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Dedication

To Sandi Heisler,
childhood friend and confidante …
ever dear to me.
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The truth shall make you free.
—John 8:32

The Lord will bless his people with peace.
—Psalm 29:11


Prologue:
The Mistress of Mayfield Manor

Years ago, as a young Amish girl, I decided that I would age very gradually. Cheerfully, too. I’d become the kind of old grandmother who finds contentment in sowing simple, straight rows in her vegetable garden, whispering proverbs to her rutabagas.

After the untimely death of my first and only love, I feared I would grow old thinking only of Daniel Fisher. I would hoe my garden, weed my tomato plants, all the while missing Dan and wishing he’d never drowned on his nineteenth birthday.

Ach, I’m still a young woman, only twenty-two. My adult years stretch out before me. Yet I find myself thinking back to carefree childhood days in Hickory Hollow—giving my Plain past the once-over, so to speak. At the same time, I know that I am a shunned woman, an outcast from the People, my adoptive parents and brothers—excommunicated from those who loved and raised me. A sobering thought, true, but I have come to terms with what has been done to me and the necessity of die Meinding, at least from the Amish viewpoint. The pain of rejection gnaws at me each and every day. Yet in contrast, I cherish the memories of my birth mother’s words of love—for me! —spoken as she lay dying.

“I wish I had kept you for my own.”

Revealing and bold, Laura’s loving expression has begun to mend my broken heart. Daily I continue my search for her journal, the one she wrote before I was born.

I’ve begun to nestle down for the winter in my sumptuous new setting in Canandaigua, New York, truly celebrating the remarkable turn my life has taken. How very surprising it is, for often through my growing-up years, I had fantasized about the ways of Englischers—non-Amish folk—secretly wishing I could taste just a sip of what I might be missing. And here I am: Mistress of Mayfield Manor.

A right dignified name, I suppose, yet the implications of such a title have me all but befuddled at times. The sprawling estate, every square inch of the rolling grounds and magnificent old-English mansion—one hundred percent—belongs to Laura Mayfield-Bennett’s flesh-and-blood daughter.

And all this has come about because of an unexpected encounter with Dylan Bennett and his smooth-talking attorney. In just a single meeting with Mr. Cranston—Laura’s own attorney—the idea that any part of the estate might rightfully belong to Mr. Bennett proved indeed to be laughable. Not only could he not gain Laura’s wealth through deceptive means, but he might well have lost his own resources in an ensuing court battle had he continued to contest Laura’s revised last will and testament.

No, the Schwindler left the state and his business affairs behind, including papers found in his personal effects proving that he’d employed and encouraged an impostor, a false daughter for Laura.

So the scoundrel is gone, and Katie Lapp—the former me—has also departed. No more holding fast to the rigid rules, the restrictive dress code, the do’s and don’ts of my past.

Still, if there is anything I might’ve done differently, it would’ve been to soften the blow somehow for Rebecca, my adoptive Amish mamma. I cannot stop thinking of her, missing her, wondering what Cousin Lydia really meant when she said “Rebecca’s not herself ” last time we spoke. Surely my leaving wasn’t the only cause for Mamma’s pain. The shunning decree—Bishop John’s bitter pronouncement—had to have been the more grievous.

I have thought of writing her a long letter, telling her that I am safe; that little by little I am growing accustomed to the strange, modern world around me. And that I am, for the most part, happy. I fear, though, such an honest letter might stir up false hope of my return, and I would never want to put such a notion in her head. Not for the world. So when all is said and done, it’s best for me to keep still, hoping that Rebecca and all the others will simply forget me. Though I am not so sure the People can forget.

For sure and for certain, they’ll remember me as having been romantically linked to Dan Fisher. Our names will be eternally sealed in the cement of history, in the chronicles of the Amish community I once called home. The People—Bishop John, too—will long remember the stubborn auburn-haired woman they so cruelly shunned and the young man with blueberry eyes who loved her. So … both Dan and Katie are lost to the old Ways. One to death, the other to life.

Truth be told, had it not been for my artist friend, Justin Wirth, and my renewed hope of marriage, I might’ve gone ahead and lived out my morbid plan of growing old. Old, without the pleasant laughter of grandchildren. Forever puzzling over long-ago memory pieces, wondering what might have been… .



Chapter One

Daniel Fisher was roused from slumber by the song of morning birds. Sitting up, he imagined himself awakening in his own bed.

Upon further investigation, he realized that this room was not the upstairs bedroom of his New Jersey bungalow. Rather, it was a well-appointed suite of rooms in a Canandaigua bed-and-breakfast establishment.

He stretched and yawned, shaking himself back from his dream, a dream as vibrant as any real day. In it he had seen Katie, his sweetheart girl, gathering daisies in a wide green meadow. She wore a blue Amish dress without the apron and no devotional covering on her head. Her auburn hair fell in waves, long and lovely, over her slender shoulders.

The sun stood high in the treetops, its intense rays blinding him, momentarily blocking his vision. When the light parted, he saw her look his way, smiling slightly. Then, unheeding, she turned and skipped barefoot away into a thin gray mist.

“Katie, wait … wait!” He called to her again and again.

Dan groaned, recalling the summerlike dream. Such visions had taunted him on many a night, but this portrayal of a young, seemingly reckless Katie gripped him anew.

His eyes fell on his Bible, near him on the bedside table. Reaching for it, he eased himself off the bed, sitting on the edge as he shuffled through its pages till he found the letter to Katie—one she would never receive. A confession from his heart to hers, it was a way to spur himself on to do what he must do this very day.

My dearest Katie,

I’m writing this to you in a bed-and-breakfast here in Canandaigua. I know from the map I purchased days ago that the mansion you now live in is only a few short miles from where I sit tonight. Lately, it seems that I am likely to lose my focus on the important things if I do not put my thoughts down on paper. And though I do not expect that we will ever really be able to talk the way we used to, I’m hoping that my visit with you might turn out to be a positive, good thing for us both.

Just last week, I went to Hickory Hollow to visit with my parents—the first time in over five years. I met with my sister, too. It was from Annie that I first heard of your shunning and your subsequent leaving. There was pain in her eyes as she spoke of your yearning to find the mother who gave you birth.

If only God will allow me to see you for even a few moments and you would hear me out. Believe me when I say that I let you down, dear Katie, that I should have done something to right this wrong between us a long time ago. All these years, trying to fit in with the English world around me, I longed to know if you were all right—if you were safely settled in the Amish church—yet constantly wished for a gentle, perhaps divine, way to say that I loved you in spite of my “death.” And I always prayed that you might find the truth of God’s grace through His Son, Jesus Christ.

