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Prologue

I stumbled upon my mother’s handkerchief in the cornfield early this morning. Halfway down the row I spotted it—white but soiled, cast in the mire of recent rains. Only one side of the stitched hem was visible, the letter L poking out from the furrow as if to get my attention. I stared at it . . . all the emotions of the past three weeks threatening to rise up and choke me right then and there.

Leaning over, I clutched the mud-caked hankie in my hand. Then, tilting my head up, I looked toward the eastern sky, to the freshness of this new day.

Twice now, I’ve walked the field where Mamma sometimes wandered late at night—weeks before she ever left home. Like our sheep, she’d followed the same trails till ruts developed. I couldn’t help wondering where the well-trod path had led her by the light of the lonely moon. Honestly, though, ’tis only in the daylight that I’ve been compelled to go there, drawn by thoughts of her and the hope of some further word, whenever that might come.

I shook the dirt off the hankie and traced the outline of the embroidered initial—white on white. So simple yet ever so pretty.

My hand lingered there as tears slipped down my cheeks.

“Mamma . . . where are you?” I whispered to the breeze. “What things don’t we know?”

Later, when breakfast preparations were well under way, my younger sister, Mandy, headed upstairs to redd up what had always been our parents’ room. The solitary space where Dat still slept.

Still shaken at finding Mamma’s hankie, I wandered across the kitchen and pushed open the screen door. I leaned on it and stared toward the shining green field, with its rows as straight as the telephone poles up the road, near Route 340. Near where the fancy folk live.

I reached beneath my long work apron and touched the soiled handkerchief in my dress pocket. Mamma’s very own. Had I unknowingly yearned for such a token? Something tangible to cling to?

With a sigh, I hurried through the center hallway and up the stairs. Various things pointed to Mamma’s long-ago first beau as a possible reason for her leaving. But I had decided that no matter how suspicious things looked, I would continue to believe Mamma was true to Dat.

I stepped into our parents’ large bedroom, with its gleaming floorboards and hand-built dresser and blanket chest at the foot of the bed. “I want you to see something, Mandy,” I said.

My sister gripped the footboard. “Jah?”

I pushed my hand into my pocket, past Mamma’s hankie, and found the slip of paper. “Just so ya know, I’ve already shown this to Dat.” I drew a slow breath. “I don’t want to upset you, but I have an address in Ohio . . . where Mamma might be stayin’.” 

I showed her what our grandmother had given me.

“What on earth?”

I told her as gently as I could that I’d happened upon a letter Dawdi Jakob had written when Mamma was young—when she and our grandmother had gone west to help a sickly relative.

“Why do you and Mammi think she might’ve gone there?” 

Mandy’s brown eyes were as wide as blanket buttons.

“Just a hunch.” Really, though, I hadn’t the slightest inkling what Mamma was thinking, going anywhere at all. Let alone with some of Samuel Graber’s poetry books in tow. “I hope to know for a fact soon enough,” I added.

She stared in disbelief. “How?”

“Simple. I’m goin’ to call this inn.”

Mandy reached for the paper, holding it in her now trembling hand. “Oh, Grace . . . you really think she might be there?”

Suddenly it felt easier to breathe. “Would save me tryin’ to get someone to make a trip with me to find out.” I bit my lip. 

“And Dat says I have to . . . or I can’t go at all.”

“You can’t blame him for that.” Mandy sighed loudly. Then she began to shake her head repeatedly, frowning to beat the band.

I touched her shoulder. “What is it, sister?”

She shrugged, remaining silent.

“What, Mandy?”

“It’s just so awful dangerous . . . out in the modern, fancy world.”

“Aw, sister . . .” I reached for her. “Mamma can take care of herself. We must trust that.”

She nodded slowly, brown eyes gleaming with tears. Then, just as quickly, she wiped her eyes and face with her apron.

She shook her head again. “Nee—no, we must trust the Lord to watch over her.”

With a smile, I agreed.

