out by the pond with the others? I’m sure you could borrow a pair of ice skates.”

Simon shook his head. The boy was staying right here.

“Adam?” Nate prodded. “Are you trying to change the subject?”

“That would be great.” When his uncle squinted critically, Adam added, “Just trying to be honest.”

Nate’s low chuckle was full of mirth. “I appreciate that, but I do worry about you, Adam. Gott will provide, but we must have our eyes open to see His gifts. What you’re doing, trying to manage a family without a wife, it’s like trying to plow your fields without a horse. Everything is one hundred times more difficult.”

Adam grinned at his uncle’s inadvertent comparison between wives and plow horses. “Ich vershteh,” Adam said. “I understand what you’re saying. But right now, I’m not interested in going through courtship.”

Besides the fact that he felt far too old to participate in courtship rituals involving girls as young as fourteen, courtship reminded Adam of his past pursuit of a girl outside the community, a relationship that had led him far from his family and faith. At the age of nineteen he had fallen for Jane, a college student he’d met in Philadelphia. He had followed her to her home in Providence, where things had fizzled between them in the first few months. But while working odd jobs he’d nurtured a skill for building furniture by hand under the guidance of a salty old artist who took a liking to him. Cap Sawicki had taught Adam how to design around the natural elements in the wood, allowing the grain or color or slight imperfections to stand out. The handmade furniture had brought in more than enough money to pay the bills, but the real satisfaction was in rubbing oil into the wood or making dovetailed joinery by hand.

Before his baptism last fall, Adam had tried to deal with his issues. He had made the commitment to live the Amish way here with his family, and he knew that the skills learned during his rumspringa amounted to a craft that might one day help support his family … if he ever found time to return to the wood shop. He could not undo those years away from home, but on more than one occasion he wanted to kick himself for leaving. His departure had brought his parents distress, and that was a wrong he would never have the chance to right.

A burden he would have to live with.

“Come to the singing tomorrow,” Nate said.

Adam shook his head. “I’m too old for those gatherings.”

“I hear your brother Jonah attends, and he is what? Only two years younger than you.”

“I’m sure he’ll attend,” Adam replied, dodging the question. Even as kids, Adam and Jonah had kept company while knowing that God had made them from two very different molds. Adam was intrigued that his quiet brother seemed to enjoy the organized social events, but he didn’t probe. Jonah was a private person.

“It looks like the women have finished,” Uncle Nate said.

The three of them looked toward the kitchen door where women filed out, their arms laden with blankets and warming bricks. Adam’s oldest sister, Mary, tipped her head toward her best friend, Annie Stoltzfus, and the two shared a laugh. Fourteen-year-old twins Leah and Susie, two dark bells bundled in winter coats, stood out beside their grandmother. Except for Sadie, who had stayed back at the house to mind the little ones, all the women of his family had pitched in with the baking, which was quite an undertaking when there would be more than a hundred mouths to feed after tomorrow’s worship service.

“Thank you for your good help.” Nate touched the brim of his hat and winked at Simon. “I’d best set to milking the cows.”

Adam nodded good-bye to Nate, grateful to end this conversation with his uncle before Nate delved too deep into Adam’s personal life. Ordinarily, the older generation left the younger ones to their own devices when it came to courtship, but there was nothing ordinary about Adam’s situation, a single man left to lead his siblings after their parents’ deaths.

He turned to Simon. “Go find Ruthie. Tell her it’s time to go,” Adam instructed, and the boy scurried off as Adam went to the back of the barn to fetch his horse.

In the steely gray light of dusk he led Thunder to the line of buggies parked in a row at the front of the house. The horse nickered as Adam hitched him up to the covered carriage, Dat’s finest, with glass windows and nearly enough seats for the entire family.

“Think we’ll be getting more snow?” The question came from behind Adam, and he turned to find his cousin Jacob checking his horse’s harness. Jacob King was still in his rumspringa, and from the stereo speakers and spoiler installed in his buggy, Adam could see he was enjoying it.

“Not today,” Adam said, “but it’s only January. I’d say we’re in for some more winter storms.”

“I’m thinking of getting rubber tires for my buggy,” Jacob said with a grin. “That would be good in the snow, ya?”

