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Prologue

SPRING

Honestly, I thought the worst was past.

A full month has come and gone since the day of that chilly barn raising southeast of Strasburg. Mamma and I had traveled all that way, taking a hamper of food to help feed the men building the new barn. The plea to lend a hand had traveled along the Amish grapevine, which some said spread word faster than radio news.

There we were, sitting at the table with the other womenfolk, when Mamma let out a little gasp, jumped up, and rushed over to greet a woman I’d never seen in my life.

Then if she and that stranger didn’t go off walking together for the longest time, just up and left without a word to me or anyone.

From then on my mother seemed preoccupied . . . even ferhoodled. Most worrisome of all, she began rising and wandering outside in the middle of the night. Sometimes I would see her cutting through the cornfield, always going in the same direction until she disappeared from view. She leaned forward as if shouldering the weight of the world.

Here lately, though—in the past few days—she had begun to settle down some, cooking and cleaning and doing a bit of needlework. I’d even noticed her wearing an occasional smile, a sweet softness in her face once again.

But lo and behold, last night, when talk of my twenty-first birthday came up, silent tears streamed down her ivory face while she rinsed and stacked the dishes. My heart sank like a stone. “Mamma . . . what is it?”

She merely shrugged and I kept drying, squelching the flood of questions throbbing in my head.

Then today, while carrying a thermos of cold lemonade out to the sheep barn, I saw my older brother, Adam, over in the birthing stall with Dat. I heard Adam say in a low and serious voice, “Something’s botherin’ Mamm, ain’t so?” My soon-to-be-wed brother must’ve assumed he was on equal footing, or about to be, to dare utter such a question to our father. Either that or he felt it safe to stick his neck out and speak man-to-man out there, surrounded by the musky, earthy smells, with only the sheep as witness.

 I held my breath and kept myself hidden from view. A man of few words, Dat gave no immediate reply. I waited, hoping he might offer a reason for Mamma’s behavior. Surely it was something connected to the stranger at the March barn raising. For as long as I remember, Mamma has always been somewhat moody, but I was just certain something had gone off-kilter that day. She kept to herself more and more—even staying away twice from Sunday Preaching. Jah, there was much for me to ponder about my mother. And ponder I did.

Now, as I waited stubbornly for my father to acknowledge Adam’s question, the only sound I heard was the laboring cry of the miserable ewe, her bleats signaling a difficult delivery. I swallowed my disappointment. But I shouldn’t have been surprised that Dat made no response whatsoever. This was his way when cornered. Dat’s way in general, especially with women. 

I continued to stand motionless there in the stuffy sheep barn, observing my father’s serious face, his down-turned mouth. Adam, blond and lean, knelt in the deep straw as he waited to assist the struggling ewe deliver the next wee lamb—a twin to the first one already wobbling onto its feet within moments of birth. Tenderness for my blue-eyed brother tugged at my heart. In no time, we’d be saying our good-byes, once Adam tied the knot with Henry Stahl’s sister, nineteen-year-old Priscilla. I’d happened upon them the other evening while walking to visit my good friend Becky Riehl. Of course, I’m not supposed to know they are engaged till they are “published” in the fall, several Sundays before the wedding. Frankly I cringed when I saw Priscilla riding with Adam, and I wondered how my sensible brother had fallen for the biggest Schnuffelbox in all of Lancaster County. Everyone knew what a busybody she was.

Now I backed away from the barn door, still gripping the thermos. Perturbed by Dat’s steadfast silence, I fled the sheep barn for the house.

Adam’s obvious apprehension—and his unanswered question—plagued me long into the night as I pitched back and forth in bed, my cotton gown all bunched up in knots. In vain, I tried to fall asleep, wanting to be wide awake for work tomorrow. After all, it would be a shame if I didn’t preserve my reputation as an industrious part-time employee at Eli’s Natural Foods. I might be especially glad for this job if I ended up a Maidel.

Being single was a concern for any young Amishwoman. But I supposed it wasn’t the worst thing not to have a husband, even though I’d cared for Henry quite a while already. Sometimes it was just hard to tell if the feelings were mutual, perhaps because he was reticent by nature. In spite of that, he was a kind and faithful companion, and mighty gut at playing volleyball, too. If nothing more, I knew I could count on quiet Henry to be a devoted friend. He was as dependable as the daybreak.

Too restless to sleep, I rose and walked the length of the hallway. The dim glow from the full moon cast an eerie light at the end of the house, down where the dormers jutted out at the east end. From the window, I stared at the deserted yard below, looking for any sign of Mamma. But the road and yard were empty.

Downstairs the day clock began to chime, as if on cue. Mamma had stilled the pendulum, stopping the clock on the hour she learned her beloved sister Naomi had passed away, leaving it unwound for months. Now the brassy sound traveled up the steep staircase to my ears—twelve lingering chimes. Something about the marking of hours in the deep of night disturbed me.

I paced the hall, scooting past the narrow stairs leading to the third story, where Adam and Joe slept in two small rooms. Safely out of earshot of Mamma’s mysterious comings and goings.

Was Dat such a sound sleeper that he didn’t hear Mamma’s footsteps?

What would cause her to be so restless? I’d asked myself a dozen times. Yet, as much as I longed to be privy to my mother’s secrets, something told me I might come to wish I never knew.






The holiest of all holidays are those
Kept by ourselves in silence and apart;
The secret anniversaries of the heart.

—Henry Wadsworth Longfellow



chapter
one

April in Bird-in-Hand was heralded by brilliant sunrises and brisk, tingling evenings. Every thicket was alive with new greenery, and streams ran swift and clear.

Known for its fertile soil, the idyllic town nestled between the city of Lancaster on the west and the village of Intercourse to the east. In spite of the encroachment of town homes and newly developed subdivisions on nearly all sides, the fertile farmland remained as appealing to outsiders as it did to Judah Byler and his farming neighbors.

Judah’s big white clapboard house was newer than most of the farmhouses in the area. Its double chimney and sweeping gables lent an air of style to the otherwise ordinary siding and black-shuttered windows. He’d drawn up the plans twenty-some years before, situating the house on a piece of property divided from a vast parcel of pastureland owned by his father. Judah took great care to locate an ideal sloping spot on which to pour the foundation, since the house would be situated on a floodplain. Together he and his Daed planted a windbreak of trees and erected several martin birdhouses in the yard. His married brothers, father, and uncles had all pitched in and built the large ten-bedroom house. A house that, if cut in two, was identical on both sides.

