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        With love to Barbara,

        
				
        my amazing sister.

        
				
        One of the best storytellers I know.

        
			
      

      
		
    

    
	
  
    
		
    
      
			
      
        
				
        
          A pity beyond all telling
        

        
				
        
          Is hid in the heart of love...
        

        
				
        
          – from
          The Pity of Love,
          Yeats
        

        
				
        
          All we like sheep have gone astray...
        

        
				
        – Isaiah 53:6a, kjv

        
			
      

      
		
    

    
	
  
    
		
    
      
			
      
        
				
        Prologue

        
				
        
          If the tables were turned, and
          I
          was the fancy young woman walking into a truck stop with my Amish friend this morning, I’d be choosing the table set back against the wall.
          Away from curious eyes.
          But Heather Nelson was the one deciding where we would sit. Wearing a loud pink short-sleeved blouse and pencil-thin blue jeans, she never once blinked an eye as she pulled out a chair and sat down... smack-dab in the midst of so many
          Englischers.
          Nearly all men, too.
        

        
				
        
          Maybe she was oblivious to them – I can’t really say. After all, this was a familiar world to her. As for me, my neck was mighty warm as I lowered myself into my chair, painfully conscious of the stares. I could just imagine what they were thinking about the two of us –
          different as rosemary and sage
          .
        

        
				
        I reached for the menu right quick and hid behind a long list of sandwiches, soups, and milk shakes. But my appetite was diminishing all the while my uneasiness was increasing. I lowered the menu and peered over the top at Heather. She leaned her ivory cheek into her fisted hand, her bare elbows on the table as she looked over the options. “See anything good?” she asked, her pretty blue eyes twinkling.

        
				
        
          My mind was hardly on food. The upcoming reunion with my mother weighed heavily on me. We had driven for more than four hours and had just crossed into Ohio.
          Only about an hour and a half till I see Mamma again.
          My heart pounded at the thought. “I’ll have something light to eat, if anything.”
        

        
				
        “A sweet roll?”

        
				
        “Uh, prob’ly not.” In a place like this, the sticky buns most likely came out of a box.

        
				
        Heather glanced at her wristwatch. “Do you still want to arrive in Baltic by early afternoon?”

        
				
        
          I nodded and turned to look out the window at the parking lot. I dreaded the thought of getting back in the car, nice as it was. With a sigh, I faced Heather again and was aware of two men looking our way.
          “Truck drivers,”
          Heather had told me when first we stopped to fill up the car.
        

        
				
        “Grace?” She was frowning now, and the waitress was hurrying toward us. “What if we just ordered something for the road?”

        
				
        
          I agreed as the waitress looked sideways at me before jotting down my order, her blond hair all
          schtruwwlich
          about her round face. “You two... um, together?”
        

        
				
        Heather nodded, eyeing my prayer cap. She ordered some coffee and a cinnamon roll, then stopped, shook her head, and quickly asked if there was any fresh fruit. “Strawberries... an apple or two?”

        
				
        After the waitress scurried off, I noticed the same two men still staring at us, their sleeves rolled up to their muscular shoulders. There were markings up and down their arms – a set of tiny baby footprints and a red rose with a black, thorny vine trailing clear down to one man’s elbow. I’d never seen anything like it, and now I, too, was staring – at them. Had Mamma encountered similar worldly sights during her recent travels?

        
				
        Heather squeezed my arm, tilting her head. “You all right, Grace?”

        
				
        One of the men looked away, while the other seemed to be sneering.

        
				
        
          “Frankly, I’m feelin’ all in.” I excused myself to the washroom to splash cold water on my face.
           
          I reached for the paper towels, which were not secured to the dispenser but stood on the ledge of the grimy sink.
           
          Quickly I tore off a piece and dried my face and hands, my fears rising.
          How will Mamma react to seeing me?
        

        
				
        I raised my face to peer into the streaky mirror. At home our mirrors were mostly handheld ones... almost too small to allow me to see the whole of my head, let alone the upper bodice of my dress. Even my bureau had only a modest-sized mirror, not at all like the dressers at the home of our English neighbors, the Spanglers.

        
				
        I felt momentarily ashamed. Mamma had always taught my sister, Mandy, and me not to be swayed by the temptation toward vanity. And we’d always heeded the warning. Well, nearly always.

        
				
        
          Glancing again at my reflection, I didn’t focus on my honey-blond hair peeking out from beneath my
          Kapp
          , nor the shape of my features. What I noticed caught me off guard as I studied my tired, even terrified, expression. I saw clearly now the uncertainty in my own blue eyes. Placing my hands on my cheeks, I breathed in ever so slowly.
          Is this trip such a good idea, really?
        

        
				
        Sighing, I knew in my heart I was willing to put up with any awkwardness – even fear – if it meant bringing Mamma home. No matter the gawking eyes or the inconvenience, I ought to cherish the trip for what it meant: a chance for Mamma to start over with a clean slate.

        
				
        I turned on the water once again, washing my hands a second time – as if peering too long in the mirror had somehow tainted me. Surely by now Mamma understood that leaving without an explanation was a blight on us all. Besides, didn’t she feel estranged, even cut off? Wouldn’t she like to begin anew... if she could?

        
				
        A chill ran down my back and I longed for my shawl as a comfort, if for no other reason. Then, reaching for the washroom doorknob, I left the small, dingy room. Shyly I moved back toward Heather’s and my very public table, where Heather sat fiddling with her fancy little phone to check her email, as she’d done earlier while waiting to get gas for the car. I was grateful the two men now seemed more interested in their food than me.

        
				
        I spotted our order already sitting on the table. “Did we get the bill?” I asked, reaching for the sack.

        
				
        “Beat you to it.” Heather smiled and clicked off her phone. She slung her purse over her shoulder.

        
				
        I offered to treat next time. Then I squared my shoulders and said, “Let’s be goin’,” and led the way to the door.