Mandy leaned her head against my cheek. “I hope you won’t up and leave us, too. I couldn’t bear it, Gracie.” She stepped back and looked at me with pleading eyes. “And if ya do get Mamma on the phone, please say how much I miss her. How much we all do.” Mandy looked happier at the prospect. “That we want her to come home.”

I squeezed her plump elbow, recalling the way Dat’s eyes had lit up when I showed him the address early this morning. The way he’d turned toward the kitchen window, a faraway glint in his eyes as he looked at the two-story martin birdhouse—just a-staring. I’d wondered if he was afraid to get his hopes up too high. Or was there more to this than any of us knew?

But this wasn’t the time to dwell on such things. I needed to think through what I might say to whoever answered the phone.

How to make it clear who I was . . . and why I was calling.

Mandy went around the bed and reached for the upper sheet, pulling it taut. Next, the blanket. She gave me a sad little smile, and after we finished Dat’s room, she said no more as she headed downstairs to scramble the breakfast eggs.

I made my way to my own bedroom, down the hall. There, I took Mamma’s mud-stained hankie from my pocket. Will you even come to the phone . . . when you find out who’s calling?

Then, as carefully as if it were a wee babe, I placed the handkerchief in my dresser drawer with a prayer in my heart. Grant me the courage, Lord.



For everything you have missed, 
you have gained something else. . . .

—Emerson



chapter 
one

Adah Esh slipped from her warm bed, having slept longer than usual. In the quiet, she tiptoed to the end of the hall to the spare room designated as a sewing room. The cozy spot on the second floor had two northeast-facing windows. Adah raised the dark green shade and stood there, looking out at the unobstructed expanse of space and sky. Tendrils of yellow had already sprung forth like a great fan below the horizon.

Since Lettie’s leaving nearly a month ago, Adah felt compelled to come here and offer up the day and its blessings to God. She’d first observed this act of surrender in Lettie herself, who as a teenager had begun the day at her bedroom window, her shoulders sometimes heaving with the secret she bore. Other times Adah would find her scooted up close to the glass as she looked out, as if yearning for comfort in the glory of the dawn.

On days when her daughter found the wherewithal to speak, Lettie might point out the sun’s light glinting on the neighbors’ windmill across the field. “It’s like a gift,” she’d say, seemingly grasping for even the slightest hint of beauty. Anything to momentarily take her attention away from her grief. Her shame.

Adah’s heart ached anew at the old pain of discovering her young Lettie with child, and by the young man she and Jakob had so disliked. Poor Lettie, distraught beyond Adah’s or anyone’s ability to cheer her. . . . Her heartsick girl had wept at her window like a trapped little sparrow in a cage.

But until recently, those dark and sad days had seemed long past. No more did Adah despise Samuel Graber for wounding her daughter so, nor did she hold resentment against Lettie for her infatuation with him . . . or their dire sin. And never had she forgotten the infant she’d made Lettie give up—her own tiny grandbaby—nor the adoption arrangements made afterward.

Now Adah rested her hand on the sill of the window on this side of son-in-law Judah’s big three-story house. She committed the day to almighty God, who’d made it. The One who knew and saw Lettie, too, wherever she might be.

The view from this particular window suited Adah just fine, different though it was from that outside of Jakob’s and her first home. In recent years ownership of that house had been transferred to their youngest married son and his wife—Ethan and Hannah. As for herself, Adah was content to live out her sunset years here, under Lettie’s husband’s watch-care. If only Lettie might be here, too. O Lord, may it be so!

She moved closer to the window as she watched the earth come to life. The day sparkled in the sun. Bird-in-Hand was already abuzz with farmers and their mule teams working the green expanse of fields in all directions. Her Jakob would soon stir and she’d leave behind her reverie to go and kiss his wrinkled cheek as he awakened. Then they would dress and head downstairs to breakfast when their granddaughters called them to the table where Lettie had always laid out a big spread. This responsibility now fell to dutiful Grace, just twenty-one and resembling her mother more, here lately, in her diligence to cook and keep house.