Nothing matters now but meeting you face-to-face, hoping you will not be too startled at my return from the “grave.”

Please forgive me for not making things known to you sooner. For running away from my religious disputes with my father and the People. For letting you think I’d drowned on that boat so many years ago. Please …

Sighing, he held the letter in his hands, glancing over at a pastoral scene in a gilded antique frame across the room. “You may never believe that what I did, I did for us,” he whispered. “For our love …”

He slipped the handwritten letter back into the leather Bible, closing it thoughtfully. The matter is in God’s hands, he decided and stood to walk the few steps to the washbasin, leaning hard against its porcelain surface.

Staring into the mirror over the sink, he ran his fingers through a scraggly beard. Though in no way a vain man, he turned sideways, surveying his profile. Which should it be—with the beard or without?

He opened his shaving kit and pulled out his electric razor and a small pair of scissors he kept there. Leaning closer to the mirror, he picked up the scissors and thoughtfully opened and closed the blades a few times while he studied his face. The absence of a beard would clearly indicate his singleness—in the eyes of the Amish community, at least. Yet he’d come to realize that facial hair tended to make him look older—even, perhaps, wiser. Believable was the thought that came to mind as he stood there, scissors ready.

How will Katie react to seeing me alive? he wondered. He tried but couldn’t begin to imagine the personal impact his appearance on her doorstep might make. She would be shocked, at best.

Never mind the beard, would she be happy to see him after so long a time, after thinking he was dead and gone? More than that, would she understand? Would she forgive him upon hearing his story—the truth, at last?

He vacillated between trimming the beard and shaving the whole thing completely off. In the end it remained, neatly clipped and quite bold, marking the outline of his jaw. He dressed in his finest clothes: a dark business suit and his favorite maroon-and-blue striped tie. Stomach rumbling, he proceeded out the door and down carpeted steps to enjoy breakfast with the other B&B guests.

“A good Saturday morning to you, Mr. Fisher,” the lady of the house greeted him. “How do you take your coffee?”

“Black, thank you.”

She led him through a sitting room where tufted antique chairs and cherrywood lamp tables were scattered about on a large area rug. An inviting fire crackled in the fireplace, warming the room and the intimate breakfast nook just beyond.

Through the expanse of windows, he glimpsed patches of a January sky, sapphire and bright off to the southeast, with brooding clouds gathering in the north. Wide-trunked beech trees stood ancient and stark against the snow-covered terrain. A shaft of sunlight teased the tip of a squirrel’s tail as it scampered across the yard.

“Looks like we’re in for an afternoon storm,” said one of the guests, a stout, bejeweled woman, as Daniel took his seat at the table.

Her husband craned his neck to peer out the window. “Certainly does.”

The guests introduced themselves all around, a total of six seated at the round, candlelit table. Daniel was politely curious and inquired about their homes and destinations. Two women—mother and teenaged daughter—had come up from Jersey for the weekend; another guest hailed from Kansas; and the only married couple present was from Florida, on their way up the coast to Maine on vacation.

Daniel spent most of his breakfast time chatting with the mother and daughter who were seated next to him. They were in town visiting an elderly uncle who lived in a nursing home a few blocks away.

“Nursing home? There are some folks who don’t ever need such places for their elderly.” The comment slipped out before he realized what he’d said.

The girl, about fifteen, looked startled. “Are you talking about Amish people?”

He did not wish to reveal his ties to the Plain community but felt the need to explain. “Both the Amish and Mennonites often look after their aging relatives.”

She studied him curiously. “You seem, uh … you must be …

Plain yourself.”

So the girl had guessed it, in spite of his tailored suit and colorful tie. Perhaps it was because of the lingering Pennsylvania Dutch accent, beard, and the absence of a mustache. “Well, not anymore,” he replied.

She seemed rather excited about this admission. “Is it true that the Amish never buy medical insurance?”

“We … uh, they don’t need insurance. Their people grow old at home, surrounded by the extended family.” He explained how it was commonplace for families to build on additions to their houses, making space for aging parents and grandparents.

“One big happy family?” She laughed good-naturedly.

“You could say that.”

Her mother spoke up. “Did you ever ride in a horse-drawn buggy?”

He chuckled. “Always.”

“Why not cars?” asked the man from Kansas.

“We could ride in them, just as long as someone else did the driving—someone English.”

“English?” the girl’s mother said.

“Amish refer to outsiders that way. You’re either Amish or English.”

A frown appeared on the girl’s face. “What’s so terrible about owning a car?”

He sighed, remembering the Ordnung and its grip on his former life. “Cars offer too much freedom … makes it too easy to abandon one’s important family life.”

The topic drew the rest of the folk like a magnet. “What was it really like growing up without cars or electricity?” asked one.

Dan was taken aback by their eagerness, their curiosity, having nearly forgotten the many years of answering similar questions from tourists who flocked to Pennsylvania, their cameras poised for sneak shots of the “horse-and-buggy people.”

“Well, my Dat used to say ‘Yer never gonna miss whatcha never had,’ so I guess that’s how it was.”

They chuckled at the dialect. “Do you speak Dutch?” the teenager asked.

“Jah, but not so much anymore. That part of my life is all but over for me now.” He paused, reaching for his napkin and wiping his mouth. “I’ve come to know a better way. Some of the People back home tend to disagree with me, though I know a good many Plain folk who’ve experienced God’s gift of salvation through grace, same as I have.”

The girl’s eyes lit up with recognition. “Mom and I are Christians, too.” She turned to nod at her mother.

Dan smiled, continuing the conversation and enjoying the opportunity to share and witness at the same table. Later, when asked again about his childhood, he replied, “Unless you’ve grown up Amish, it’s hard to explain. The life, in general, is quite simple, yet mighty hard all the same, and there’s often a price to be paid.”

The girl was about to speak, but the man from Kansas said, “We have Amish and Mennonite settlements scattered in different parts of our state. What’s confusing to me is the way they dress—they all look a little bit different.”

Dan agreed. “Like Heinz—fifty-seven varieties, right?” That got them laughing, though he hadn’t intended to poke fun.

“What about shunning?” the girl asked. “Do Amish actually kick their people out of church for disobeying rules?”