        
			
      

      
		
    

    
	
  
    
		
    
      
			
      
        
				
        
          Little Lamb, who made thee?
        

        
				
        
          Dost thou know who made thee?
        

        
				
        
          Gave thee life, and bid thee feed
        

        
				
        
          By the stream and o’er the mead;
        

        
				
        
          Gave thee clothing of delight,
        

        
				
        
          Softest clothing, woolly, bright;
        

        
				
        
          Gave thee such a tender voice,
        

        
				
        
          Making all the vales rejoice?
        

        
				
        
          Little Lamb, who made thee?
        

        
				
        
          Dost thou know who made thee?
        

        
				
        
          Little Lamb, I’ll tell thee,
        

        
				
        
          Little Lamb, I’ll tell thee:
        

        
				
        
          He is called by thy name,
        

        
				
        
          For He calls Himself a Lamb,
        

        
				
        
          He is meek and He is mild;
        

        
				
        
          He became a little child.
        

        
				
        
          I a child, and thou a lamb,
        

        
				
        
          We are called by His name.
        

        
				
        
          Little Lamb, God bless thee!
        

        
				
        
          Little Lamb, God bless thee!
        

        
				
        
          –
          The Lamb,
          William Blake
        

        
			
      

      
		
    

    
	
  
    
		
    
      
			
      
        
				
        one

        
				
        
          There were days when Heather Nelson awakened in the silence, in that obscure first awareness of early morning, and believed she was back in Virginia.
          Before Mom died of cancer.
        

        
				
        
          This had been one of those mornings. Yet in less than a minute, she’d remembered precisely where she was: upstairs in her cozy room in Andy and Marian Riehl’s farmhouse, a real-life Amish tourist home. She was still too distracted by her own cancer diagnosis – and the recent visit from her father – to work more on her master’s thesis, as she’d hoped. Her father was completely caught up in his plan to build a house in the middle of this Amish community. His revelation yesterday that she had Plain roots had jolted her, but she certainly understood a little better his reasons for relocating. And now here she was on this spontaneous trip she’d volunteered for, driving Grace Byler, the young Amishwoman in the seat next to her, to visit her runaway mother in the small Ohio town of Baltic.
          Like the sea,
          Heather thought, glancing at Grace, who looked so hopeful. And very healthy.
        

        
				
        
          Will I die like Mom? I’m only twenty-four!
        

        
				
        It was impossible to forget how deliberately her oncologist, Dr. O’Connor, had turned his solemn gaze away for a moment, giving Heather a chance to absorb the bad news – she had non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma. There in his office, she’d stared at the back of his dark head as he looked toward the window, a frame for the parklike setting across the street. The sun, half covered by wispy cirrus clouds, had filtered its rays through the fragrantly blossoming crab apple trees below – some profusely pink, others delicately white.

        
				
        That was five weeks ago. Today there were no such flowering trees near I-76, beyond the frontage road where Heather presently steered her car. The midmorning sun beat hard against a cluster of buildings, transforming the gleaming reflection of rows of windows into individual blinding darts of light.

        
				
        Heather looked in the rearview mirror to check for traffic, then over her shoulder at the crowded truck stop where they’d stopped for gas and what had passed for healthy snacks. Cautiously now, she eased onto the ramp leading to the highway, feeling surprisingly invigorated in spite of the long drive.

        
				
        
          They traveled without speaking as the car moved over the newly paved highway. Once they were situated in the right lane, Heather fumbled with opening the banana she’d purchased at the truck stop. There’d been no apples or strawberries –
          “only bananas,”
          according to the waitress.
        

        
				
        Grace reached over and peeled Heather’s banana halfway, then handed it back. She also opened Heather’s bottled water and placed it in the holder on the console. “There,” Grace said, offering a smile that almost concealed her obvious anxiety.

        
				
        “Thanks.” Heather glanced at the GPS on her iPhone, checking the directions ahead. As far as she could tell, they were making good time... right on schedule to pull up to Susan Kempf’s house in less than two hours. And yet she wondered if Grace might be getting cold feet about seeing her mother. If so, who could blame her?

        
				
        Heather ventured small talk. “Is the woman your mom’s staying with a family friend?” They had been dancing around several issues during the trip, not delving into anything too personal. Heather actually preferred it that way, but Grace was typically much more talkative, although she seemed nervous today, if not on edge.

        
				
        
          Grace shook her head. “I’ve never heard of Susan Kempf. I even asked
          Dat,
          and he said the name didn’t ring a bell for him, either.”
        

        
				
        “What about Yonnie... you were talking with him yesterday. Wouldn’t he know?” Heather had already admitted to having overheard Grace’s conversation with the handsome young Amishman – even his suggestion that the two court.

        
				
        Grace blushed. “No... I’m quite sure he doesn’t know her.”

        
				
        “Did you ask him?”

        
				
        “Wasn’t time, really.” Grace unfolded her hands and rested them against her black apron. “Yonnie’s not originally from Ohio, anyways... he grew up in Indiana.” She paused as if she was going to say more, then closed her mouth.

        
				
        Heather took a small bite of the banana, waiting.

        
				
        At last, Grace said, “I wondered what you thought, back at that truck stop. Truly unsettling, all those gawkers.”

        
				
        “We did draw some looks, didn’t we?” Heather laughed. “No doubt people are surprised to see us together. I mean, take a good look at us....”

        
				
        
          “We do appear to have little in common,
          jah
          . But there’s
          one
          thing we share, though no one would know from just watchin’ us.” She turned to look at Heather, eyes solemn. “Both our mothers are gone.”
        

        
				
        
          Heather nodded slowly. “Mine passed away, and yours disappeared.”
          We have a Plain heritage in common, too,
          she thought and contemplated telling Grace.
          Would she even believe such an improbable thing?
        

        
				
        Grace touched her throat and her hand lingered there. “I know Mamma’s leaving is not nearly the same as losin’ someone to death.”