Just after breaking ground, Judah took as his bride Lettie Esh, the prettiest girl in the church district. They’d lived with relatives for the first few months of their marriage, receiving numerous wedding gifts as they visited, until the house was completed.

Eyeing the place now, Judah was pleased the exterior paint was still good from three summers ago. He could put all of his energies into lambing this spring. It was still coat weather, and he breathed in the peppery scent of black earth this morning as he went to check on his new lambs again. He had risen numerous times in the night to make sure the ewes were nursing their babies. A newborn lamb was encouraged to nurse at will, at least as frequently as six to eight times in a twenty-four hour period.

Two plump robins strutted on the sidewalk, but Judah paid them little mind as he walked to the sheep barn, groggily recalling the day he’d carried Lettie’s things up the stairs to the second floor. To the room that was to become their own. As husband and wife, he thought wryly.

Momentarily he considered Lettie’s current dejected state, wondering if he shouldn’t stay put today. But on second thought, he could not endure more questions from Adam or furtive glances from Grace. His eldest daughter had slipped into the barn last night and tried to hide in the shadows, as if wanting to inquire about Lettie, too. Grace is as perceptive as her big brother is bold.

At twenty-two Adam was the oldest of their four, and then Grace, followed by nineteen-year-old Amanda—their Mandy—and fifteen-year-old Joseph, whom they called Joe. All of them still at home and mighty Plain clear down to their toes. Adam had joined church two years ago and Grace last September, along with Mandy, who’d always wanted to be baptized with her only sister. He was thankful indeed for his God-fearing offspring, having been privy to some of the fiery trials other parents suffered.

Is Lettie still grieving Naomi? Her sister had died in her sleep several years earlier, within days of Gracie’s birthday, as he recalled. A heart attack, he’d heard it was. Poor Lettie had worn black for a full year to show her respect, twice as long as the expected time. There had been other signs, too, that she was locked up in sorrow for longer than most siblings might mourn. Lettie couldn’t bring herself to speak of Naomi, which worried her parents, Jakob and Adah, who lived across the wide middle hall on their own side of Judah’s house.

Presently Judah looked in on the ewe and her twin lambs, certain that Adam and Joe, with a little help from their grandfather Jakob, could tend to the newly birthed lambs, at least for today. When he was finished checking, he hurried back to the house. He’d seen Lettie stirring up eggs and milk for scrambling as he’d rushed past her to the side door. Disheveled and still in her bathrobe, her fair hair quickly pulled into a loose bun at the nape of her neck, she’d said nary a word.

Returning now, he made his way to the sink to wash up for the meal. Drying his hands, he moseyed over to the table, avoiding Lettie’s solemn gaze as she set the table for his solitary early morning breakfast.

“S’pose we ought to have us a talk.” Her big blue eyes nearly stared a hole in him.

“Well, I’ll be leavin’ soon for the animal auction up yonder,” he replied.

She grimaced and placed two cups and saucers on the table before preparing to pour the coffee. “It shouldn’t take much of your time.”

His stomach tensed up and he motioned for her to sit. They bowed their heads for the silent prayer of blessing, which concluded when he uttered a quick amen. Judah reached for the eggs and generously salted them, then spread Lettie’s raspberry jam on two pieces of toast. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed his wife’s occasional glance. She was scarcely eating.

When Lettie didn’t say what was on her mind, he mentioned wanting to buy another mare for road driving. “I’ll know for certain when I see what’s up for auction this morning. We’ll need another horse with Adam most likely marryin’ come fall.”

“Can’t we rely on his horse later on?” she asked, her voice a thin, sad thread.

“A young man needs his own mare.”

“Well, driving horses ain’t on my mind today.” She sighed loudly. “Judah . . . I need to tell you something.”

He braced himself. “What is it?”

A long pause ensued as she attempted to gather herself. He wondered what had caused his wife to go from periodic moodiness to whatever this was. “You ain’t sick, are ya, Lettie?”

“Ach no.”

“Des gut.” Yet the tension hung in the air, nearly visible. Neither food nor drink eased the lingering silence.

“I truly do not know how . . . or where . . . to begin.” She did not raise her eyes to meet his as she drank her coffee, not until Judah was done eating and wiping his face on his sleeve. She glanced out the window, eyes glistening. “It’s awful hard, really. . . .”

He folded his hands near his plate, waiting. Would she finally tell him what was bothering her—let down this everlasting barrier?

She opened her mouth to speak, lips parted as she turned to look at him. Then slowly she shook her head. “Perhaps it’s better this way.”

Better what way? Though she’d never before seemed as upset as she had these last few weeks, he’d tried before to pull answers from her but he scarcely ever knew what to say. Truth be known, he’d given up attempting conversation over the years—least where anything sticky was concerned. Nor did he have hope that things would change.

“Ach, you’ve got yourself a full day,” she said again.

He leaned over the table, baffled by her deep sadness. “Keep yourself busy, won’t ya?”

She looked his way and nodded. “Jah, we’ve both got our work. . . .”

He reached for his coffee, taking a slow swallow, and Lettie moved the sugar bowl closer to him. Suddenly, her cool hand was covering his, her eyes pleading. He tensed and withdrew his hand.

“Are you displeased, Judah?”

He saw the deep lines in her sallow face. “Displeased?”

“With me.” She leaned her head into her hands.

He reached for the sugar bowl, at a loss for words. Then she was on her feet and clearing the table, her face grim as she reached for his dirty plate.

Judah pushed back his chair. “Well, I s’pose I should be goin’.” He made his way to the side door, still alert to her presence.

Taking the few steps gingerly, he was conscious of a painful gnawing in his stomach as he headed down the lane past the martin birdhouses. It was then that he realized he hadn’t said good-bye.

With a small pang of regret, he was tempted to turn back . . . to say something to smooth things over, if that was even possible.

What good would it do? He stopped for a moment, then resumed his pace.
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Grace Byler slipped into her cozy gray slippers and put on her white cotton bathrobe. Having awakened before the alarm, she lit the gas lantern on her dresser and set about redding up the room. She made her bed, then plumped her pale green and white crocheted pillows on the settee in the corner, where she liked to sit and read a psalm or two before dressing. Her favorite way to start the day.

She counted two clean dresses and matching aprons left for the weekend, each garment on its hanger on the wooden pegs along one wall. Going to sit on the settee, she reached for the Good Book.

When she finished reading, she dressed, weaving the straight pins sideways on the front of her loose-fitting bodice, hungry for a good breakfast. Last evening’s supper seemed far too long ago as she brushed her blond hair away from her face and wound its thickness into the customary bun. She set her Kapp on her head, letting its ties dangle free.