“What will this day bring?” Adah whispered before turning from the window. “Can Grace locate Lettie with a single phone call?”

She walked silently to the larger room she shared with Jakob, who she saw from the doorway was still asleep. In that moment, she wondered if they’d made the right decision, giving Grace the address of the Kidron, Ohio, inn where she and Lettie had stayed so long ago. She moved quietly to her husband’s side and sat, waiting for his puffy eyes to flutter open.

We protected Lettie’s secret this long. Adah trembled as she considered Grace’s determination to find her mother, and what she might possibly find instead.

Ach, have I made a mistake?

That same Tuesday, after a breakfast of fried potatoes, scrambled eggs, and crackers in warm milk, Grace was surprised to hear Mandy mention Henry Stahl.

Mandy was sweeping the floor when she stopped abruptly and looked up from the pile of crumbs. “I really hate to say anything, but Priscilla Stahl ain’t too happy ’bout you breakin’ up with her brother.”

Grace’s stomach knotted up. Isn’t for Prissy to say . . .

“She told you this?”

“Jah.” Mandy pushed the dirt into the dustpan.

“Prissy’s upset, is all,” Grace assured her sister. Breaking up with Henry after the Singing last Sunday night had been downright thorny but not rash. Had Henry honestly told his sister about it? So unlike him to share much of anything. She thought of her older brother, Adam—Grace had told him already, too.

“Prissy says you jilted Henry.” Mandy emptied the dustpan into the trash beneath the sink.

“Not sure how she’d know such a thing.”

Mandy shrugged. “Well, she’s spoutin’ off to me—and Adam, no doubt—that you spurned his wonderful-gut gift.”

Grace couldn’t help it; she laughed. “What happened ’tween Henry and me has nothin’ to do with that chime clock—my birthday present.”

“Your engagement gift, don’t ya mean?”

Grace sighed. Surely Adam’s meddlesome fiancée would try to understand that Henry had been wrong for Grace—as Henry himself had certainly realized. Goodness, but when Grace had said they should part ways, he hadn’t even objected, speaking up for their love.

Maybe love’s too strong a word, she thought just then. It had been his silence all around that wore thin over their months as a courting couple. Then Mamma’d left home and it had dawned on Grace that Dat and his aloof manner must surely be the reason. No, it was clear Grace could not marry someone like Henry.

To think Mamma’s been gone nearly a month already. It seemed much longer since she had slipped away into the darkness. How does a daughter get past such a thing?

Dat never spoke about it anymore—not since he’d fallen so terribly ill there for several days. He kept so busy; perhaps that was how he managed to cope. Adam and Joe, and Mandy, too, also seemed to have pushed their sadness down deep, burying it somewhere in their shattered hearts. Just as I have . . .

Mandy left to go to the sitting room and gathered up the throw rugs, carrying them outside to shake.

Meanwhile, Grace went to look beneath the lid of the cookie jar, where her mother kept a phone card for emergencies. But she found nothing at all. Did Mamma take it with her?

She wondered if her grandmother might not have a spare one to loan and hurried through the sitting room and the center hall, where wooden shelves and pegs lined either side, to Mammi Adah’s own tidy kitchen. Seeing Mammi cutting Dawdi’s graying bangs at the far end of the room, she waited in the doorway, not saying a peep as the scissors snipped away.

Leaning on the doorjamb, Grace was painfully aware that all of her hopes were bound up in the telephone call she felt she must make. The need pulled her chest as taut as a rag rug.

Unconsciously she groaned, startling Mammi, who turned, her scissors slipping as she did so. “Ach, Mammi . . . I’m sorry,” Grace said, seeing the bungled bangs.

Dawdi harrumphed, a spew of complaints coming in Deitsch.

Mammi stifled a laugh when she saw the damage. “Aw, Jakob, it’ll just have to grow back,” she said, her hand over her mouth. “Ain’t so, Gracie?”