        
				
        “The loss has been tougher than I ever imagined,” Heather conceded. She checked her rearview mirror again. “And... you know, I actually feel – oh, I don’t know – ticked off when I think of your mom abandoning you and your family when she had a choice.” She caught herself. Rarely was she so open about her emotions.

        
				
        “Doesn’t surprise me.” Grace’s face was suddenly drawn. “You must’ve had a close bond with your mother.”

        
				
        “Incredibly close,” she whispered. She hadn’t wanted to upset Grace, who continually exuded the gracious quality her name represented. The young woman was easily one of the most thoughtful people Heather had ever encountered. “I didn’t mean to criticize your mother,” she quickly apologized.

        
				
        “I know you didn’t,” Grace replied. “I hope ya know how thankful I am, Heather... you drivin’ me and all.”

        
				
        “Hey, I’m always up for a road trip.”

        
				
        Grace was still for a time. Then she said softly, “I don’t blame ya for being aggravated ’bout my mother’s behavior. I’m embarrassed by it, too.”

        
				
        Heather could see why. This sort of thing typically didn’t happen without cause, even among non-Amish couples. Could it be possible there was something more to Lettie’s escape into the night than even Grace had considered? “I wonder what your mom will say when she sees you,” she said.

        
				
        Grace sighed. “Honestly, I’m worried ’bout that.”

        
				
        “She’ll be happy, right?”

        
				
        
          “I really don’t know.” Grace grimaced. “Mamma’s been close-lipped ever since she left last month.
          Ach,
          before that, really...” She began to talk about her mother’s aloof behavior. Pausing, she stared out the window. “It all started when she ran into the twin sister of a long-ago friend at a barn raising we were attending near Strasburg. We’d gone there to help out with food.”
        

        
				
        
          Now,
          this
          was interesting. “A friend... or someone closer?” Heather asked, not sure she should probe further.
        

        
				
        “That’s all I best say,” Grace replied.

        
				
        “Sorry, don’t mean to be nosy.”

        
				
        
          “
          Denki
          ... for understanding.” Grace turned again toward the window.
        

        
				
        
          So there
          was
          something more to Lettie Byler’s running off than met the eye. Heather had a strange feeling she might have gotten herself into something more complicated than a daughter’s wanting to see her estranged mom.
        

        
				
        
          Heather dropped the banana peel into the small hanging trash bag on the console. Then she pulled down the visor and reached for her sunglasses.
          Just back off,
          she told herself
          ,
          feeling suddenly washed out – almost limp. All this talk about Grace’s mother disappearing... she didn’t understand why it bothered her so much. She didn’t even know the woman.
        

        
				
        
          Breathing deeply now, she tried to conserve her emotional energy, recalling Dr. LaVyrle Marshall’s advice in the brochure for the Wellness Lodge:
          Make every effort to avoid stress, which can cause serious disease.
          But she hoped a permanent separation wasn’t in the cards for the Bylers. She’d seen what that could do to families, had heard the horror stories from classmates who’d shared their pain, even the rage stemming from their parents’ midlife crises. What made people go crazy like that – so selfish they couldn’t see past their proverbial noses?
        

        
				
        
          Like Devon Powers.
          Her ex-fiancé came to mind. In light of everything, Heather felt relieved, even happy, they’d split up.
          I won’t have to suffer his leaving me years from now... with kids in tow.
          No matter how old, the innocent children always got the worst of it: a ripping apart at the heart seams.
        

        
				
        
          Heather realized that whatever had gone wrong with Grace’s mom had the potential to harm the Byler family. Yet, despite her concern for Grace, it was best she stay out of it no matter how much she might want to help.
          I’ll take Grace to see her mother and that’ll be it.
        

        
				
        She needed to stay focused. Her stint at the Wellness Lodge began in four days – this coming Monday – and she couldn’t allow herself to be deterred. No longer could she mark time where her health was concerned. Especially now, with her father supporting her decision to pursue alternative treatment.

        
				
        Regardless of what happened in Ohio – good or bad – Heather was committed to returning to Pennsylvania by Saturday night at the latest. With or without Grace and her mom.

        
			
      

      
		
    

    
	
  
    
		
    
      
			
      
        
				
        two

        
				
        
          It had been her maternal grandmother,
          Mammi
          Adah, who’d taught Grace Byler to print her name, even before Grace attended the one-room schoolhouse on Gibbons Road. Back when Grace was just five, Mammi Adah had insisted she use her right hand for writing her letters.
          “You’ll be a much better quilter if you’re right-handed,”
          Mammi Adah had always said, but never in a scolding tone. No, her grandmother had a unique way of pressing her influence on her grandchildren – and others.
          “A back-door approach,”
          Grace’s mother had once whispered to her with a pained smile.
        

        
				
        Now, as she read the travel directions on Heather’s special phone, Grace tried not to dwell on what Mammi thought of her making such a trip, and with an Englischer, too. Several times she’d looked down at her lap, her hands clasped so stiffly she had to will them to relax. All the while, she prayed silently.

        
				
        
          Presently, Grace wondered why Yonnie was so sure Mamma was visiting a
          friend
          in Ohio. Especially since neither Dat
           
          nor Mammi Adah had ever heard of a Susan Kempf. If she’d had more time prior to leaving the house early this morning, Grace might’ve run across the sheep pasture to ask neighbor Marian Riehl if she’d ever heard Mamma speak of this Susan. For the life of her, Grace could not remember her mother talking about anyone in Baltic, friend or relative.
        

        
				
        Heather surprised her by starting to sing along with one of the songs stored on her fancy phone, bobbing her head and tapping her hand on the steering wheel. This made Grace even more nervous than Heather’s juggling between what she called her “playlists” and the GPS. As the car sped up with the music, Grace literally held her breath.

        
				
        They moved into the left lane and passed one car, then another, all without slipping back into the slower right lane. Grace watched the highway go by and wondered if she should say anything. It surely seemed as if Heather was lost in her music.