“Probably better than steel.” Adam didn’t mention the fact that sleighs were more functional in heavy snow. Rumspringa was the time for a boy to enjoy customizing his buggy.

Studying the row of buggies, he saw that Gabriel and Jonah had taken the smaller one home when they’d left an hour ago to start the afternoon milking. Eager to return and help with the chores, he climbed into his carriage, clicked his tongue, and eased Thunder toward the main house.

The King women approached the carriage, Susie and Leah first, followed by their grandmother.

“It’s cold out here.” Susie blew out a puff of air and jabbed at the small cloud with her finger. “I can see my breath.”

Adam came around the carriage just in time to notice that her fingertips were red. “What’s that on your hands, Susie?”

With a grin, she slipped her hands out from under her shawl, revealing red-tinged palms. “Beet juice,” she said with a smile. “Did you know that’s the secret ingredient in Aunt Betsy’s chocolate cake?”

“A healthy ingredient,” Adam said, “though we’ll have to check and make sure it’s on your diet.” Susie suffered from glutaric aciduria, an inherited metabolic condition that required a low-protein diet. Adam pretended to scowl over Susie’s stained hands, though he couldn’t keep it up. Susie’s smile was quick to melt the sternest disposition.

“Oh, Aunt Betsy’s chocolate cake is wonderful good and I’ve had it plenty of times,” Susie said. “But beets! Imagine a vegetable in cake. It’s no wonder she keeps it a secret.”

“But not a secret anymore, ya?” There was a twinkle in Mammi’s dark eyes as she proceeded toward the carriage. When she placed a hand on Adam’s shoulder, he felt a swell of love for the grandmother who had showered them with strength, wisdom, and love this past year. As bookkeeper for the farm, Mammi Nell was a solid mathematician and a practical planner. She kept a steady eye on the farm budget for the family.

He helped her into the back of the carriage, then turned to his twin sisters. “I hope you watched the baking carefully so that you can make us something delicious at home.”

Leah pressed two fingers to the side of her white prayer Kapp. “It’s all up here, and you know I have a good memory.”

“That you do,” Adam said.

“Careful to make way.” Mary trudged out of the house bearing a bundle of old towels covering hot bricks from the fire. More than anyone, Mary had taken over Mamm’s duties in the past year, and sometimes Adam worried that it was too much for a girl of twenty. Granted, most Amish girls that age had families and babes of their own, but to inherit an instant family of eleven in a cloud of such heartbreak and grief … that was too much.

“You’ve a fine head for books, Leah, but sometimes I think you’d forget to wear your kapp if it wasn’t sitting by your bedside,” Mary said as she used a folded blanket to deposit the hot bricks in the back of Adam’s carriage. “How about fetching the other warming bricks from the fire?”

As Susie and Leah hustled back into the house, Simon appeared with Ruthie, her cheeks pink from the cold, ice skates dangling from her mittened hand.

“You remembered to warm the bricks! Denki, Mary.” She plopped her skates into the back of the carriage and climbed in. “I was just about to turn into a snowman!”

“Now share this, and mind it doesn’t slip away,” Mary said, tucking a blanket around Simon and Ruth.

When everyone was settled in at last, Mary climbed onto the seat beside Adam, and they were off, following a handful of carriages bumping along the dirt drive. Nightfall came early this time of year, and Adam was eager to get home and help his brothers with the cows, their udders swollen with milk by now.

As he steered his horse toward home, the horizon unfolded before him: frozen winter fields and western sky. A ribbon of peace. The sun, a golden glow bleeding to the purple of night, was a reminder that nothing of consequence could be rushed. They would get home soon enough to tend the livestock.

They passed a flock of women who turned at the fork in the road—neighbors who had come to help ready the house for tomorrow’s church meeting.

“Bye, Hannah … Miriam!” Mary called, waving from the carriage.

“You’ll see them tomorrow at preaching service,” Adam said, pulling the reins in the opposite direction.

“There’s nothing wrong with being social.” Mary shifted in the leather seat beside him. “A lesson you seem to have forgotten.”