Dan felt a twinge. Though he hadn’t actually suffered the sting of excommunication directly, he figured Bishop John Beiler and the Hickory Hollow membership had most likely started his initial six weeks of shunning probation. “Some groups still ban unrepentant members, but there are large church districts in Ohio, for instance, that have split away from the stricter groups, because they couldn’t see eye to eye on shunning practices.”

She shook her head. “A heartless thing, seems to me.”

“Cruel, in many cases, but its legitimate origins are found in the New Testament, nevertheless.” He paused, choosing his words carefully. “I’d have to say, though, that too often folks are shunned for mighty petty transgressions.” At their urging he mentioned one instance: a man’s hat brim—just one quarter inch too wide. “ ‘Worldly,’ the bishop called it. And because the fellow was too stubborn to confess and buy another hat, he was cast out of the church and the community, severely shunned.” That brought a few muffled snickers and even more ardent discussion. Dan, however, was especially grateful that no one pressed him for answers as to why he’d left Hickory Hollow.

Moments later the hostess came in to clear the table, an unspoken cue for her guests to wind things up. Dan observed the hasty brushing off of crumbs and the removal of water glasses and took the hint.

“Very nice chatting with you,” he said to the group.

The girl followed her mother out of the room but stopped to say, “Have a nice day!”

“Thank you, and God bless you, young lady.”

A nice day, indeed! Come rain or come shine, he was off to see his Katie girl!

He headed upstairs to wash his face and brush his teeth once again. Eager for the day, this first encounter after years of separation, he knelt at the desk chair and prayed for divine guidance. “Assist me, Father, as I speak the words of truth … surprising as they will sound to Katie’s tender ears. I pray that she may receive me with an understanding heart, that I might be a witness of your saving grace and love.” He hesitated for a moment. “And if it be your will, I ask that in due time, I may woo her back to the love we once knew. In Christ’s name. Amen.”

He left by way of the front walk, glancing upward through bare tree branches. The sky had grown dark, now an ominous charcoal gray. The air was brittle and cold, sharp against the throat. He was glad for his fur-trimmed overcoat and leather gloves as he walked briskly to his rental car, city map in hand.

Katherine scoured each of the closets on the main level of the mansion, looking for her mother’s journal. One after another, she discovered well-organized linen closets—tidy stacks of velvety monogrammed towels, satin bed sheets, and plush blankets—and now this closet not far from her own suite of rooms.

She removed folded sheets from the bottom, then moved on to the next shelf, inspecting each piece of linen, including doilies and crocheted dresser runners on the middle shelf and the one above, stacked clear to the ceiling. There were numerous seasonal items—damask tablecloths and napkins in every hue imaginable, matching napkin rings, and floral table accessories.

When she had completed her rummaging, Katherine closed the door and headed upstairs to the spacious sun-room. Her ailing birth mother had spent many hours soaking up warm, healing rays in this room, praying for a reprieve from her pain.

With a sigh, she settled on the chaise lounge nearest the south exposure. Where did Laura keep her diary? she wondered. Where?

Katherine thought of Lydia Miller, her Mennonite relative, who—right this instant—would doubtless be encouraging her to seek divine assistance in this frustrating matter; that is, if Lydia lived close enough to be aware of the problem. The woman prayed about everything, no matter how incidental.

In like fashion, Laura Mayfield had often prayed, beseeching the Lord in conversational tones. Rosie Taylor—her birth mother’s longtime personal maid and now Katherine’s—had recounted the prayers she and Laura had shared during the weeks before Laura’s passing.

“Your dear mother prayed in earnest for you,” Rosie told her one evening as they sat by the fire in the library.

“That I’d be found?”

“Indeed, yes. She prayed faithfully that you would come to her before the MS made her mind hazy or confused. With all of her heart, she wanted to get to know you before she died. But in spite of her pain, in spite of her longing to see her daughter again, she was deeply grateful for life. Each new day was another opportunity to rejoice in her Savior.”

Her Savior. Rosie had mentioned the name with such reverence and joy. It was obvious to Katherine that the devoted housemaid and her husband—Fulton, the butler—had found salvation, same as Laura.

So Katherine had been surrounded by prayer. “All these years,” she whispered, leaning back with her head against the soft chaise pillow. She wondered if it had been Laura’s prayers that ultimately had brought her here to Mayfield Manor. If so, what of Rebecca Lapp’s? Surely she, too, was pleading with the Lord God heavenly Father for her adopted daughter’s return. How, then, could both women’s requests be heard and answered?

She didn’t rightly know but pondered the question. Her eyes took in the lush green ferns and other plants in matching terra-cotta pottery, and she tried to relax in the luxurious room, far removed from the hustle and bustle of modern-day life. It provided all the conveniences she’d always longed for.

Suddenly thirsty, she noticed the pitcher of ice water and several clean glasses facedown on a tray next to her. Pouring herself a glassful of water, she began to hum softly. The song was one of the many she had made up over the years. Forbidden, according to the ordnung of the People.

Crossing her legs in front of her on the chaise, she sang her song, taking occasional sips. Something about the clear, cool taste of the water or the way the ice cubes clinked against the sides brought to mind an Ascension Day picnic she had attended with her parents and brothers when she was only eight years old… .

It was at Uncle Moses Lapp’s farmhouse situated on a broad bend of Weaver’s Creek, several miles from Hickory Hollow, that the sun beat down hard on little Katie’s back as she stood on the front porch step, gulping down a tall glass of ice-cold lemonade.

“You’ll have yourself a headache if ya drink too fast,” Mamma called from the shadows, rocking and fanning herself to beat the band.

“Ach, Mamma, it’s so awful hot,” she complained, holding out her glass. “Please, mayn’t I have more?”

Mam obliged cheerfully, getting up and going inside to bring out the entire pitcher. “Here’s just for my little girl.” She poured the sweetened lemonade into Katie’s glass.

“Ach, young Katie’s spoilt, I’d say,” whispered Mammi Essie. “Ain’t so?”

The other women—her mamma’s married sisters, Nancy Yoder and Naomi Zook; feisty Cousin Mattie Beiler, the midwife; and three aunts, including Ella Mae, the Wise Woman—all of them, just kept a-rockin’ and a-fannin’, the strings from their prayer veils floating forward and back, forward and back. Katie couldn’t rightly tell if the womenfolk were agreeing with her mamma’s mother or trying to ignore Essie, the way they were known to on occasion.