        
				
        
          Then, when she felt certain Heather had far exceeded the speed limit, the worldly song abruptly ended. As if on cue, the car slowed and they moved back into the other lane, and Grace felt her muscles relax slightly.
          For goodness’ sake,
          she thought, not wanting to interfere, yet hoping that wouldn’t happen again.
          What have I done, traveling with such a fast driver?
        

        
				
        Knowing there would be only a short lull before Heather’s next tune began to play, and hoping to get her friend’s attention on something other than her music, Grace asked tentatively, “What was your mother like?”

        
				
        Heather checked the GPS once again before answering. “Well, she made the best spaghetti sauce in all of Virginia – even won first prize at the state fair – and couldn’t wait every summer to ride up the road in a Lancaster Amish buggy.” She paused a moment. “You know, when Mom learned she had cancer, she wanted so badly to live – she really fought it. After she died, there was this huge hole in my heart.” She drew in an audible breath. “One that’s still impossible to fill.”

        
				
        “If it’s too painful...”

        
				
        Heather nodded slowly. “Yes, that, but it’s also maddening.” She paused. “Mom’s death was the very worst thing that’s happened to Dad and me.”

        
				
        Grace almost wished she hadn’t brought it up. “One of my mother’s sisters passed away suddenly several years ago. But that’s the closest death has come to my family.” She rubbed her nose, hesitant again. “My mother cried and cried over Aunt Naomi, just heartbroken.”

        
				
        Heather placed both hands on the steering wheel, nodding without speaking.

        
				
        Grace thought just then of her mother and Aunt Naomi’s shared secret, but there was no need to reveal what she suspected about her mother’s first beau and his gift of poetry books – books Naomi had harbored for Mamma for many years. Or that Mamma was disappointed in her marriage... maybe even wished, secretly, she’d married someone else. But none of that was necessary for an outsider’s ears. Since Mamma’s leaving, Grace had been cautious, thinking twice about what she ought to say.

        
				
        “I can’t imagine having a sister, much less losing her,” Heather said softly.

        
				
        Grace thought of Mandy. “My own sister and I are quite close, too. But Mandy tells me more than I ever tell her.” Yonnie unexpectedly came to mind again. “I didn’t even share with her what Yonnie asked me... out on the road.”

        
				
        “No kidding?”

        
				
        “We don’t make a practice of talking ’bout our fellas.” She thought of Mandy’s contrasting openness – her sister had recently shared that she hoped to soon be engaged.

        
				
        “Not even if you’re dating someone seriously?”

        
				
        “Not even then.” Smiling now, Grace explained, “And we call it courting, which often moves quickly to goin’ for steady – almost engaged.” She recalled how slow her former fiancé, Henry Stahl, had been to propose, but she quickly dismissed it. Grace was relieved that was over, and now Henry was most likely seeing Grace’s best friend, Becky Riehl.

        
				
        Heather passed the car ahead before she spoke again. “So, romance in the Amish world sounds pretty secretive.”

        
				
        “Oh, plenty of pairing up goes on. But it’s not till a couple is published two weeks before the wedding that everyone truly knows who’s getting hitched that year.”

        
				
        Heather pushed her light brown hair behind one ear. “Seriously?”

        
				
        “Jah, it’s our way.”

        
				
        
          “So I guess that means you’re not going to tell me what you think of Yonnie.” Heather laughed a little. “I mean... I
          overheard
          what he was saying to you.”
        

        
				
        Grace smiled, surprised she felt comfortable enough to talk like this. Truth was, off and on all during this trip, she’d pondered Yonnie’s proposing that they court. No getting around it, there were some mighty big roadblocks to that happening – Mamma’s absence being one of them. And even though Yonnie seemed to be finished getting to know other girls, she still wasn’t certain how fickle he might be.

        
				
        “He seemed very eager for your answer,” Heather added.

        
				
        
          Grace opened her window a little and breathed in the fresh outside air. “I’ll admit that sometimes there
          are
          a few trusted people, mostly sisters or close friends, who are taken into confidence once a girl knows she’s gettin’ married,” she said. “And mothers...”
        

        
				
        Heather’s heart-shaped face was accentuated by her faint smile. “Looks like I’m out of luck, then.”

        
				
        
          Grace was surprised at her wistful tone.
          Surely she has many good friends back home in Virginia.
        

        
				
        Heather glanced again at her playlist. “Well, if you’re not going to tell me, I guess I’ll just have to guess what you think of Yonnie.”

        
				
        “Ach, it’s too soon after bein’ engaged to Henry....” But that was far from the truth. How could a girl not appreciate such a kind and helpful fellow? Goodness, Yonnie had basically nursed their horse Willow back to full health, and in only a few days, too. And he had a winning way of making just about anyone, Dat included, feel at ease around him. Even so, what Grace thought about Yonnie was for her own heart to know and understand.

        
				
        Heather brought up her own former fiancé, saying she’d liked him immediately. “Devon and I were attracted to each other from the start.” She sighed as if she was disgusted with herself. “But that’s over now.”

        
				
        “You know, I’m not sure I even want to marry,” Grace confessed.

        
				
        “Hey, I’m right there with you.”

        
				
        
          A great river spilled over Grace, sentiments desperate for a voice. She had felt like this before on the night of her twenty-first birthday, after she’d read the sweet note her mother had finally written on the pretty birthday card.
          I will always love you, Grace.
          Yet Mamma had disappeared before the sun rose that next morning.
        

        
				
        She inhaled slowly, then began to open up a bit. “Frankly, before I can think of marriage, things need to be resolved... ’tween my parents, I mean. But I’m not sure that’s even possible. Truly, I hope so, but I just don’t know.” She gathered her thoughts, yearning to feel calm again. “I can’t say if I want to be courted by Yonnie or not. My mind’s locked up these days... need to see how things are with Mamma first.” She shocked herself at this admission.

        
				
        Heather loosened her grip on the wheel. “Things are obviously up in the air for you.”