That done, she glanced in the dresser mirror and straightened her brown cape dress. Soon it would be time to sew up some new dresses. She yawned as she moved to the window and peered out at the rising sun. Her father stood at the end of the driveway, waving down a van. Must be he’s traveling farther than usual today. Typically their family preferred to use the horse and carriage for transportation—the team—although Dat frequently used an English driver for longer distances.

Stepping away from the window, Grace was curious to know where he was headed so early, but her father rarely shared his comings and goings. She paused to smooth the lightweight bed quilt, made from an antique pattern they’d copied from Dat’s mother. Grace recalled the fun she’d had piecing it together several years ago with Mamma, Mandy, and Mammi Adah.

Sweet memories.

On her way to the door, she eyed the braided rug between her bed and the dresser and decided it needed a good beating. She’d do that after breakfast, before Mamma and she took the horse and buggy into town to her job at Eli’s. Mamma planned to stop at the general store.

Downstairs, she found her mother frying up eggs and sausage. “Mornin’, Mamma,” she said, surprised at her mother’s already soiled black apron and unkempt hair. Stray strands of blond-gray hair were wispy at her neck, nothing like the neat bun Grace was used to seeing. “How’d ya sleep?” she asked.

“All right, I guess. You?”

“I’ve had better nights.”

“Oh?” Mamma kept her eyes low, but she couldn’t disguise their puffy redness.

Grace drew in a breath. Something was terribly wrong.

“You work so hard over at Eli’s,” her mother said. “You really need your rest, Gracie.”

“We all do,” she whispered. Then, going to the utensil drawer, she said, “I’ll be home later than usual today, but I’ll get a ride. You won’t have to bother pickin’ me up.”

“ ’Tis never a bother.” Mamma adjusted the flame under a pot of stew for the noon meal. Quickly, she returned to kneading a mass of bread dough, her lips drawn in a taut line.

Oh, but Grace wanted to throw her arms around Mamma and tell her that everyone knew she was troubled, no matter how much she pretended otherwise. “I saw Dat out early, waitin’ for a driver,” she said, making small talk.

“Jah, and he was mighty hungry at breakfast.” Mamma raised the lid on the pot filled with stew meat and vegetables, and a gust of steam rose out of the top.

“Dat sure enjoys your cooking.” Grace was thankful for the gas that powered the range and oven, and the refrigerator and water heater, as well. The bishop had declared it acceptable to sell the old cookstove and icebox before she was born. That must have been a wonderful-good day for Mamma, who enjoyed working in the kitchen, whipping up one delicious meal after another. All the womenfolk had benefited in scores of ways.

She assumed someone had coaxed Dat to replace their kitchen appliances back then. Most likely her maternal grandmother, Mammi Adah, had stepped in to plead Mamma’s case. To this day an unspoken tension over such things continued between her standoffish father and outspoken grandmother.

Grace placed the knives, forks, and spoons around the table, glancing at her tired mother, still so pretty nearly everyone looked at her twice upon first meeting her. The milky blue of Mamma’s eyes was remarkable, and sometimes Grace wondered if her mother knew just how striking she really was.

When Grace had poured the juice and milk, she called up the stairs to Mandy, their only sleepyhead. “Hurry, sister . . . breakfast is nearly ready.”

At this hour Adam and Joe were out watering the sheep and looking after the newborn lambs, with more wee lambs on the way. Any minute, though, they would be in, hungry as ever, unless they’d eaten earlier with Dat.

“Your sister’s ev’ry bit a slowpoke, just as she was as a schoolgirl,” Mamma said while pouring coffee. “She’s goin’ to need more prodding, I daresay.”

Grace wiped the counter and agreed. “Mandy’s a good help, though, once the sleep’s washed out of her eyes.”

“Well, she’s not near the worker you are.”

Grace’s breath caught in her throat. She stepped closer. “Ach, Mamma,” she said, embarrassed.

Her mother offered a hint of her old warm smile and a good-natured wink. She carried her coffee cup over and sat at her regular spot next to the head of the table. “Best be callin’ your brothers.”

Heartened by the shift in Mamma’s mood, Grace obliged and made her way out to the wide hallway, where pairs of shoes were neatly lined up on low wooden shelves. More of Mammi Adah’s doing.

Along one wall of the entryway, Dat had positioned pegs for work coats, as well as sweaters, an equal distance apart. The sight of Dat’s empty coat peg sobered her, and she wished she might brush away the heaviness she sensed in Mamma. If only Grace could manage the way her father somehow did, letting her mother’s sadness slide off him. Letting everything slide off, really.



chapter
two

Out of sheer habit, Judah hailed the driver when the van was still a good ways down the road. Martin Puckett often came to pick him up, so there was sure to be a comfortable familiarity during the drive to Brownstown today.

Bending down, Judah picked up a pebble and turned it over in his hand, remembering last night. He hadn’t known how to tell his firstborn that he had no answers. This is just how things are. . . .

He’d done what he did best, sinking within himself, where his son’s thorny question vanished away. Where he daydreamed about raising sheep and providing a peaceful place for his family to live and enjoy the good fellowship of the People. Of growing old someday with grandchildren and greats, too, on his knee, all of them resembling beautiful Lettie.

My wife. Things would straighten out as a matter of course. In time, Lettie would return to some semblance of normalcy, just as she eventually had after the death of her sister Naomi. Naomi had never shared Lettie’s tendency to moodiness, always behaving like a typical wife. He hoped young Grace, who was the picture of health—both physically and emotionally—favored her aunt in that respect. Especially if she’s headed for marriage.

The van slowed to a stop. Judah opened the front door and greeted the driver, “Wie geht’s!”

Martin comically replied with a rather garbled line of Pennsylvania Dutch mixed with English—something about feeling as good as he ought to but not as good as he wished.

Judah reached for the seat belt and managed to offer a cheerful hello over his shoulder to the two middle-aged Amishwomen behind him.

Martin glanced his way. “Pretty soon, I’ll have to start hiring you to take me on errands,” he said, a grin on his ruddy cheeks. “Gas prices and all.”

“So I hear.” Judah liked Martin’s frank way of speaking his mind, his spontaneous sense of humor, too. Martin’s jovial nature was one reason Judah contacted the sixty-three-year-old first for transportation, before other drivers on his list. Anymore, the highways were unsafe for horses and carriages with so many impatient motorists rushing along the roads.

Martin shook his head. “Talk has it we’ll be paying four dollars a gallon or more by summer.”