Never mind them, she decided and poured herself a third glass and guzzled it right down in front of them. Satisfied, she went to sit under the porch in a sort of nesting spot where the shade was cool and damp, the breeze sweet, and the listening-in right fine. Happy to have chosen this private place away from the critical eye of Mammi Essie, she folded her long dress tightly around her legs so no es Mickevieh—pest of flies—might go a-soaring up her skirt. She sighed, pushing stray wisps of hair back into the braids that wound around her sweaty head.

She stared out across the yard and over to the barn. On past the newly plowed corn and potato fields to the ridge of trees in the distance. The landscape was as familiar to her as the seams that ran up and down the inside of her long dress and apron. This land was her home, her world.

Above her, the gossips and storytellers of the homeland took turns talking in their native tongue. The rolling thump-a-thump of hickory rockers overhead lulled her for a time, and she was comforted by the sounds of the familiar.

Leaning back on her hands, the dirt dug into her palms, making prickly indentations. Uncaring, she whispered to herself, feeling terribly pleased about it, “I’m spoilt because Mamma loves me.”

At that moment, nothing else much mattered.



Katherine stretched her arms up behind her head as she lay on the chaise, wondering what Grossmutter Essie would think of her now. Would she say Rebecca’s spoiled daughter was much too pampered, living like a princess in a New York mansion far from home? What would she think of the gourmet cooks and sumptuous meals, the staff of servants … the housemaids? And the rayon trousers, silk blouses, and angora sweaters Katherine now loved to wear?

She took another long drink from her glass. What Essie King, or anybody else, might think about her now was irrelevant. This was the fancy sort of English life she’d longed for as long as she could remember.

The sun had disappeared, devoured by a slate gray bank of clouds that seemed to spread its vastness from the horizon directly toward her. She felt the cold of the glass begin to seep into her, making her feel chilly, and without a second thought, she got up and turned on the space heater fixed in the wall. Returning to the chaise, she felt gleeful at having flicked a switch, producing warmth at will.

Music filtered through the intercom on the far wall, and she silently congratulated herself on recognizing the composer—Johann Sebastian Bach—who, had he been Amish, would have fit right in, what with the twenty children he helped produce. But then again, the prolific side of Bach’s musical creativity would have posed a problem for the People. A source of contention, they might have decided.

Thinking on this, she tried to hum along a passage here and there, not in defiance of her past—no need—but merely enjoying the moment.

When she was fully rested, she got up, turned off the wall heater and headed downstairs to her private quarters. There she began to play her guitar, thinking of Mary Stoltzfus.

Mary.

Such a beautiful, perfect name for a woman. One who had always tried to do the right thing before God. To think that Mary had secretly written her a note back before Christmas was right surprising, to say the least. Yet Katherine couldn’t blame her friend for doing such a disobedient thing. Cords of sisterly love were mighty strong between the two.

Had it not been for the fact that Katherine was adopted, the intermarrying and crisscrossed bloodlines deep in the Hollow might’ve made them cousins, if not a mite closer.

What are you doing today, Mary? wondered Katherine. Do you have any idea just how much I miss you?



Chapter Two

What if somethin’ could be done to lift the Ban off Katie just a bit?” Mary Stoltzfus asked her mother. “It’s much too harsh, seems to me, not bein’ able to communicate with her and all.” She didn’t mention anything about not being able to write letters to her friend, of course. Still, she would’ve liked to be able to do so, without going behind the bishop’s back about it, the way she’d up and done once already.

Her mother turned from the woodstove, where she was steaming carrots. “If we ease up on Katie Lapp, where will that put Daniel Fisher?”

“Jah, ’tis a knotty problem, I ’spect.” Mary thought of her best friend; missed her more than words could tell. Yet she was anxious, today more than any other, to hear Mam’s feeling on the matter. Mostly because she was supposed to spend the afternoon with Katie’s former Beau—the man her wayward girlfriend had stood up on their wedding day back in November.

John Beiler had invited Mary to accompany him on a ride into town. Just where they were headed, she did not know. But, to her thinking, it wasn’t so much the place the horse and carriage would be taking them as the fact that they were going anywhere together that was a godsend.

“Daniel’s gonna be under the Ban in a bit … soon as the six-week probation’s up,” Rachel was saying. “Unless he hightails it back here and offers a kneeling confession. Not so likely, I ’spect, what with him having five years to think on his sinful ways.”

“Prob’ly so.”

“No prob’lys about it,” retorted her mother. “Word has it, that boy’s as rebellious as ever. Believin’ he’s saved and all. Why, it’sa outn’-out manifestation of pride … nothin’ less.”

Mary sighed. “Dan’s not a boy anymore, Mamma. He’s a grown man with ideas and opinions. Can’t go blamin’ him for wanting to follow his heart.” She’d almost said his Bible but knew that sort of talk would get her in more than just hot water. No, for a girl who’d grown up with a consuming desire to do the right thing, this was a startling notion. She would voice it to no one. Not to Mamma, and never to the bishop.

Bishop John Beiler was the divine answer to her prayers, widower or no. She had more sense than to risk losing her chance to be courted and married, not with her twenty-first birthday fast approaching. Besides, she’d fallen in love with John’s ruddy-faced grin, his twinkling gray-blue eyes, and all five of his children. Even Levi, that eight-yearold rascal of a boy.

Thing was, she was worried sick what Katie might think if she ever got wind of Bishop John’s growing interest in her. Would she just assume that Mary thought the widower was fair game, having been spurned as he was?

Mary shuddered to think what it might do to their friendship if Katie ever did return to Hickory Hollow to make amends. What then? she wondered. Surely, Katie—who had adamantly insisted on being called Katherine Mayfield before she ran off in search of her real mother—surely she’d overlook her best friend’s relationship with John Beiler. If she understood anything about forgiveness and love, she would.

Besides, now that Dan Fisher was out searching for Katie, who knew what still might happen between the two? Mary brushed away the romantic notion with a sigh. Ach, what she would give to be a little mouse in the same room as the unfortunate lovers, when and if they found each other again.

Mary went about setting the table, even though the men wouldn’t be coming in for lunch just yet. Dat and her married brothers had gone over to the Gordonville Print Shop to see about picking up some curriculum for the Amish school. They’d planned to return around noon—another gut hour or so away.

“Do ya think I oughta bring it up with Bishop John?” Mary ventured.

“About Katie’s Meinding?” Rachel looked up from the stove, a curious expression on her face. “Puh, ya must be jokin’, daughter. Besides, it would do no good spoilin’ your chances—”

“Mamma, please …” Mary felt her pulse race. The afternoon’s buggy ride was a secret and must be kept so. John Beiler had promised to pull his carriage off to the side of the road and wait for her.