        
				
        “In nearly every way.” Oh, but now she felt self-centered. “Well, I can’t complain. You... you’re the one who has every right to be concerned.” She didn’t need to mention Heather’s worrisome illness. “I’m ever so sorry.”

        
				
        Heather shrugged but said nothing more.

        
				
        
          If only I’d kept quiet,
          Grace thought, wishing she’d brought along a good book or some needlework. Instead, she reminded herself of the Lord’s admonishment about fretting.
          We’re commanded not to worry.
        

        
				
        She turned her thoughts away from Heather Nelson and Yonnie Bontrager – and dear Mamma – and offered a heartfelt prayer for her family back home. Especially for poor Dat.

        
				
        Then, staring at the air bag warning on the visor, Grace tried to relax. She leaned her head back and soon began to doze off.

        
				
        
          She dreamed she stood in the kitchen doorway, watching her mother bustle about to lay out a hearty meal with a smile on her pretty face.
          Home at last!
          Grace thought. But then she realized with a sinking feeling that the kitchen was not
          their
          kitchen at all.
        

        
				
        Suddenly Mamma looked up and saw Grace standing there. Grace smiled, but Mamma did not smile back. She glared.

        
				
        
          Oh!
          Grace awakened with a start.
        

        
				
        She was filled with more dread as each mile passed, and as they moved closer and closer to the truth.

        
			
      

      
		
    

    
	
  
    
		
    
      
			
      
        
				
        three

        
				
        
          Lettie Byler finished reading from the Old Testament prophet Habakkuk early that afternoon, going back to reread some of her favorite verses in chapter three:
          Although the fig tree shall not blossom, neither shall fruit be in the vines; the labour of the olive shall fail, and the fields shall yield no meat; the flock shall be cut off from the fold, and there shall be no herd in the stalls: Yet I will rejoice in the Lord, I will joy in the God of my salvation.
        

        
				
        Closing the Bible, she moved her chair closer to the window. Sitting again, she faced the narrow country road and stared out at an ocean of cornfields. Tired of living out of her suitcase, Lettie was also becoming weary of being a guest, although at least she was amongst her own people instead of in an Englischer’s motel.

        
				
        
          With the remarkable passage lingering in her mind –
          Yet I will rejoice in the Lord –
          she thought of her rather unfruitful search for her firstborn. She wondered if anyone had ever suspected the truth, back when she was carrying Samuel’s child and
          Mamm
          had taken her away to Kidron, Ohio, to have the baby there. Lettie had worried that her closest family members – especially her sisters – and Samuel himself might guess her secret. Maybe they’d seen a hint of the guilt in her eyes or in the way she carried herself, shielding her stomach and the delicate life that was part hers and part Samuel’s.
        

        
				
        
          Yet all the while, she had attempted to trust God for her precious unborn child... and for the unknown future. Especially in the wee hours before dawn, Lettie had sometimes
           
          fretted, questioning if God would supply a husband for her if she was to keep her baby, as she longed to.
        

        
				
        
          She remembered lying in the sweet meadow grass after chores one evening, running her hands over the length of the dark green blades and relishing the sound of bees buzzing past her... the sharp scent of clover in her nostrils. With her baby residing within her, Lettie had wanted to do God’s will above all things – now that she’d committed the transgression. Oh, it would’ve been so easy to go her own way and not do her parents’ bidding even then.
          Like I ended up doing all these years later, going in search of my child without telling Judah
          ...
          or
           
          Mamm
           
          and Dat.
        

        
				
        Recalling midwife Minnie Keim’s insistence that she must eventually forgive her mother, Lettie bit her lip. For too long she’d harbored bitterness toward Mamm. Had it become too much a part of her to let go?

        
				
        Lettie leaned forward to watch a car turn and drive into the lane below. “Probably someone come to buy strawberry jam,” she muttered absently.

        
				
        Getting up, she found her writing tablet and pen on a small table near her suitcase. For several days she’d contemplated writing a letter to Samuel. She knew now what she must tell her former beau, the father of the daughter neither had ever known – and might never meet.

        
				
        Picking up the pen, she began to write.

        
				
        
          Dear Samuel,
        

        
				
        
          I hope you are well.
        

        
				
        
          Several times before now I’ve thought of writing to you. Maybe you’ve been wondering about my search. I must admit that it has been ever so difficult. I’d nearly given up hope of ever finding our child when, at last, I located the midwife who assisted me. And she believes I gave birth to a baby girl – something she managed to remember despite delivering hundreds of babies. She also gave me the name of the doctor who placed our child... hopefully with an Amish couple. Oh, I do trust and pray that is so!
        

        
				
        
          I will let you know when I find out more... if I do.
        

        
				
        
          Until then,
        

        
				
        
          Most sincerely,
        

        
				
        
          Lettie Byler
        

        
				
        Setting down the pen, Lettie had a fleeting thought of her children back home. How she longed to see them again! But she would not mention them to Samuel, not allowing herself to become too familiar... nor too friendly. It was bad enough she’d gone shamelessly to visit him at his home in Kidron.

        
				
        
          No, it was best she kept her distance now.
          Till I find our daughter... and then what?
          For the life of her, she could not imagine how that awkward reunion might possibly take place, or where. And would their child – if Lettie found her – even agree to such a meeting?
        

        
				
        Prior to setting out for Ohio, Lettie hadn’t known how to handle the ins and outs of all this, although many nights she had pondered the weighty matters while walking the dark, deserted cornfield. She still felt as though she was groping her way in the depths of the unknown. And she felt guilty that she had never let Judah help her, or even told him of her great secret.

        
				
        
          Lettie rose from the chair, going to stand beneath a pretty hand-stitched wall hanging. She’d found herself staring at it several times since coming here, as if trying to fasten the words in her own mind:
          Remember not the sins of my youth, nor my transgressions: according to thy mercy remember thou me for thy goodness’ sake, O Lord.
        

        
				
        “Amen – and may it be so, dear Jesus,” Lettie prayed, clasping her hands.