“Guess you’ll have to raise your fee per mile then, too.” Judah hoped not. The price of feed and seed and just about everything else made for plenty of worrisome talk at suppertime.

“We’ll just have to see.” Martin glanced at his rearview mirror. “Where you heading to, ladies?” He tilted his head slightly.

“You can drop us off at market,” one of them said.

“Well, I’ve never dropped anyone anywhere,” Martin joked.

“Oh, for pity’s sake!” the other woman said, laughing.

Judah joined in the frivolity. It felt surprisingly good to laugh again, especially with Martin. An imposing man in girth and stature, Martin had an enormous personality to match, and he had a handshake suggestive of a bear’s paw. Talkative, too, he was a teller of often inspiring tales, and one of only a few English folk Judah enjoyed communicating with.

Looking out the window, Judah trained his sights on the splendor of the season on Beechdale Road. He noticed white rose arbors boasting their first coat of paint, accenting soon-to- be colorful flower beds along front and back porches and near small springhouses.

How Lettie loves her roses, he thought suddenly, wondering if their beauty might put a smile on her pretty face once again.

The way he was feeling, he didn’t much care what Lettie did with her roses come June. They were her business, after all. But lest Judah allow his aggravation to make a nesting place in his soul, he pushed aside the leftover frustration. He’d had plenty of practice doing so over the past few weeks—no, nearly all their married life. What was another day?

He returned his attention to the road. Presently he would simply appreciate the speed with which he could get to his destination this morning, just as he enjoyed riding by car up to visit his older brother Potato John, near Akron. At less busy times of year, he also made trips south to Bart to see dozens of his father’s Stoltzfus cousins. A quick and effortless way to escape concerns about Lettie.

Judah mustn’t be gone too long today, however, with lambing well under way, though he was glad for a good excuse to clear his head for a few hours. He was headed to a private animal auction, hoping to purchase another driving horse. The sale would be held in the barn of a Mennonite farmer in Browns­town who’d advertised in Die Botschaft, the weekly newspaper for the Plain community. Judah had attended the Mud Sales in Gordonville in mid-March—the fire department–sponsored horse auction—looking for just the right driving horse. He’d come up empty-handed. He knew what he wanted but wouldn’t pay top dollar, not with feed prices going through the roof.

Hopefully I’ll see something today. With marriage around the corner, it wouldn’t be many more months before son Adam would need spirited Sassy, his sorrel, as well as another horse for himself. And their favorite driving horse, Willow—a gentle and big-eyed chestnut mare who was practically a family pet—was getting on in years and soon wouldn’t be able to pull her weight around the farm. Or on the road. Judah had often observed Grace in the horse stable, grooming her, feeding her a carrot or apple, and talking up a storm.

Too bad she has to converse with a horse, he thought, wondering if Lettie might ever feel the need to resort to the same.
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Gripping the banister, Adah moved slowly up the back stairs to Jakob. She’d cooked a hot breakfast—poached eggs and sausage patties, toast and apple butter—and it was all laid out, waiting for her husband to take his place at the head of the table. He was slower than usual this morning and, since Jakob’s hearing had dimmed, she decided to go and find him.

The creaking staircase reminded her of the peculiar talking she had heard in the wee hours. Startled awake, she’d heard someone downstairs on their side of the house . . . jumbled-up words mixed with weeping. She’d sat up in bed, straining to hear. Was it Lettie?

Curious, she’d crept down these steps, their squeaks more pronounced in the dead of night. She had stood in her large kitchen amidst strands of moonbeams, looking past the newfangled stove she’d talked Judah into installing, identical to the one in Lettie’s own kitchen. Standing before the front room window, her daughter had been hunched over as if she might be ill. A black silhouette against the white radiance of the night. 

Not wanting to make her presence known, Adah had stayed put, not moving and scarcely breathing. A test of her willpower—her muscles, too. She did not want to risk the stairs creaking again. So Lettie was up and restless. Didn’t all womenfolk have the sniffles about something at least once during the month?

Surely that’s all it was.

“All I hope it is. . . .”

Making her way into their bedroom, she tapped Jakob lightly on the knee as he read from his old, tattered German Bible. “Breakfast is on the table,” she said.

He looked up, a twinkle in his eye. “Don’t have to ask a hungry man twice.” He heaved himself out of his chair and followed her to the stairs.

When they were seated and the silent blessing had been offered, she looked out the window and noticed Adam and Joe—the tall and the short of it—moseying toward the house. No doubt they had been bottle-feeding some of the weaker lambs, those rejected by the ewes. Since Judah had left the house so early, the care of the most recent newborns had fallen to the boys—at least for now.

“Our grandsons are plenty capable of lookin’ after things.” Jakob grinned at her. He’d caught her gawking and probably looking a bit worried, too. “Word has it Judah’s Adam is soon goin’ to have himself a farm of his own to look after.”

“Oh?” This was news. “But the Stahls don’t have land to spare, do they?”

Jakob shook his head, smacking his lips. “I didn’t say they did.”

So was Priscilla’s father handing over the big farm to his son-in-law-to-be? If so, did Lettie have any inkling of this?

Lettie and Susannah Stahl had been friends since childhood, but Adah hadn’t heard Lettie mention her much in recent years. Not since Naomi’s sudden passing, when Lettie had become hopelessly withdrawn, despite Adah’s efforts to get her out to quilting and canning bees.

“The way I heard it, the Stahl farm’s bein’ divided up again,” Jakob explained, shaking pepper on his eggs. “Won’t be much of it left if they keep on, but nobody asked me.”

“Well, a Mennonite farmer down the way is sellin’ off a small section of his land, Marian Riehl says. Four acres or so.”

“A small plot like that makes no sense.” Jakob shook his head.

“You’d think they’d want to pass it along to family . . . like you say Rudy Stahl’s doin’ with our Adam and his bride-to-be.”

 “Well, that’s a good thirty acres, though. More than enough for a nice truck farm.”

“A wonderful-gut wedding gift, I’ll say.”

Jakob chuckled. “Whoever thought a fella could keep his weddin’ plans a secret till the time of bein’ published never had womenfolk lookin’ over his shoulder, ain’t?”

They laughed until Jakob had to pull a blue kerchief out of his pocket to wipe his blue-gray eyes.

“I’m guessin’ Judah has to know somethin’,” Adah said.

“If we know, then how on earth wouldn’t he and Lettie know, or at least suspect it?”

“Seems to me Lettie has more on her mind than a weddin’ dowry.” Adah rose to get more sausage, still warming on the skillet. Jakob liked his meat plenty hot.