Just past the wooden bridge, near the clump of fir trees, he’d told her two days ago when she’d bumped into him quite by accident at Preacher Yoder’s General Store.

Her mother went back to stirring the carrots. “Don’tcha worry none. I won’t breathe a word. Wouldn’t do any gut for somethin’ to leak out ’bout you and the bishop.”

Mary agreed, and her face grew warm with the romantic thoughts tumbling through her head.



————



Rebecca Lapp was so weak in the legs, she wished off and on all morning that she were a fattened sow left to lie in the sun, wallowing in the muddy grief of her life. But she headed down to the cold cellar beneath the house, where hundreds of quarts of vegetables and other foodstuffs were stored for the winter.

Standing there in the dark, damp place, she momentarily forgot what vegetable she’d had in mind for the noon meal. “Oh, what’sa matter with me?” she mumbled, fighting back tears. “Will I never stop thinking of my Katie?”

Locating her flashlight in the pantry cupboard, Rebecca allowed her eyes to roam over the cellar, coming to rest on the handcrafted pine cupboard in the corner—a constant reminder of the weeks before Katie’s shunning and the ultimate hiding place for the satin baby gown.

Ach, how she longed for the soft, perty thing. Missed it so. If she could just hold it next to her heart again. Hold her daughter, too. If she could only be near the girl, her precious Katie …

How long had it been since she’d heard the forbidden guitar music creeping through the walls of the Dawdi Haus next door? How long since she’d kissed Katie’s tear-streaked face?

Shivering, she turned back to the task at hand and chose some green beans and corn from the orderly pantry shelves. Samuel, Eli, and Benjamin would be mighty hungry, wondering why a hot, hearty meal wasn’t awaiting them, hardworking men that they were.

She turned and trudged upstairs, one foot in front of the other, till at last she stood at the top, winded and tired. Leaning against the door momentarily, she sighed and caught her breath a bit before letting herself into the warm, savory kitchen. Oh, she wished for a day when she might search out and find the entrance to a place of wholeness in her mind. How far off was such a day? How long before she’d start adjusting to life without her little girl?

Sadly, she pried open the canning lids and dumped both the corn and the beans into a large pot, completely by accident, before realizing what she’d done.



————



Ella Mae Zook sat at her daughter Mattie’s kitchen table, surrounded by quilting squares stacked in groups of nine. She was making ready to teach Sally Beiler, one of her younger great-granddaughters, the arrangement of a “Ninepatch”—the simplest quilting pattern. “You’ll catch on in no time,” she promised. “Watch me once.”

The girl paid close attention, and when it was her turn to try, the Wise Woman jumbled up all the squares again, handing them over to Sally. Carefully, the youngster positioned the fabric on the long wooden table so that one dark square lay next to a lighter square, in the familiar tic-tac-toe pattern.

Across the room, Mattie stood at the cookstove, seasoning a pot of creamed potato soup. Every few minutes, she came over to check on Sally’s progress.

Without ever glancing up, Sally asked, “It wonders me … when do ya think Bishop John and Mary Stoltzfus’ll end up tying the knot?”

Ella Mae harrumphed, feeling the need to set the conversation on course. “No need to be speculatin’ on such things. If it’s God’s will, they’ll get together in all good time. Won’t matter just when, I should say.”

“If they do,” Mattie added. “You know the poor man is probably still heartsick over Katie Lapp, what with the way she jilted him … on their wedding day, no less. Why, if it was me, I’d be laying low on the subject of marriage, I ’spect.”

“Well, it ain’t you, so just let it be,” Ella Mae advised. “The man needs a good mother for his children, and he’s smart enough to make up his own mind. Mary, well … bless her heart, John Beiler’s the man of her dreams.”

“Ach, ya mean it?” Sally spoke up, blushing slightly. “You think she’s been dreaming ’bout the bishop?”

Mattie shook her head, muttering as she walked back to the simmering potato soup. But Ella Mae kept on, attempting to smooth things over, without divulging any secrets. “You know, sometimes it just seems that one person fits right fine with another. Belongin’ is what it’s all about,
 I do believe.”

Right then, the old woman thought of Daniel, wondering how the dear boy was doing. He’d come to visit here lately, knocked hard on the door of her side of the house—come straight back from the dead—inquiring as to Katie’s whereabouts. Ella Mae had filled him in as best she could. ’Course, she didn’t have much hope of his ever finding the shunned girl, not as awful crowded as New York was. But true love sometimes wins out over great odds, she thought. Lord willin’, that would be the case.

Sally silently worked at her grid of nine patches while Ella Mae observed, still struggling with unsettled feelings over the whole notion of Daniel’s being alive and all. Where had he been all that time? And how was it that Bishop John had up and slapped the Ban on him, almost the minute the People found out Daniel had not drowned in that sailing mishap years ago?

Oh, and they’d faulted him for “finding salvation, full and free,” Dan had told her as he sat sipping tea in her little kitchen. A body could see he was telling the truth, too. His face purely shown with a radiance, and when he asked to see her Bible, she gave it to him gladly, listening with eagerness as he read one verse after another.

One passage stirred her very soul. “He that believeth on the Son of God hath the witness in himself … and this is the record, that God hath given to us eternal life, and this life is in his Son.”

The promise of salvation right there in the Scriptures! It was ever so clear. Daniel knew he was saved.

By the time he’d said his good-byes, she was altogether convinced that Dan was telling the truth about his finding eternal life in Jesus Christ. Himmel! The more she thought about this Meinding business, the less it made any sense.



————



Daniel parked the rental car out some distance from the entrance to the Mayfield mansion. The circular drive was configured in such a way as to allow for several parking spots along the side before the grand bend led up to the paved walkway, now dusted with a layer of snow.

Refolding the map, he placed it on the seat next to him and stared through the windshield at the fine English-style country estate. To think that his Katie had come here to find her birth mother! What a grand and beautiful place it was. The startling information was still in the process of seeping through to his brain, thanks to his sister Annie and beloved old Ella Mae. It gave him no insight, however, into the girl he’d once known and loved. Her parents were and always would be Samuel and Rebecca Lapp, the kind and generous folk who’d raised Katie as their own. What could have happened to make their adopted daughter want to abandon them and go on such a search?