        
				
        It was well past noon when Grace spotted the farmhouse matching the address on the GPS. “There ’tis.” She pointed, her heart in her throat.

        
				
        
          Oh, goodness... we’re here at last!
        

        
				
        Heather slowed the car to turn into the driveway. “Should I park here or out on the road?”

        
				
        The girls deliberated whether or not it might be more courteous to park near the mailbox or in the driveway. “Let’s pull in a little ways,” Grace finally said. “Just off the road, maybe.”

        
				
        
          She stared at the house and lovely yard, where profuse ground cover and an edging of pink lady slippers grew in the light shade beneath an oak tree out front. Grace remembered her vivid dream earlier and drew a deep breath. When she could no longer stand the suspense, she opened the car door.
          Oh, please let Mamma be happy to see me
          .
        

        
				
        Together, she and Heather made their way up the drive. Because she was traveling, Grace had worn her black leather shoes, something she was glad of as she picked her way across the pebbled lane.

        
				
        Heather commented on the amount of land surrounding the house. “It reminds me of the Riehls’.” Grace agreed. A good-sized horse barn stood directly behind the farmhouse, and there was pastureland beyond that. The road running past the front yard had two lanes, just like back home, with cornfields creeping right up to the grassy ditches on either side.

        
				
        Tentatively, she glanced at Heather, who looked quite calm as they walked to the porch. It seemed so peculiar to make their way toward the front door. At home, no one ever used a home’s main entrance, except on a Preaching Sunday or for a funeral. “I’m ever so nervous,” Grace admitted, wishing it was her best friend, Becky, standing beside her instead; she might’ve reached for her hand for a bit of consolation. But this was not Becky – rather, a young woman Grace had met only recently. She certainly didn’t know Heather well enough to ask for any emotional support, even at such an unnerving moment.

        
				
        “Let’s find out where your mom is,” Heather replied, her expression kind. “You ready?”

        
				
        
          Nodding, Grace put on a smile. She didn’t know why, but she almost felt the house had eyes as she stood there.
          Is Mamma watching?
        

        
				
        Heather hung back a bit, saying she thought Grace’s mother should see Grace first. “In case she answers the door.”

        
				
        Nodding, Grace stepped forward and raised her hand to knock.

        
				
        Judah Byler had been hard at work all morning, glad to be busy. His day had included looking over the older lambs, which were in the process of being fattened up for summer’s end, when they would be sorted into feeder lambs and those ready for slaughter.

        
				
        Following the noon meal he’d returned to the sheep barn, keeping his mind fully occupied. Mandy had served the delicious tuna and noodle casserole in Grace’s stead, dutifully reminding everyone that her sister had prepared the meal ahead of time. Lettie’s former place at the table, where Grace had been sitting these past two weeks, looked especially vacant, and his father-in-law, Jakob, seemed out of sorts, even leaving most of the talking to Judah’s youngest son, Joe, and Yonnie. Unusual, as Jakob had seemed to take a liking to Yonnie.

        
				
        
          Son Adam had commented favorably on the rhubarb crunch dessert, but other than that, Judah’s oldest was also strangely silent.
          They’re all missing Grace,
          he thought now.
          And Lettie, too.
        

        
				
        
          To think both his wife and daughter were off somewhere, gone so far away.
          Home’s where they belong.
          But if things went well, perhaps Grace might be bringing Lettie back tomorrow... or the next day.
        

        
				
        If Judah let himself contemplate Grace’s trip... well, he found himself grinding his teeth from a bad case of nerves. Just where was his daughter by now? Had she found Lettie?

        
				
        He thought of asking Andy Riehl to phone the young driver, Heather, on her cell phone. Momentarily Judah envied Andy’s barn phone – used for the family’s bed-and-breakfast business – but the idea was a mere flicker. Besides, he had been patient about Lettie this long; couldn’t he simply let things play out the way the Lord God intended?

        
				
        Yonnie caught his eye as he squatted to pick up the youngest and frailest lamb, not two yards from where Judah stood. “You think they’ve arrived yet?” asked Yonnie over his shoulder. “Grace and the Englischer?”

        
				
        “Funny,” he muttered, watching Yonnie raise the little white lamb to his face and nuzzle its tiny head. “I was wonderin’ the same thing.”

        
				
        “Sure hope you ain’t put out with me, Judah.”

        
				
        
          “Fer was?”
        

        
				
        “For tellin’ Grace where your wife’s staying out there in Ohio.”

        
				
        How could he be upset? Yonnie had merely passed along the information his sister had heard from Preacher Josiah’s wife, Sally. It had been Judah’s own decision to allow Grace to go to Baltic with the Riehls’ worldly boarder. “No one’s put out, no,” he said. “It’ll be nice havin’ my wife and daughter both home... safe and sound.”

        
				
        Yonnie nodded and petted the lamb. “Grace was mighty anxious to get goin’.”

        
				
        
          Judah knew she’d been itching to locate Lettie and bring her home for some time – nearly since Lettie’d gone. No one could ever accuse Grace
           
          of dillydallying. But as for his own procrastination – doing nothing at all to fetch his wife – well, he supposed not taking action had changed the entire course of his life. Frozen by indecision, plain and simple.
        

        
				
        Yonnie wandered off with the lamb in his arms, seemingly satisfied with Judah’s response. Judah could see him, heading over to the horse stable, probably to look in on Willow. The old mare had certainly surprised him, improving each day against all odds. Judah watched the tall, strong lad – who’d once flat-out admitted he had his hopes set on Grace – till Yonnie disappeared from view behind the stable door.

        
				
        Judah didn’t feel much like smiling as he went to check on the last of the pregnant ewes. There was no way to know what lay in store if Lettie did return. Surely she’d want to give him some explanation, and boy, would he listen this time. After all, something mighty unpleasant had caused her to run away in the first place. And in the deep of his heart, he was convinced it was mostly his doing.