It was a good thing her grandfather couldn’t see Mammi’s wide smile, not as particular a man as he was.

“Did ya need something, dear?” asked Mammi Adah.

“Our phone card’s missin’. Could I borrow one from you, maybe? I’ll pay you back when I get my next paycheck.” She didn’t care to say she was going to call out to Ohio. Mammi Adah would surely gather that.

“I’ll have a look-see.” Mammi frowned as she once again appraised Dawdi’s botched hair. Then, quickly, she removed the towel she’d fastened around his neck with a wooden clothespin, her usual practice for the monthly haircut. “You might have to wear your hat low on your head for ’bout a month, love,” she said before making her way to the back steps. She wiggled her fingers for Grace to follow.

Once they reached the landing, Mammi Adah’s face turned solemn. “Have ya heard ’bout Willow’s injury?”

Grace had fed their favorite driving horse several carrots just last evening. “What happened between last night and now?”

“Well, since she’s older than I am in horse years, Willow’s sure to have more problems as she ages.” A gray shadow passed across Mammi’s face as she stopped beside the worktable in the sewing room. “There’s the possibility she is foundered—she injured her leg on the road this morning, according to your Dat.” Pausing, Mammi touched a pile of fabric, already cut into squares for a quilt. “She might need to be . . .”

“Might need to be what?” Grace asked.

Mammi sighed, her hand on her throat.

Tears sprang to Grace’s eyes. “No, no . . . I can’t imagine puttin’ her down.” She shook her head. “Oh, Mammi . . .”

Her grandmother reached for her hand. “Ach, this is never easy.”

Never is right! She choked back her tears. “How was she injured?”

“Your father went over to see one of the ministers bright and early. Willow made a misstep on the road and stumbled on the way back. She’s hurt her front right leg.”

“Well, what ’bout some liniment? That’ll help, ain’t so?” The knot of worry increased in her as Mammi glanced out the window, toward the barn.

“You’ll have to ask your father ’bout that, dear.”

So had Dat already discussed this with Dawdi and Mammi? 

“Oh, I’ll be talkin’ to Dat, for sure.”

“I know your father did everything he usually does. He was checking Willow’s hurt leg when Dawdi went out there after breakfast,” Mammi said softly. “We all know how dear that horse is to you.”

“To all of us . . . jah?”

In Mammi’s serious gray eyes, Grace saw the pain of the past weeks. Even before Mamma’s departure, Mammi Adah had seemed terribly vexed. Things had been tense between Dat and Mamma for much too long, something her grandparents could not take in stride.

Wanting to rush right out to the barn, Grace instead reached for the purple and green squares on the sewing table. Makes no sense to fret over what can’t be changed. Moving the squares around, she laid out several while Mammi looked for a phone card in one of her sewing drawers. “Putting Willow out of her misery will only add to the sadness round here,” Grace said louder than she should have.

“That it would,” Mammi acknowledged as she handed her the card.

“Denki, Mammi.” Time now for Grace to get herself down the road and make a phone call to the faraway inn. Grace had no idea what significance the Ohio inn had for Mamma’s present absence, but there seemed to be some link to the past. The mere fact Mammi Adah had given her the address pointed to its importance.

She held the little card and hurried to the steps, where she heard her grandfather still grumbling below. “Dawdi’s mighty upset,” she called over her shoulder, hoping her grandmother might take the hint and come down to console him. Who could tell what news Grace might soon be bringing back to their ears?

With more than a little apprehension, she headed back down to Mammi’s kitchen. Dawdi was facing away from the door, his neck red with frustration. “Adah, bring a hand mirror here to me,” he said.

Feeling responsible for his bad haircut, Grace slipped outside. She glanced at the barn, ever so anxious to ask Dat what more could be done for Willow—though, knowing her father, surely the vet would be arriving soon. At this minute, her missing mother required her attention more than the once-sleek bay mare. Grace picked up her skirt and ran past the windbreak of trees to the road.