“You must’ve heard her last night, too.” Jakob had never been one to beat around the bush, one of the reasons she’d liked him from the very start of their courtship, fifty-some years ago.

Adah stroked the top of his callused hand. “It’s just not like her . . . not anymore, at least.”

Jakob’s eyes searched hers. “Puh! She’s a woman, ain’t she?”

“Oh, go on with ya, Jakob Esh!” She tugged at his cuff.

“Sure hope it ain’t something cropping up ’tween her and Judah.”

Adah’s shoulders tensed. “Well, but . . . who’s to say?”

“Ain’t our business.” He paused. “And it never was.”

She nodded slowly. “The past is over and done with, thank the dear Lord.”

At a loss for how to comfort her daughter, Adah decided to bake a loaf of fresh bread, then take it over to Lettie. Poor thing. A nice warm slice of buttered toast with some brown sugar and cinnamon would surely cheer her up right quick.
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While she was still carrying breakfast dishes to the sink, Grace heard the side door open. Turning, she saw Becky Riehl standing there, a big smile on her rosy face, her dark hair pulled tight at the middle part. “Ach, hullo. So good to see ya!”

Becky glanced about the room, a joyful light evident in her soft brown eyes. “Are we alone?” she whispered.

Laughing, Grace said, “Sure looks like it.” She put down the pile of dishes and went to her friend.

“You’ll never believe this, Gracie.”

“Jah?”

Becky looked about the room, as if confirming they were indeed by themselves. Then she said, “Yonnie Bontrager asked me to go walkin’ with him after the next Singing!”

Grace wasn’t at all surprised. “That’s just wonderful-gut, Becky.”

“Do you really think so?” Becky blew out a breath. “Do ya think I should go along? I mean . . . that makes me, what . . . the eighth girl he’s asked?”

Grace suppressed a laugh. According to Yonnie’s sister Mary Liz, her brother had made some sort of list of eligible girls from their church district, hoping to get acquainted with each one before deciding whom to seriously court.

“I think you should accept,” Grace said.

“Honestly?”

Becky’s dark eyes widened as Grace revealed what she’d heard from Mary Liz. “He made a list?” she exclaimed. “That’s lots different than the way we do things here, jah? Do you suppose he got that idea from where he grew up in Indiana?”

Grace shrugged. “He’ll likely run out of girls to choose from,” she said. “The longer he takes to decide, ya know, the more girls’ll get snatched up by other fellas.”

Becky paused, her eyes wistful. “Mighty puzzling, ’tis. If he wasn’t so interesting, I might just decline.”

Grace remembered Yonnie’s appeal all too well.

“So, I guess I’m one of the last ones on that list of his,” Becky said, shaking her head. “What do you think the chances are . . . ?”

It was clear to Grace that no matter her hesitance, Becky was indeed smitten. She smiled at her dearest friend. “You have every bit as good a chance of stealin’ his heart as the next girl, Becky.”

“Well, I don’t know . . .”

Grace reached for her hand. “I’m tellin’ ya, you do.” She motioned for her to sit on the wooden bench. “Have a cinnamon bun with me,” she coaxed. Secretly, she was surprised it had taken this long for Yonnie to work through his supposed list. As for herself, she was in love with Henry Stahl, who stuck closely to their courting rituals. Her Henry had a good head on his shoulders, and he was hardworking, too.

Just like Dat!



chapter
three

Judah was mighty glad the auction’s makeshift registration window had opened early. He’d waited only a short time for his ID number, enjoying a cup of coffee and briefly chewing the fat with several Amish farmers. He’d even become acquainted with one intriguing Englischer from out of state—a friendly man in his early fifties or so who was sniffing out the area for a gentleman’s farm to purchase. He’d given Judah his business card, but it was only printed with the man’s name, Roan Nelson, and his email address. The man had immediately apologized, pointing out Judah was most likely not in a position to contact him that way. “Not without a computer,” Roan had quipped.

Laughter followed, and for a time Judah and Roan strolled the grounds together, talking about the morning’s offerings. Judah had been glad to oblige when Roan had asked more than a handful of questions about what qualities to look for in a good horse.

Presently Judah found himself shoulder to shoulder in the buzzing crowd, vying for the fine mare on the auction block. He caught the auctioneer’s eye and then twitched his eyebrow—his preferred way to bid. The mare, a young black Morgan named Maddie, had already stepped out nicely to demonstrate her road trot. This was one slick auctioneer, and Judah had to stay alert. Tough when his mind kept wandering.

Judah arched his eyebrow to the auctioneer, raising the bid. . . .

This morning’s exchange with Lettie plagued him. He’d witnessed her occasional moodiness from early on in their marriage, although she’d done her best to conceal it. But in the past weeks her gloom had been more pronounced, and he had no idea what to do to make things better. He’d never had a good understanding of womenfolk.

The auctioneer looked to him for a third bid, and he nodded his head. He was staying in and soon would be the happy owner of this horse if the farmer over yonder bowed out. Even if the other bidder kept going, Judah was willing to go a bit higher. It wasn’t that he was suddenly willing to pay a pretty penny for a horse, but he knew the value of a good mare.

His thoughts returned to Lettie. There had been times in the past when he’d wondered if her thinking was askew. After Naomi had died so unexpectedly, she’d gone to Ike, Naomi’s husband, asking to go through her sister’s personal effects. For a reason unknown to Judah, or even to Ike, Lettie had been particularly interested in some poetry books. She’d said merely that she wanted to have them, and she’d brought a collection of them home, placing them in the bedroom bookcase Judah had built as her engagement present. He knew the books were there, but he’d never looked at them. Never cared to. She was, after all, entitled to a measure of privacy.

Eventually, though, as time had passed, Lettie became less sorrowful, apparently accepting her sister’s untimely death. And once again, all seemed to be well.

But then came this year’s blustery month of March, with its early spring barn raising down south. He had been too tied up to attend as he worked through his detailed records on his flock and plans for the year’s breeding pairs—instructing Adam about the paper work involved. But looking back, he never should have allowed Lettie to go, because his wife had not returned the same woman.

He raised his eyebrow at the auctioneer yet again. Then came a pause as the auctioneer looked about the crowd, waiting for one more bid.

At last the wood gavel pounded. “Sold! To number eighty-three!”

Rejoicing with a nod of his head, Judah made his way to the cashier’s table to pay for and claim his new horse. He spotted Roan Nelson on the fringe of the crowd. When he saw him, the man waved and called, “Did you get your horse?”