        
				
        
          But supposing Lettie doesn’t come back,
          Judah fretted. What if the thing that had sent her away also kept her from wanting to return?
        

        
				
        He scratched his beard and wondered unexpectedly what that might do to Yonnie’s plan to court and woo Grace. And what of Adam and Joe? The whole business was bound to affect them... and their future as husbands. Fact was, the entire family’s standing in the church was at risk.

        
				
        
          Preacher Josiah had stopped by this morning to say that the ministerial brethren were in agreement:
          “Lettie has one full week to get back home and confess before the People.”
        

        
				
        
          Or else,
          Judah thought, mighty worried about the
          Bann
          being put on his wife.
        

        
				
        Hearing Yonnie talking slowly now to Willow, he realized how fond he’d become of the young man. Sighing, he freshened the bedding straw for the ewes closest to delivery, all the while attempting to dismiss his fears.

        
				
        
          O gracious Lord, keep Lettie in your watch-care,
          he prayed as he worked.
          And may she return before the shun falls on her.
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        The sun beat hard on the back of her neck as Grace waited for someone to come to the door. She felt too warm as she turned to ask Heather, “Should I knock again?”

        
				
        “Why not?”

        
				
        Grace stared at the door. “Maybe they’re away.” She knocked once more, aware of the pounding of her heart.

        
				
        Finally, a woman who looked to be close to her mother’s age answered the door. Her hair bun was a bit looser and higher than Grace’s and the sides were not as tightly twisted as the womenfolk’s in Bird-in-Hand.

        
				
        “Hullo,” Grace said. “I hope this isn’t a bad time.” She paused and offered a smile. “Are you Susan Kempf?”

        
				
        “Jah.” The woman’s brown eyes sparkled as she searched Grace’s face. “And who are you, dear?”

        
				
        “Grace Byler... I understand my mother’s here visitin’.”

        
				
        
          “Grace, you say?” Susan’s face lit up. “Ach, I’ve heard so much about you!” She looked quizzically at Heather now and motioned for both of them to come inside. “
          Willkumm.
          Make yourselves at home.”
        

        
				
        “This is Heather Nelson, a friend of mine... she drove us here from Lancaster County.”

        
				
        “Goodness’ sakes, all that way?” Susan ushered them into her front room and offered them a seat on a small settee.

        
				
        Grace couldn’t help looking around the room, wondering if her mother was within earshot. “The time went fast, really.” Then, because she felt like she might burst if she didn’t ask, she said, “Is my mother here with you?”

        
				
        Susan turned in her chair to face Grace. “Oh, honey-girl, your mother left yesterday afternoon... while I was away visitin’ my sister.” She paused, sitting straight up in the chair. “It surprised me no end that she should up and leave like that.”

        
				
        Grace frowned hard. How could this be? Her head throbbed at the temples. So they’d just missed her? Or had Mamma suspected someone might come to fetch her, what with the grapevine wending back to Bird-in-Hand?

        
				
        “I’m so sorry,” Susan said.

        
				
        Wringing her hands, Grace stared at the polished hardwood floor. Heather leaned near and touched her back briefly. Grace managed to ask, “Where’d she go, do ya know?”

        
				
        Susan’s eyes reflected Grace’s pain. “She talked about possibly goin’ to see a cousin named Hallie. She was waiting to hear from her, in fact... but she never said she’d received a letter back.” The older woman gazed at the ceiling. “She also mentioned wanting to see a particular doctor in Indiana.” Susan stopped for a second. “I don’t recall his name.”

        
				
        
          “A doctor?”
          First a midwife, now a doctor?
        

        
				
        Susan nodded warily.

        
				
        
          A cloud of rejection fell on Grace.
          Of course, Mamma doesn’t know I set out to find her.
          Still, she felt simply crushed in spirit. That, and terribly frustrated.
        

        
				
        She sat there as the afternoon sun poured through the front windows, wondering what to say next. And, bless her heart, Susan looked terribly uncomfortable, too.

        
				
        “Maybe we should excuse ourselves and get going,” Heather whispered.

        
				
        
          But Grace could not abide the idea of leaving, not when they’d just arrived. The whole, long ordeal streamed over her once again, and she leaned her face into her hands. Oh, she’d wanted this to turn out so differently! How could Mamma
          not
          be here, waiting to be found?
          Wanting to be found...
        

        
				
        She raised her head. In a whisper, she asked, “Is Mamma unwell? Is that why she needs a doctor?”

        
				
        “You can rest assured your mother is not sick. Not by any means.” Susan rose quickly.

        
				
        
          Wherever she’s gone now... is Mamma happy?
          Grace hoped so, yet she questioned if that was possible.
          So far away from her family.
        

        
				
        Susan offered them something to drink. “I’ve got some sweetened meadow tea and homemade root beer – which would ya like?”

        
				
        Grace turned toward Heather to see if she cared for anything. “What do you want to do?” she asked softly.

        
				
        “It’s up to you,” Heather replied.

        
				
        
          “I
          am
          thirsty.”
        

        
				
        Heather nodded. “I’ll have the tea, thanks.”

        
				
        “Same for me,” Grace replied. And while Susan was in the kitchen and presumably unable to hear, Grace bemoaned their situation to her new friend. “Now what? You’ve pushed yourself hard to get here; you need to rest.”

        
				
        Heather’s eyes were serious. “We certainly didn’t plan on this, did we?”

        
				
        “Oh,” she sighed, “why didn’t Mamma tell Susan where she was headed?”

        
				
        She and Heather sat quietly, taking in the simple furnishings, so similar to those in Dat’s farmhouse. A wood-framed needlepoint picture graced the wall over the sideboard in the smaller sitting room, only a few steps from where Grace sat. She certainly didn’t care to snoop, but from her vantage point, the upholstered gray rocker looked a lot like Mammi Adah’s back home, as did the pretty pink-and-cream-colored hurricane gas lamp nearby.