“I didn’t forget. I just don’t have a spare minute for socializing, what with the cows to milk and the winter repairs.” Not to mention eleven of us to keep fed, clothed, safe, and happy. More than anything the idea of leadership weighed on his mind, but he didn’t want to sound like he was complaining. Especially to Mary, who tackled so many chores every day, and cheerfully at that. “The work doesn’t scare me, but many times I don’t know what to do first. When the cows bellow to be milked and the stalls have to be mucked and the chickens are waiting to be fed, I don’t know where to start.”

“We all have our chores, Adam, but still Jonah and I find time for singings and courtships.” Mary rarely missed the chance to slip out on a Saturday night or attend a Sunday singing with her beau, John Beiler. Nicknamed Five because, when he was twelve, his hand-me-down overcoat was so large, five boys fit inside it, John Beiler had won over Mary soon after she began her rumspringa. Adam was surprised they did not marry last December, during wedding season. “You ought to join us tomorrow night,” Mary went on. “Annie was just saying she’s hoping you’ll be there.”

Adam kept his eyes on the road. “Are you setting me up with Annie? That’s where this is going?”

Mary heaved a sigh thick with frustration. “Do I have to spell everything out for you? Three years you spent with the English and you lost the ability to see the most obvious things.”

“My eyesight is fine, denki.” Though he hadn’t seen the plug for Annie coming. Was that the source of the giggles and whispers between Annie and his sister whenever he saw them together?

“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but Annie is very good with Katie and Sam. Ruthie, too. The children like her.”

“I see that.”

“I’m just saying. You might want to pay Annie some attention.”

“It’s not that way between Annie and me,” Adam said quietly. When he thought of Annie Stoltzfus, he could see those naturally red lips that always brought him back to that summer day more than a decade ago when she had been picking berries with Mary. The girls were ten or so, and a bee in the strawberry patch had stung Annie on the back of her hand. Although Adam had been detasseling corn in a field nearly half a mile away, he had heard her wail as it echoed through the rows of corn. He ran to help, only to find Annie collapsed in the brambles, her mouth stained with red from strawberries that didn’t make it into the pail.

Adam helped her back to the house that day, and ever since, Annie had marked him as her hero. She made it clear that she looked up to him. She enjoyed being with him. Life would have been simpler if Adam felt the same way, but every time he looked at her, he saw a whimpering ten-year-old with a face stained by berries.

“There you go again, getting lost under your own personal storm cloud.” Mary poked him in the ribs.

“Ouch,” he complained, though it didn’t really hurt.

“I wonder how you would know what it’s like to spend time with Annie, since you’ve never really tried it?” Mary’s words were puffs of steam in the cold air.

“Sometimes you just know. The way you know that you and Five belong together?”

“Oh, now you’re turning the topic to me?” Despite the light trill in her voice, she turned away and stared down at the road.

Personal relationships were just that—personal, and not something to be discussed, even with a sibling. Adam knew that, but it wasn’t often he could tease his sister.

“Are you blushing?” He leaned toward her for a closer look at her face. “You are!”

“I’m just red from the cold.” Mary unfolded a blanket over her lap. “I’m chilled to the bone. Do you want some of this?”

“The warming brick will do me fine.” The heat threading up his legs from the hot stone reminded him of the many winters when Mamm wouldn’t let them leave home until there was a warming brick in the carriage. He turned to his sister, who looked so like their mother, cheeks pink from cold, her dark hair scraped back neatly, her face framed by her black winter bonnet. “Good thinking, Mary. You take excellent care of us.”

“Everything I know, I learned from Mamm.” She wrapped the blanket closer, tugging it over her shoulders. “I still miss them. Sometimes in the middle of my chores, hanging laundry or rolling out dough, I hear Mamm’s voice and it’s as if she’s right behind me, telling me not to knead the dough too much, reminding me to go easy on the seasonings. ‘Just a pinch of salt,’ she used to say. ‘Mind you don’t add too much salt.’ ” Her voice caught, and she pressed a hand to her mouth.

Adam felt a tug of pain at the wound Mary was probing, but he kept his eyes on the frozen road. He would have liked to take his sister in his arms and hug her, try to console her … but it was not the Amish way.

She pressed the edge of her shawl to her wet eyes. “Bishop Samuel preaches absolute forgiveness. We must forgive the man who killed our parents, and truly, I have no hatred in my heart. But still, I do miss Mamm and Dat. I do.”