Judah nodded, surprised the Englischer thought enough to ask.

“Congratulations!”

“Denki,” he called over his shoulder. While making his payment, he recalled hearing that a small parcel of land was up for sale—by word of mouth only—a mere two miles from his own farm. “Say, Roan,” he said, turning, “if memory serves me, there’s a piece of land available over on Gibbons Road, not far from the one-room Amish schoolhouse. A small swath is all, but it might serve your purpose.”

Roan’s eyes lit up. “Wonderful . . . thanks for the tip!”

Judah gave him directions and said if he ended up with it, they’d almost be neighbors. “There’s no house on that property, though,” he added.

“Oh, that can come later.” Roan was making note of the directions on a square-shaped gadget that looked like a small calculator with letters. “This sounds great. . . . I’ll follow up today.”

Mighty friendly for a city slicker, Judah thought, tipping his hat.
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“It’s s’posed to be nice all week.” Grace smiled at her mother, who sat beside her on the right side of their family carriage, holding the reins. They’d chosen their gentle trotter, Willow, for the trip, and Grace was delighted to slip her some sugar cubes right after hitching up the buggy.

“Well, lookee there!” Mamma pointed to the purple ground cover near the neighbor’s mailbox as they rode. “In full bloom already.”

“Reminds me of my English lavender,” Grace said.

“You and your herb garden.” Mamma laughed softly, glancing her way. “You remember where your fascination with herbal remedies came from, don’t ya?”

She’d heard it many times before, but she listened attentively now, because it had been a good while since her mother had been this talkative.

“Mammi Adah was the one who first taught you ’bout growin’ herbs. I think you were around nine.”

Grace cherished the memory. “I remember sitting beside Mammi out on the front porch swing on that hot and muggy summer day. Then, when it was close to sunset, we walked hand in hand around her herb garden, and she named off each plant . . . and described the medicinal properties, too.”

“That’s right,” said Mamma, a faraway look in her eyes. “And you were just ten when the two of you concocted a special tea for sore throats. Do you recall?”

“Jah, had some chamomile in it.” Grace smiled to herself, tempted to lean closer to Mamma.

Maple Avenue was coming into view, and soon they made the turn east toward the store. “Denki for droppin’ me off.” Grace jumped down from the carriage, her apron floating up slightly.

“When did ya say you’ll be home?”

“In time for a late supper.” Grace held on to the buggy door, searching her mother’s face.

“All right, then. I’ll keep it hot for ya.”

Reluctant as she was to end this pleasant interlude with Mamma, Grace turned toward the store. She wanted to be on time and preferred to be a few minutes early.

She looked back and noticed Mamma still sitting in the enclosed buggy, unmoving, like she was daydreaming. When at last Willow pulled forward and the black spokes on the buggy wheels turned, Mamma straightened to sit taller in her seat, her Kapp strings floating in the breeze.

Why’s she sometimes so dear and other times so distant? Grace shook her head. If there was a way to make things better, she would certainly try.
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As he was headed back toward Bird-in-Hand, Martin Puck-ett received a call on his cell phone. An Amish family of six needed a ride down to Paradise. More than anything, Martin enjoyed driving Amish children, with their happy chatter in Pennsylvania Dutch. The things they said often brought a smile to his face.

“Okay. Off to meet the Zook family in front of the general store,” he muttered to himself, thankful his Plain customers were becoming dependent on his transportation service. Like a taxicab without the meter, he thought, remembering what Judah Byler and he had discussed earlier that morning. The way the economy was heading had become the hot topic of conversation in households around the country, and his home was no exception. These days his wife was limiting her driving to only twice a week. Surprising, because she had been known to gallivant some with their married daughters—frequenting Root’s Country Market and traveling nearly every Tuesday morning to Central Market at Lancaster’s Penn Square. Before the gas crunch, they’d made a habit of driving up to the Green Dragon for Amish baked goods or homemade candies on Fridays.

Turning into the parking area in front of the general store, Martin spotted a vacant spot and pulled in. Next to him, a solemn-faced middle-aged Amishwoman stepped down from her buggy and went to tie the horse to the hitching post. She looked familiar, but not wanting to stare, he looked the other way as he turned off the ignition.

Martin leaned back on the headrest, twiddling his thumbs. Semiretirement was working out well, despite its coming on his doctor’s orders. “If you want to die of a heart attack, keep doing what you’re doing.” His wife, Janet, was all for his switching gears from his former hectic job as an electrician to providing wheels for the “People,” as some referred to Amish and “team Mennonites.” Both Plain groups set themselves apart from the modern world. Who else could pull off living and dressing like it was the 1800s while surrounded by all the modern trappings of the twenty-first century?

All of a sudden another Amishwoman came rushing out of the store, waving her hand in greeting to the woman tying up her horse. “Lettie . . . ach, is that you? It’s been ever such a long time since you’ve come to quilting bees and whatnot all.” The woman sounded as though she was a close friend or relative.

Lettie? Of course—he recognized her now. He’d driven Let-tie Byler and her pretty blond daughters—Gracie, they called the older, and young Mandy—at least a dozen times in the past year. On occasion, Martin had even taken the whole family to see relatives southeast of Strasburg, near Bart.

While the two women visited on the porch of the store, he realized it had been weeks since he’d received a request for transportation from Lettie Byler and her girls.

But he had seen Lettie heading somewhere on foot. He’d observed her twice recently as she walked south on Church Road, past his own house. He would never have been up at that hour had he not suffered from insomnia and been doing a bit of walking himself—the full length of the first floor—waiting for his sleeping pill to take effect.

Watching her now, as Lettie stood silently listening to the other woman, her face impassive, he couldn’t help but notice how ashen she was. Her vacant stare reminded him of his own sister’s; she had seemingly walked in a daze for a year before a doctor prescribed depression medication.

Just then, the Zook family emerged from the store. Sadie Zook herded her brood toward his van, carrying a large sack. “Hello there!” he greeted her and opened the passenger door for them, waiting as they climbed in. “Going to Paradise today?”

“No, no . . . I’ve changed my mind.” Sadie fanned herself with a handkerchief after she got settled into the second seat with her youngest two, the sack of purchases on her lap. “Ain’t much use runnin’ ourselves ragged. We’re all but tuckered out.”

“Un hungerich,” the smallest boy declared, rubbing his stomach.

“Then to home it is. We’ll have us a nice hot meal,” said Sadie. Glancing up, she gasped when Lettie Byler hurried back to her carriage and climbed in. And she was openly staring at the sad-eyed woman as Martin pulled the door closed for her.