The answers, he knew, were bound up inside the rambling, vinecovered dwelling. Inside Katie’s heart, as well. If only he might unlock those secret rooms and find his sweetheart girl waiting there.

Yet the Wise Woman had warned him, “She’s not the girl you grew up with. Katie’s suffered great pain; is more headstrong than I’ve ever seen her. If you find her, best go gentle on her … let her take her time tellin’ you her side of things.”

Oh, he’d gladly give Katie all the time in the world. Beginning right now.

Prayerfully, he opened the car door and walked the long drive. Up past lantern-shaped lights that lined the walkway on either side, to the portal. “Dear God in heaven, help me. Help Katie and me,” he whispered, running his fingers through his beard, still wondering if he’d made the right decision by keeping it intact.

Without further delay, he reached for the brass door knocker.



Chapter Three

Katherine sat with her back to the blazing fire. She had spent the morning playing her guitar and singing freely, allowing her voice to fill the sitting room, one of the several comfortable places to relax in her private suite. She had kept the arrangement of furnishings the same as when Laura was alive: overstuffed chairs and a cherry sofa table placed so as to accentuate the Tibetan area rug, a favorite of her birth mother.

Flitting from one song to another, Katherine let her mind roam back to Pennsylvania, settling on the letter Mary had written in mid-December. She had read it so many times now, she had it nearly memorized.

It’s all I can do to keep myself from sneaking off down the lane for a visit… .

She knew just what her friend must’ve been feeling as Mary penned those words. They both had missed out on friendship by losing touch with each other.

Katherine curled her toes inside her house shoes, despising the bishop—that wretched man who might’ve become her husband if she hadn’t had the gumption to walk out on their wedding service. She stopped singing, stopped strumming her guitar. John Beiler had cut her off from her loved ones, her People. A typical shunning was one thing, but declaring that none of them could speak to her or she to them! The memory stung like a hundred angry wasps.

Getting up, she strolled to the windows, still carrying her guitar as she looked out at the snow-covered lawn and formal gardens. Hundreds of barren trees—beech, fir, and maple—stood at graceful attention over the rolling acres as far as the eye could see.

A light snow had begun to fall. The enormous flakes seemed to suspend themselves momentarily, high in the air, as if holding their breath before consenting to drift to earth. The overcast sky and the mood of the day reminded her of midwinter days in the Hollow, when snow-encrusted country roads were sliced deep by narrow carriage wheels and trampled over by one trotting horse after another.

Then and there, she decided to make contact with Mary. She wouldn’t put her friend in jeopardy by writing the letter herself. No, she had a better idea. Rosie, her trusted maid, might be the ideal person to take dictation.

Katherine turned slightly, ready to put her guitar away and call for Rosie Taylor with her plan, when her eyes fell on a bright blue sedan parked off to the side of the circular driveway. Looking more closely, she noticed a single set of footprints, their indentation breaking through to the pavement beneath.

It was then she heard the muffled sound of the door knocker, followed by Fulton’s hurried steps. She knelt to place the guitar in its case, a flicker of a memory surfacing as she did. Tired of his share of run-ins with his father, Dan had insisted on giving the beloved instrument to her years ago. “Will you hide it for me?” he’d asked, smiling down on her that sunshiny day.

How could she have refused? “ ’Course I will.”

“You’ll take good care of it, won’t you, Katie girl?”

And care for it, she did. Marched right off to the barn and hid it away from eyes that would misunderstand her need—their need—to create the prohibited music.

She might’ve lingered, taking pleasure in the endearing scene from years gone by, had it not been for the sound of her loyal butler, his voice rising to an ever higher pitch. Goodness’ sake, the man sounded ruffled. Who on earth could be at the door?

She went to the window but saw nothing out of the ordinary. Must be a traveling salesman, she assumed, seeing only the back of a man’s overcoat. Fulton will get rid of him.

How secluded and safe she felt. Sighing, she wondered what it might’ve been like having servants to wait on you hand and foot your whole life, people responsible for making your existence as sweet as cherry pie. Had Laura kept her infant daughter, she, Katherine, would have experienced such a life. This estate was the home of Laura’s parents long before her birth mother had ever conceived and borne her first and only child.

Dismissing the clamor, Katherine went to sit at the petite writing table across the room and searched for her prettiest stationery.

Daniel stepped back, away from the door. “Are you saying … that Katie Lapp no longer lives here?” His breathing was coming fast.

“Lest I repeat myself, young man—she is gone like so much rubbish,” the butler said, his nostrils flaring like an irritated horse. “The no-good woman left on her own accord weeks ago, though I rather regretted not having thrown her out myself.”

Daniel shook his head, pained by the man’s words. “Is it possible that we’re talking about the same woman? You see, it’s Katie I wish to see—the Amish girl from Lancaster County. We grew up together, we were sweethearts… .” Daniel made an attempt to demonstrate just how tall Katie might be, then mentioned the color of her hair, physical traits—all to no avail.

“Sounds as if the woman’s got you fooled, too.”

“But I was told she’d come here.”

“Come she did … caused absolute mayhem, too.” The butler’s face grew red. “Over the holidays, no less.”

Dan grimaced at the stranger’s disparaging remarks. How could this be? Where was his precious Katie?

Quickly, he had the presence of mind to inquire, “Do you have any idea where she might’ve gone? The slightest tip—anything—would be appreciated.”

“I would expect she returned to New York City, from whence she came.”

“Who in the world does she know there?” he said, more to himself than to the distinguished-looking gentleman before him.

“Contacts at a talent agency, I was told.” The tall man reached for the door handle. “I don’t mean to be rude, but the woman was a phony, through and through. Now, if you’ll excuse me… .”

“Uh, I’m very sorry to have bothered you.” His hopes were dashed. “Thank you for the information.”

“Good day,” said the butler.

Turning, Daniel made his way across the wide snow-dusted driveway to the car. He thought of the Wise Woman, her words of warning. Katie’s not the girl you grew up with.

Well, certainly, she would’ve changed some since their teen years—their blissful courting days. Given the circumstances of the imposed shunning, she may have seemed somewhat rebellious in her coming here, but understandably so.

Despite what he thought he knew about his former girlfriend, this encounter with a stranger—a butler—at the door of Katie’s birth mother’s estate troubled him greatly. And the information offered made no sense. None whatever.

The noise from the front door disturbed Katherine. She’d gone to stand just outside the wide French doors leading from her suite to the main hallway. She listened, though no matter how hard she strained to hear, it was impossible to make out the nature of the exchange taking place on her doorstep.