“I miss them, too,” Adam admitted, at a loss as to what to say to ease her pain. He wasn’t sure what had prompted his sister’s tears. Perhaps it was the fact that they were approaching the anniversary of their parents’ deaths, which, as a rule, they didn’t discuss. Or was it simply Mary’s own feelings that had been pent up all year? “There’s nothing I wouldn’t give to have them here with us, heading home on a winter’s day. We all miss them, Mary. It’s part of the healing.”

“And Simon …” She glanced behind her. “He’s nodded off, God bless him. I don’t think he spoke but a dozen words for months after it happened, but he’s gotten so much better lately. Have you noticed?”

“Ya.”

“And the way he follows you around, trailing you from barn to wood shop like a duckling chasing his mama duck. He’s grown so attached to you, Adam. I thank the good Lord that you traveled home to us when you did, when Simon needed you most.”

He nodded. “I always knew I’d come back.”

“Is that so? With you being gone for nearly three years, some of us weren’t so sure.”

“Oh, ye of little faith.” Having left during his rumspringa, he had not broken any rules of the Ordnung. However, his father and the bishop were not happy with his absence, his departure from the Amish way of life. Had he returned before the murders, he would not have been so quickly welcomed back, but the terrible circumstances that brought him home had folded him back into the congregation quickly.

In a flash he recalled the panic … that overwhelming anxiety at being too far from home, unable to act fast enough when he got news of his parents’ murders. Looking back, he realized there was no way he could have saved his parents. God’s will was not to be changed. But the miles he had to cross in the journey home had added to his grief, and he’d arrived here to find more questions than answers about his parents’ killer.

Since then he had given up hoping for some sort of justice—a concept that did not exist here in the Amish world, a notion he had vowed to turn his back on with his baptism. Still, at times he tried to piece together the events of that day. It was the only way to calm the questions burning in his mind like a firebrand: What were Mamm and Dat and Simon doing out on that wooded road, Juniper Lane? It was an out-of-the-way road beyond the edge of their farmstead, not a well-traveled route. The police had found the family rifle in the buggy, but for what purpose? And why had the killer spared Simon?

Just the memory of those panicked days set fear burning through his body like a fever. Dark, dismal days laden with sadness, guilt, and anguish.

“I had to come back,” he said as the steel wheels of the carriage thumped over a frozen bump in the road, and they both bobbed in the front seat.

“Well, it’s been good for Simon, having you here.” She pulled the blanket tight around her and seemed to retreat into its cocoon, her hazel eyes focused on the slope of frozen white fields.

Her tender mood kept Adam from any more teasing. Instead he let his eyes fall on the silhouette of their farmhouse, the two barns set apart in an L-shape, domed silos rising beyond the stand of bare beech trees. Like a scattered set of building blocks, the smaller outbuildings sat awash in golden sunset.

When he closed his eyes and thought of home, these were the pictures he saw. None of the majestic mansions of Newport, with their views overlooking the water, could bring him the peace he found in this land; none of the relationships with the Englishers he’d met could hold a candle to the bonds in his family. Despite his journeys and worldly success during his rumspringa, Adam had always known he would return here to his Amish home.

Whenever he passed the wood shop in the maintenance shed, he thought of the hours he’d spent there shaping furniture from raw wood, learning how to fit things together and go with the grain. As a boy, even as a teen, he’d been happy, working alone in there, but his arrogance, his hochmut, had driven him to make more of his carpentry skills. In the headstrong path of youth he had indulged himself, overlooking the importance of home and family. If only his father could have known that his oldest son would one day come back to the Plain way of life …

The brick glowed near his feet, warming his legs and easing his heart. A quick glance behind him told him that most of the passengers were fast asleep, lulled by the motion of the carriage. Mammi Nell had nodded off with Ruthie asleep on her lap, and the twins snuggled with their heads together. They would rest well tonight, tired by a day of conversation, activity, and brisk winter weather. The clip-clop of horses’ hooves was the music to a melody he’d been born to, a straightforward life on the earth but not of it.

Adam had always known he would come back to Halfway. His greatest regret was that he had not come home sooner, before his parents were lost to him. Just a week earlier … that would have made all the difference.
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