Martin was taken aback—even embarrassed—by Sadie Zook’s gawking as he went around and got in behind the wheel. In his rearview mirror, he could see her craning her neck, eyes positively fixed on Lettie as he backed up and turned around to merge into traffic.

Has she also seen Lettie Byler out alone at night, walking? he wondered.



chapter
four

Heather Nelson sat on the lone chair across from the oncologist’s desk. The room was spinning and she focused on her every breath. How many times had she walked into this doctor’s office in the last six weeks? She’d come secretly, so as not to alarm her father, not wanting to burden him with this impossible situation.

Dr. O’Connor was talking again, but she had difficulty following him, especially after hearing the initial comment. “I’m sorry to tell you this. . . .”

Other worrisome phrases intermixed with his medical jar-gon: “lymph nodes . . . stage IIIA . . . radiation . . .”

Her lab results had come back startlingly bleak—a diagnosis precipitated by a physical after she’d discovered a couple of painless nodules in her right armpit.

Completely stunned now, she uncrossed her legs and leaned forward. She looked the doctor in the eye as he ceased his discourse. “This may sound presumptuous, but how can you be so sure, Dr. O’Connor? You say the areas of swelling in the lymph node regions have spread, but I have no symptoms.” She made herself slow down. “I mean, I feel perfectly fine.”

Am I making any sense?

Dr. O’Connor wore an annoyed look, as if he’d heard this rebuttal before and did not appreciate being questioned. But didn’t he understand she’d just had the living daylights knocked out of her?

He folded his well-manicured hands and leaned forward at his desk, more solemn than before. “There are four levels of this disease. And with each of the first three stages, many patients have few, if any, symptoms.” He shook his head gravely. “After all the tests, Heather, I’m afraid the reports are quite conclusive.”

You’re afraid?

He continued on—something about a “nodular sclerosis variant in the late stage.” He sounded too clinical . . . detached.

He must tell hundreds of patients similar news.

She wanted additional information, the kind that wasn’t so quantifiable . . . and cold. Perhaps if she focused on the medical jargon—assuming she could—it would help her to make some sense of it. What exactly had the PET scan detected? Was it enough to know the medical imaging had shown increased glycolytic activity. . . and blood tests had found elevated levels of eosinophils?

She wanted to see these reports for herself, even though her brain was currently in freeze-up mode. Was this how Mom felt?

“Would you mind . . . starting over?” She blinked back tears.

The doctor nodded, offering a considerate smile. “I’ll go over the initial biopsy results again and then the PET scan.” He turned a light on behind him and dimmed the canned lighting overhead.

She stood up to watch the screen, listening as her plans for a career, her perfect wedding, her future with the only guy she’d really loved—all of it—slipped away.

How can this be happening?

She was too young and too healthy—only twenty-four. The staggering news seemed far too pessimistic. Heather had always lived life with a cheerful outlook, even in spite of her darling mother’s passing. She had been perpetually upbeat most of her life, even without the benefit of a serious date for high school prom or college sorority events. While she had a few casual friendships with a handful of girls, truly connecting with anyone, especially with guys, had always been difficult . . . if not impossible. But all that had changed when Devon Powers stared her down during an English Lit class in her final semester of undergraduate work. She’d promptly decided he was her one and only heart mate. Never before had she so thoroughly latched on to another human being, aside from her mother.

She had struggled through a challenging double major—sociology and English—at the College of William and Mary, near historic Williamsburg. The school was also her parents’ alma mater, where they’d met their junior year and fallen in love, and within easy driving distance of Heather’s childhood home. But she had spread her wings and lived in the dorm her freshman year, moving to a sorority house for the next three. Not so fond of hanging out with elitist roommates, she’d longed for her own place. Mom had always said Heather was happiest with her own company.

As eager as she was to make her way in the world following her four-year degree, after a year’s break Heather had opted to continue on, content to remain enmeshed in the academic mind-set as she worked toward a master’s degree in American studies. She’d managed to work part-time all the while, editing Web content for a large telecom firm, not willing to mooch off her too-generous father, who’d received a significant sum from Mom’s life insurance policy.

She jerked to attention. Was this a cruel twist of fate? First Mom, now me?

My poor dad, she thought as Dr. O’Connor droned on. Inhaling slowly, she folded her hands, as if clasping them together might help her through this painful maze. She paid close attention now: He was saying that medical imaging did not lie, walking her through even the smallest details as though trying to convince her things were as serious as he’d first said.

This doctor could definitely use some work on his bedside manner. The grim reaper . . .

In the midst of her fog, a tiny thought burst through: Maybe he was wrong. Shouldn’t she get a second opinion? Or even a third? After all, she couldn’t let this news destroy her dreams.

Dr. O’Connor had definitely made a mistake. But it wouldn’t make sense to argue with him. He was obviously convinced of the diagnosis.

When the lights came up again, she could see the concern on his face. “I wish I had better news, Heather,” he said, his mouth a tight line.

How old was this guy? Not much older than she was.

“But . . . I’ve got big plans.” A surge of adrenaline made her feel lippy. She was going to marry her fiancé one year from next month. “This isn’t going to happen, okay?”

The doctor nodded as genuine relief spread across his face. “I wholeheartedly agree. You’re a fighter, Heather. And this disease is highly curable.” Pausing to shuffle through some papers on his desk, he quickly turned to his laptop. “I’ll see about an opening for your first round of treatment.”

Treatment? The word stopped her heart. She was well acquainted with the word and what it entailed—a combination of chemo and radiation. Her mom had endured the effects nobly, and according to her doctors it had extended her life a few months. But from what Heather had witnessed, the results had been dubious at best as her mother’s quality of life dropped drastically. “Uh, no . . . I’m not interested in nuking my insides.”

His look of astonishment was off-putting. “Well, let’s talk about survival rates—”

“My mother was promised four more years.”

“Your mother’s cancer was quite different from yours. And she was twice your age.” He drew a long breath, holding her gaze. “Why don’t we set a time to discuss this further . . . perhaps after you’ve slept on it?”

I’m supposed to sleep?

“I don’t think you understand, Doctor. I watched my mom die. I’m not sure what killed her, the cancer or the treatments.”

He flinched at her comment. “Heather, I urge you to take some time to think about this. Without treatment the disease will progress . . . and you’ll become very sick. Eventually it will take your life.” He paused, his eyes small slits. “Of course, if you’re worried about fertility, most centers offer some preservation procedures.”