        
				
        It crossed her mind to borrow Heather’s cell phone to make a call to the Riehls’ – or to Sally Smucker’s boutique phone – to get word to Dat that she’d arrived here safely. But now, with Mamma already gone again, wouldn’t that only upset them?

        
				
        “We can’t just turn around and drive back today,” Grace said.

        
				
        “I guess we could, but... I am pretty wiped out.” Heather sighed. “We can talk about where to stay later, in the car.”

        
				
        Meanwhile, Susan was coming their way, carrying a tray of goodies – not only the iced tea, but two kinds of cookies, too: butterscotch icebox and hermits. “Here we are, girls. This should perk you up a bit... just till suppertime, that is.”

        
				
        
          She must think we’re staying!
          Grace looked at Heather.
        

        
				
        Susan nodded with a smile. “I’m sure you could use a rest, jah?”

        
				
        
          “Denki... ever so kind of you.” Grace reached for a glass
          

          of tea.
        

        
				
        “Oh, take a cookie or two,” Susan urged. “I doubt you stopped for a nice hot meal on the road. Did you?”

        
				
        Heather smiled but didn’t take a cookie. “Unfortunately, one of us is on a very strict diet.”

        
				
        “Ach, you girls look fit as all get-out.” Susan tilted her head comically. “Please say you ain’t tryin’ to lose weight – neither of ya?”

        
				
        Grace glanced at Heather, but it was her friend’s place to bring up her illness.

        
				
        “Oh, it’s definitely not that; I’m trying to eat more healthfully,” Heather explained.

        
				
        “Well, would you prefer fresh fruit? I have some in the kitchen.” Susan set the tray down on a small table near the settee.

        
				
        “Yes, please,” said Heather.

        
				
        Quickly, Susan returned with a bowl of fresh strawberries, bananas, and sliced apples. “Here we are, dear.”

        
				
        “Great, thanks,” Heather said, reaching for a napkin and a few berries.

        
				
        “Getting back to wherever my mother went,” Grace said once Susan sat again, “did she mention when – or if – she might be returning to Lancaster County?”

        
				
        “Not really, no.” Susan paused, a strange look on her face. It was as if she didn’t trust herself to say more – as if she’d made some sort of promise to Mamma.

        
				
        But Grace couldn’t feel poorly toward Susan. Not as nice as she was – inviting them to stay for supper, no less.

        
				
        “How do you know my mother?” Grace said more softly. “If I can be so bold to ask.”

        
				
        “Why, sure... I’m happy to say.” Susan described how she’d met Grace’s mother at a local restaurant. “I waitress there part-time. Your mother looked so lonely when she came in one evening, like she needed a friend.”

        
				
        
          So Susan had been a
          stranger
          ? Such a revelation made Grace cringe. She did not understand one speck of this!
        

        
				
        “I invited her to come and stay here with me, beings I’m a widow and alone myself. She was hesitant at first, but when she was able to get the little motel in town to refund her money, your mother came. She seemed truly anxious for company.”

        
				
        This didn’t sound like something her mother would do. Grace shook her head. “Are we talking ’bout Judah’s Lettie from Bird-in-Hand?”

        
				
        “The selfsame.” Susan went on to say she’d heard from Lettie about Grace’s father, Judah, and her siblings, Adam, Mandy, and Joe. “And all the new little lambs comin’ on this spring.”

        
				
        
          Lambing season.
          Grace felt badly for having left her father at such a busy time. But she’d also promised to return quickly, and now that Mamma was clearly not here, they would be home by tomorrow evening at the latest. “Did she ever say what she was doin’ here... in Ohio?”
        

        
				
        Susan glanced down at her lap. “Not at first.”

        
				
        Heather made a little sound and rose, making a beeline to the door. “I’ll let the two of you talk alone.” With that, she was gone.

        
				
        Susan eyed the door. “Is Heather a friend of yours?”

        
				
        Grace nodded. “She’s not accustomed to our ways, so she prob’ly thought you wanted privacy.”

        
				
        “Well, that’s not the case,” Susan was quick to say. “Not at all.”

        
				
        “I don’t mean to pry.” Grace was eager to know what Mamma’s new friend knew but wasn’t sharing.

        
				
        “Heather – your English friend – looks awfully pale. Is she feelin’ all right?”

        
				
        “She did all the drivin’, so naturally she’s tired.” Grace realized that she, too, was holding back.

        
				
        “Well, I hope the two of you will stay the night. Your Mamma would insist, as well – if she were still here.”

        
				
        
          Would Mamma have insisted on riding home with us, too?
          Grace looked out the window and saw Heather leaning with her back against the car, working her thumbs on her little phone.
        

        
				
        “Why’d Mamma leave so suddenly from here... do ya know?”

        
				
        Susan adjusted her Kapp, then sighed. “Grace... can you trust me?” Her eyes glimmered. “She’s goin’ to be all right... and so are you. Your mother will be home in due time.”

        
				
        “But when?”

        
				
        “When her search is finished.” Susan brushed her tears away. “That’s all I best be sayin’.”

        
				
        
          What search?
        

        
				
        
          In spite of her frustration, Grace’s heart went out to Susan, seeing how moved she was.
          So Mamma will return home eventually.
        

        
				
        Grace glanced out the window again, but Heather was no longer near the car. “Well, I ought to be checkin’ on my friend.”

        
				
        “Please feel free to rest up or do as you wish,” Susan invited. “You’ll each have your own room upstairs... if you’d like.”

        
				
        “That’s very nice of you. I’ll see if Heather wants to stay.” She rose and moved toward the door. Her black shoes seemed out of place in Susan’s neat and tidy front room. Then, turning, she gave the generous woman a smile. “I can see why Mamma wanted to be here... with you.”

        
				
        Susan placed a hand on her chest and nodded. “She’s a dear woman. I’m just glad I could help her out during this time.”

        
				
        Grace felt thankful for Susan, too, but she was completely mystified by Mamma’s peculiar behavior. She gathered her wits and reached for the doorknob to let herself out.
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