Unexpectedly, two housemaids rounded the corner, nearly bumping into her. Stepping back, she decided against eavesdropping and closed the glass doors behind her.

Preoccupied with her plan to have Rosie write a cordial letter to Mary, she slid open the narrow drawer in the center of the desk. There she found several plain white pages, just right for taking a few notes, making something of a rough draft.

Picking up a pen from the drawer, she began to write an example for Rosie:



Saturday, January 17

Dear Mary,

You do not know me. However, I know something of you.



Stopping to read, to see how the English words looked on the page, Katherine wondered if they sounded affected. Stilted.

“I’ll ask Rosie,” she said aloud. Mrs. Taylor would know. After all, she was of British descent. In fact, her writing style might seem even more formal than the forced, sophisticated way Katherine was attempting to word her initial thoughts.

She sighed, not sure if she should begin by owning up to the fact that the ultimate writer—Rosie—knew only of Mary through Katherine. That the Amish girls had been dear friends all their lives, but because of the physical separation caused by the Ban and the many miles between them, they’d lost touch with each other.

She wrote several more first lines before crumpling those pages, too, into the wastebasket. Clearly, she needed help. Going to the wall, she pulled a velvet rope, the bell that would summon her favorite housemaid.

Rosie arrived quickly, appearing rather puzzled about Katherine’s idea once the explanation was offered. “Here, I’ll give you an idea of what I mean.” She showed Rosie a newly written single-line greeting.

Wide-eyed, the maid read the beginnings of a letter. Sliding her reading glasses down off her nose, she shook her head. “Won’t it seem rather peculiar for your friend to receive a letter from a perfect stranger?”

“Maybe, at first.” Katherine hurried to her writing desk. “But it’s the best way, I think. Wouldn’t want Mary getting in trouble. The bishop would never hear of it … her receiving mail from me. Never … never.”

“Well, if you say so.” Rosie, looking a bit stumped, sat down and picked up a pen.

“This might seem a bit awkward, but I think we—you and I—will make a great team,” Katherine said. “You see, I really miss talking to my friend. We grew up sharing everything.”

Rosie, wearing her prim white apron and maid’s cap, nodded. An understanding smile played across her lips. “I fear you’ve been through too much for one so young.”

“I’ve brought a lot of it on myself.” Katherine pulled up a chair next to the desk, staring into Rosie’s kind face.

Leaning back in her chair, Rosie sighed, laying the pen on the table in front of her. “Why don’t we begin by you telling me about your girlfriend. I would like to know more about Mary.” She chuckled. “After all, she and I are soon to become pen pals, right?”

Katherine had to laugh. Then she and Rosie spent the rest of the afternoon talking about her fondest memories of Hickory Hollow and her bosom buddy. She was careful, however, not to speak a word about either Bishop John or her long-deceased love, Daniel.

When they finished their letter-writing collaboration, Rosie addressed the envelope to Mary Stoltzfus in her own hand, and the two headed down the long hallway to the kitchen.

At Rosie’s insistence, Katherine joined the staff—Selig, the assistant cook, and the other domestic help, including Garrett Smith, head steward and nephew of the grandfatherly chauffeur, Theodore Williams—for lunch. The tasty meal consisted of a fruit and nut salad, tuna casserole, homemade rolls, and a warm mug of cocoa.

This was not the first such occasion. After several days of eating alone in the grand dining room—not much fun at all—Katherine had decided she much preferred the company of her new friends. After all, she’d grown accustomed to sharing meals with family and friends after house church meetings and quilting frolics. Breaking bread and fellowship went hand in hand with community living.

Selig hadn’t forgotten Katherine’s weakness for sweets, she soon discovered. The noontime dessert was a delicious, moist German chocolate cake. While enjoying a slice, she thought of Mary once again. Her friend’s birthday would be coming up in a couple of months. Lifting a forkful, Katherine stared at her plate—Mary’s all-time favorite cake.

She knew it sure as the day, desperately missing her friend and hoping the unusual letter might not offend or cause trouble.

“Will you drive me to town this afternoon?” she asked Theodore, who was sitting in his usual spot next to the spacious kitchen window.

“Just state the time, Miss Katherine.”

“Theodore’s got cabin fever, I suspect, what with the weather being so dreary,” Fulton spoke up, glancing down the table at the older gentleman.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if we got snowed in,” Rosie observed, at which they all turned their heads toward the window.

“I see what you mean,” Katherine said, peering at the overcast sky. “So we’d better plan to leave right after lunch.”

“Very well, miss,” Theodore replied.

She shook her head. “I wish you’d call me Katherine—just plain Katherine. I wouldn’t mind it one bit if you never addressed me as ‘miss’ again.”

“Consider it done,” Theodore replied with a grin.

“Better mark it down,” Fulton teased, and Rosie elbowed him playfully.

They continued to eat amidst chatter and laughter.

Garrett, at one point, leaned up against the table, looking now at Fulton. “Excuse me, but what was all that racket this morning?”

The butler adjusted his glasses. “Quite odd, I must say. The fellow showed up at the door asking for Katie Lapp. Of all the gall.”

“Did you tell him we sent her packing?” Katherine said, glad of it.

“Absolutely, but the man seemed intent on tracking her down. He persisted with an inquiry as to her destination upon leaving here.”

“Did he say who he was?” Rosie asked, no longer smiling.

Fulton was thoughtful, frowning as he placed his dessert fork next to a few chocolate crumbs on his plate. “The fellow never stated his name. But he assured me that Katie and he went a long way back … to Pennsylvania Amish country, no less.”

That brought a volley of laughter from them all, including Katherine, who couldn’t help but wonder if the poor fellow had been duped by the impostor, or if he was in fact an actor himself, seeking unlawful employment as the fake Katie Lapp had. “You got rid of him, then?”

Fulton nodded. “And if I’m not mistaken, the young man seemed quite upset by the end of our conversation.”

Katherine didn’t feel one bit sorry for whoever had come to call this morning. In truth, she hoped she’d never have to see hide nor hair of that woman … that obnoxious “Katie”!



————



A brisk breeze blew as Mary hurried down Hickory Lane, careful not to stumble on icy patches of snow along the roadside. The sky was a vast cloak of gray hanging in heavy folds overhead, nearly close enough to touch. Two crows flew across the road, their black wings flapping hard against the impending sky.