She reached for her purse and slung it over her shoulder. As she got up, the floor seemed to slip from beneath her, and she leaned down to grip the chair to steady herself.

“Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” She forced a smile.

Perfectly fine.

“You’re strong, Heather . . . and in otherwise good health,” the doctor emphasized. “Every patient responds differently—there’s no guarantee you would react to radiation the way your mother did.”

There’s no guarantee I’ll be cured, either.

“Thanks anyway.” I’d rather not die before I’m dead.

She didn’t bother to pull the door shut behind her. Let him get up from beside his high and mighty desk and close it himself.

What must it be like playing God? The thought lingered as she hurried past the receptionist’s desk where she’d made her co-pay.

They should be paying me! Glancing up at the clock, Heather was suddenly unable to suppress the lump in her throat. Overwhelmed, she pushed open the door, helpless to stop the tears spilling down her cheeks.
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“Why, sure, we stock a large variety of herbs to help with digestion,” Grace told her customer. She led the woman to the tonics and tea section of the store. “Here’s what we have.” She reached for a popular herbal combination. “This one has a nice blend of herbs . . . it’s helped lots of folk.”

“Is this something you drink?” The woman turned the package over in her hands.

“Oh jah, and real tasty, too, I’m told. You can mix it with any kind of juice.”

The dark-eyed woman took a moment to read the ingredients and compare the first suggestion to several other options, including bitter orange tea leaves. “Have you ever tried this?” she asked. Then, sputtering, she retracted her question. “Oh, well, I doubt you have stomach upsets.”

Grace hardly knew what to say. There had been several times recently when she’d experienced queasiness, but it had nothing to do with indigestion. “You might want to just try one of these and see how it works for you.”

The woman’s face creased with uncertainty. “It’s hard to decide.”

“You’re welcome to try one, and if it doesn’t help, bring it back,” Grace offered.

“Fair enough.” The woman followed her to the cash register.

“Remember, if you have any questions at all, just ask. If I can answer them, I will. And if not, I’ll find out the answer for you.” Grace made change and counted it into the woman’s hand. “Now that you know where we are, you’ll have to come again.”

The woman smiled. “You’re very kind.” She looked at Grace, her gaze drifting up to the head covering of white netting she wore from morning to night. “I’ve often wondered what it would be like to live as you do,” she whispered.

Grace laughed softly. “Well, we’re not as strange as you may think.”

“But you don’t drive cars or have electricity, do you?”

“Neither one, no.”

“No phones or radios, either?” Looking chagrined, the woman said, “I don’t mean to pry. Your ways are fascinating, though. You see”—and here she stepped closer—“I’ve always felt drawn to a simple life.”

Grace rarely encountered this sort of open admiration among the English customers here or while tending the roadside vegetable stand in front of her family’s house. Most Englischers were proud of their complicated lives with televisions, computers, cars, electricity, and whatnot. Uncertain how to reply, she only nodded in agreement.

“Oh goodness, I hope I didn’t offend you, miss. I would just love to know more about Amish folk.”

Grace thought of suggesting a book, but she certainly wasn’t ready to offer the woman a tour of her father’s house. “We live as our Anabaptist ancestors did.” She suddenly remembered the cell phone one of her aunts was permitted to use for her quilting shop over in Honey Brook. “With some slight modifications.”

“Oh really? Like what?”

The woman’s fascination struck Grace as comical. She wondered, for a fleeting moment, if this customer with all her questions was somehow related to nosy Priscilla Stahl. “There are plenty of differences ’tween churches amongst the People. What’s allowed from district to district is entirely up to the voting membership.”

“Members are permitted to give their input?”

“Jah, we vote twice a year on our Ordnung.”

The woman’s bewilderment registered in her big brown eyes.

“The church ordinance,” Grace added. “Our rules.”

Another clerk came over to ask Grace something, and she was secretly relieved. “You’ll have to excuse me.” She smiled and scurried off to the other side of the store.

Such a curious soul!

She’d heard plenty of stories about pushy Englischers. But this woman had been the first Grace had ever met who’d seemed genuinely interested in their way of life. Of course, that didn’t mean she was ready to join their ranks. All it took to discourage some outsiders was the thought of rising at four o’clock to milk a herd of dairy cows . . . before a hearty breakfast. That and having to learn the language of their forefathers, Pennsylvania Dutch.

Grace located the item the other clerk had wanted and wondered what might have prompted the customer’s preference for all things simple. She recalled something Mammi Adah often said with a knowing smile on her wrinkled face: “When you get what you want . . . do you want what you get?” Grace assumed it was merely human to crave a different situation in life and not something unique to fancy folk.
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Adah stood out in the middle hallway and knocked and yoo-hooed to Lettie, the newly baked bread warm in her hand. She’d tried to make a point of respecting Judah and Lettie’s privacy but knew she hadn’t always succeeded since she and Jakob had moved into their side of the roomy house.

Lettie called back for her to let herself in. “You can just come over without askin’, Mamm, you know that.” Lettie had her hands in a wash pail and was down on the floor on all fours, looking up at her.

“I baked you some bread.” Adah placed it on the table and sat down with a grunt as she observed Lettie wash the floor by hand. “Your Mandy ought to be helpin’ with that.”

Lettie kept on, her head down. “Sometimes doin’ the work yourself is better.”

“Does help occupy one’s mind.”

Lettie nodded slowly. “At times, jah . . .”

Not knowing how to broach the subject that nagged at her, Adah rose and walked to the side door, opened it, and looked out. She’d never been one to get anywhere with this daughter by making small talk. No, she had always had to take matters into her own hands . . . her own way. “Did I hear ya wanderin’ the house and talkin’ to yourself in the wee hours?” she asked, eyes still fixed on the pastureland to the south.

“Why do you ask?”

“Well, your father and I were talkin’ and—”

“You know there’s nothin’ to gain from that.”

Adah turned to see Lettie sitting upright in the middle of the floor, her bare feet peeking out from beneath the green choring dress spread out all around her. “I meant no harm, Lettie.”

“Then say nothin’ further.” Lettie wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. “I have enough to think about just now.”

She means without me poking my nose in. “All right, then.” Adah glanced at the loaf she’d placed on the table. “I just thought you might like some fresh bread this morning. Would you want me to slice a piece for ya?”

Lettie shook her head. “Denki, but I’ll take a break when I’m gut and ready.”

Adah forced a smile and said she had work to do, then left for her own kitchen. No matter her hopes, the tension between Lettie and herself had never lifted despite the passing of years. She could only wonder when, or if, her daughter might open up to her ever again.
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