Best to make the call before another day passes. . . .



chapter 
two

As she strode up Beechdale Road, Grace was aware of the midmorning stillness, broken only by the occasional gust of wind or the lone bleating of a lamb beyond her father’s fence. She felt the sharp jabs of gravel and small stones against her bare feet under her long green dress. The stretch of road was the same one where she’d followed her mother, running and calling after her in the early-morning darkness.

A lone white kite floated high behind Preacher Smucker’s stone farmhouse in the distance, and a dozen or so red-breasted robins soared silently overhead. Shielding her face from yet another gust of wind, Grace recalled how serene the hour of her mother’s departure had been. Uncannily so.

She reached into her dress pocket and located the slip of paper Mammi Adah had given her yesterday . . . and her grandmother’s phone card. The mid-May breeze swished at her skirt hem and sent her Kapp strings flying over her shoulder as she looked at her grandmother’s writing: The Kidron Inn.

Is this where you’ve gone, Mamma? Only one way to know for sure, yet Grace felt dreadfully awkward at the thought of speaking to a stranger. Even with the anticipation of possibly hearing her mother’s voice, she was hesitant to place the call. She could not erase the sad truth that her mother had not responded to her pleas that bitter day.

Perhaps she didn’t hear me. . . .

Grace liked to give folk the benefit of the doubt. She expected Mamma hadn’t wanted her or anyone else to see her go. But did that mean Mamma wouldn’t hear her out now?

Even though Grace was eager to know something—anything—she didn’t want to bring further pain to her family. They had already suffered too much.

Am I making excuses?

She sped up as she spotted the wooden shanty ahead. Well hidden behind a clump of trees situated off to the far left, away from the road, it had been placed there by the People. According to Mammi Adah, the bishop himself had chosen the spot a while back, saying it was a bad idea to flaunt the modern connection to the outside world, especially before those English folk who drove past it daily.

A lump crowded her throat at the thought of making the long-distance call in such seclusion, with the fancy world at her fingertips. As it was, she rarely needed to use this phone other than to summon a driver.

I must do this!

She spied the well-trod narrow dirt path and ducked her head under the low-lying branches of an ancient cluster of trees as she reached for the rickety door. Wishing she’d rehearsed what to say, she stopped in her tracks when she heard a dog barking across the way . . . and someone sobbing.

She glanced over her shoulder and saw through the leaves Jessica Spangler, sitting cross-legged in the grass, her face bowed as she wept. The family’s golden Labrador came running, hovering near Jessica as if to comfort her.

What the world?

Grace quickly abandoned the phone booth and hastened up the road toward her longtime English neighbor. Forlorn Jessica remained there on the rolling front lawn—her family’s handsome redbrick house with its white shutters behind her—as Grace hurried to console her.

I’ll call the inn later, Lord willing. . . .

The coffee shop was humming with customers, but Heather Nelson felt unexpectedly relaxed camping out in the corner spot for Wi-Fi hookup again this morning. The same snug location as yesterday. In fact, she’d claimed the table this past Sunday, too—“the Lord’s Day,” as the Riehl family referred to it. She had waited until Andy and Marian had taken two gray buggies full of children off to something called Preaching service before she’d left to check out this comfortable nook. Here, where she could gaze out at the soothing blue sky.

Today found her too distracted to work on her thesis—terrifying thoughts of what was going wrong with her body lay just below the surface. Instead Heather felt drawn to a particularly interesting health-related chat room. She was intrigued by someone with the screen name Wannalive, who was openly sharing about opting to go the naturopathic route for treatment. Curious to know more, Heather joined in the conversation herself. At first it seemed weird chatting with strangers about something so personal, but after a full hour, she felt as if this newfound connection to other cancer patients was a way of soothing her wounds from her recent breakup. So what if Devon Powers had dumped her for someone new? His calling off their engagement said more about him than her—she would be better off without him. And the truth was, Heather believed she was beginning to get past the initial shock. At least she no longer woke up crying in the night.