The Hollow seemed deserted this afternoon. Maybe everyone had gone to Gordonville to shop—plenty of stores to buy such things as fabric and sewing supplies. On Saturdays, Amish folk often hired Mennonite van drivers to take them places, shopping, and such. Folks liked to get out and about, even in the middle of winter, especially if the roads were fairly clear of snow. And they were this afternoon, although the darkening clouds held the threat of a winter storm. Best to get out before the weather turned nasty.

Not a quarter of a mile away, the bishop’s enclosed gray carriage was parked off to the side, by the grove of trees, just as he’d promised.

“Glory be,” Mary whispered as she quickened her pace, willing her heart to resume its normal pace, but to no avail.

Several yards away, as she approached the buggy, she slowed to a proper walk, not wanting to give the bishop the notion that she was too eager.

John surprised her by jumping out of the carriage. “Wie geht’s, Mary?”

“Hullo, John.”

They fell silent straightaway, Mary keeping her head down, wondering what to say next.

He coughed a little. “Trouble gettin’ out today?”

She knew he was asking if anybody might be privy to their planned rendezvous. “Dat has no idea.” Careful not to mention Mamma’s womanly intuition, she changed the subject. “A wunderbaar schee day, jah?”

“Nice, it is, though a bit nippy and gray.” He offered his gloved hand, helping her into the carriage, then hurried around to the other side to get in.

More than anything she wanted this—her first time alone with John—to go real smooth. Without a hitch in conversation, deed, and thought. The lovely moments must pass perfectly. Yet her heart thumped hard against her woolen shawl.

The bishop flapped the reins, and the horse moved out onto the road, into plain view. They rode for miles and miles without saying a word, the sleek bay mare steaming in the cold, clip-clopping along at a comfortable trot.

At last John broke the silence, speaking of his eldest son, young Hickory John. “The boy’s leanin’ hard toward learning a trade instead of farming. Said it just this mornin’ … wants to be a blacksmith like his old Daed.”

“Ach, but you ain’t old,” she said cautiously, lest he think she was debating him. “Really, you ain’t.”

He turned to her and gave her a broad smile. “S’right kind of ya, Mary.”

“Well, it’s not just my opinion.” Her voice felt fragile, as if it might give out on her.

“Your opinion matters more than ya know.”

She was thankful to be sitting down just now, for she felt the strength drain clean out of her legs—downright weak-kneed as always whenever she was around this man of God. “The smithy’s a good callin’ for a boy, I’d say,” she managed.

“Jah, I tend to agree.”

She was aware of the wind against her bonnet as they neared the town of Bird-in-Hand. It was ever so much like riding through a dream, floating through a familiar yet somewhat hazy world. She found herself holding her breath, lest the ride come to an end and she awaken.

John halted the horse, bringing the carriage to a smooth stop, then excused himself to run into the bank. Watching a man of his years scamper across a parking lot like a colt was a sight to see, to be sure. She thought she might laugh out loud. Oh, joy! Was John feeling the first stirrings of love for her? Did he feel half as giddy as she?

The horse puffed out plumes of warm air from bulging nostrils as Mary waited. Then lickety-split John was back, pushing a bank receipt into his coat pocket. Mary was amused by his rushing to and fro. Whatever the reason, she dared not surmise … or question. She must be careful lest she jump to conclusions.

“Do ya care for some ice cream?” he asked, almost shyly.

“Sounds gut.” She couldn’t imagine anything colder on such a chilly day, though, and had to keep her face muscles in check so as not to let a chuckle loose.

Up the road a bit, they pulled into a roadside stand. John drove the carriage right up to the order-out window. “Would ya like a chocolate sundae?” He smiled as he asked.

“Jah, with plenty whipped cream and nuts, please.” She was awful surprised that he seemed to know her taste in desserts.

He turned to the window and ordered the chocolate sundae for her and a banana split for himself.

The return trip to Hickory Hollow was pleasant enough, but terribly cold by now—what with the ice cream settling in her stomach, frosty and sweet, and a sizable case of nerves—sitting next to the bishop thisaway. Her teeth began to chatter uncontrollably.

“Feelin’ a bit chilly, are ya?” Before she could answer, he reached back and pulled up another heavy lap robe from the backseat, letting go of the reins in order to place it gently over her legs.

“D-denk-ki,” she stuttered, ashamed of herself for not being able to conceal it, yet glad for another layer of warmth.

“I best be gettin’ you home.”

It was the last thing on earth she wanted to hear. She’d much rather freeze to death than have the ride come to an abrupt end. Still, in spite of her disappointment, she nodded submissively. She thought for sure he’d let her out somewhere away from the house, the way they’d arranged the meeting in the first place. But when nothing was said, even when they passed the familiar shoulder and the grove of trees, her pulse quickened. It looked as though he was really going to drive all the way into the barnyard before letting her out.

Mary folded her mittened hands as the horse made the turn into her father’s long lane. Her heart felt ever so soft toward the widower. And when he turned to bid her good-bye, his eyes were filled with tenderness toward her as well.

“I’ll be seein’ ya, Mary, at the meeting tomorrow,” he said, tipping his black felt hat like a real gentleman.

“Jah” was what came out. Oh, but she wanted to say so awful much more to the kind and gentle widower. Things such as were not becoming to a quiet, submissive young Amishwoman on the verge of being passed over for marriage. She was smarter than to say anything except, “Denki for the ride … and the ice cream.”

“I hope we might ride again.” His eyes brightened as he said, “God be with ya, Mary Stoltzfus.”

“And with you.” By now, she couldn’t even whisper his name at the end. But it was strong in her mind all the same. John Beiler …

Despite dark clouds and the lack of sunshine, she believed this to be the most beautiful day the good Lord had likely ever made.

Mary’s legs held her up just long enough to push open the back door and rush into the utility room off the kitchen, collapsing on the old cane chair. Giggling under her breath—trying for all the world to keep from bursting out—she struggled to remove her shawl and outer bonnet.

Certain that the family would be waiting by the kitchen stove, she took several deep breaths to calm her flutterings. And when her composure was restored, she marched into her mamma’s scrumptious, warm kitchen.

Much to her surprise, nobody was around. “Gut,” she said to herself, going to the sink and running water over her cold hands to warm them gradually. In many ways, she was delighted to have the house all to herself. With no one to dampen her spirits by probing too much, she could daydream to her heart’s content, reliving every single second of the afternoon’s ride.

Strangely enough, her tryst with the bishop had been truly a secret one in every way. Perhaps by Divine Providence.
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