And at least I never told him everything. . . . Cynicism had begun to set in, and chatting with someone like Wannalive just might be a productive way to deal with her loneliness. She was smart enough not to offer any pertinent information to this guy. After all, you never really knew whom you were having a discussion with online. But weary as she was of her own thoughts, Heather could definitely see how someone could become addicted to chat rooms. It wasn’t that she believed this new friend really cared about her. Not really. But he was there, which was a far cry from her former fiancé. Or from the few friends she had back at the College of William and Mary. 

When he mentioned his blog—“Food for Thought”—Heather clicked over, wanting to read all about him. She leaned back, devouring the latest entries, then when she was finished, she returned to the chat room to read several more posts before realizing she had been online far too long already—more than two hours.

Well, I have the time, don’t I?

Looking out the window, she whispered, “Do I?” Her gaze swept the expanse of the hilly green landscape, and she was struck with a desire to talk to her mom. Could Heather’s mother see her from heaven, here, struggling to deal with her own frightening diagnosis?

Drumming her fingers on the table, she hoped her father would keep his intention to visit earlier than planned, as his recent voice mail had indicated. Did he actually want her participation in creating a floor plan for the house he was so eager to build? She considered the idea of a modern-style farmhouse planted in the middle of Amish country, boasting “electric,” as the Riehls called it . . . and a fully modern kitchen and bathrooms. Was he concerned at all about what his Amish neighbors would think, shunning as they did everything from cars to televisions? And shunning their own people, too, if they failed to follow church ordinances to a tee.

She shivered at the thought of losing one’s family because of such rigid practices. So much of their lifestyle was mystifying to her, especially the concept of total yielding, of giving up one’s will for the sake of God and a cloistered society—the opposite of the self-expression she had been groomed to embrace. There was much to be said, however, for the Amish work ethic.

She wondered if the Plain reverence for working the land had somehow gripped her father. “We’ll have more time to enjoy nature—plant a garden together,” he’d declared in his latest voice mail, as if that was a good enough reason to relocate. But to pull up the roots of their entire life? The state of Virginia was congested, sure—at least where they lived, close to Williamsburg. But why sell their beloved family home and move here?

Heather tried to imagine her father gardening—certainly she had never thought of herself as an outdoorsy type. Except for afternoons spent at the beach with casual college friends or taking long walks with Mom—before the cancer came and stole away her mother’s strength—she had been satisfied to spend much of her time inside. Too, her master’s program in American Studies had swallowed up her hours. Until last month . . .

Since her diagnosis, she’d read nearly everything online about non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma and its supposed cures, both conventional medical and alternative healing methods. It was the latter that had brought her here, to the place where she’d last felt true peace, the kind that propelled her away from the stress of real life. Ah, Lancaster County . . . a love Mom and I shared for so long.

Since arriving at the Riehls’ tourist home two weeks ago, she had taken frequent walks along Mill Stream. She’d also enjoyed quaint activities like gathering eggs with the Riehls’ oldest daughter, Becky, age twenty. And before withdrawing somewhat from Becky and her family, Heather had learned to pinch off old blossoms from the colorful perennials along the walkway, and she’d worked in the family’s garden, too.

Yet even in this picture-perfect locale, Heather felt pulled in opposite directions—experiencing both a nagging restlessness and at the same time an inexplicable sense of satisfaction. More so than she’d experienced on the historic Williamsburg campus, surrounded by the trappings of the academia she adored. Nearly more happiness than she’d felt even with Devon Powers. Before he was sent off to Iraq.

She sighed, needing to push aside the memory of their breakup . . . the tactless way Devon had handled things. No, she must be free of all that nonsense to focus her energies on the hope of finding a natural cure. Her oncologist, Dr. O’Connor, had referred to her disease as “quite curable.” But that cure came with the price tag of chemo, and quite possibly radiation, which she’d adamantly refused. She would not take the route that had killed her mother if another viable means of treatment could be found.

Thankfully, she’d gotten her name on a waiting list with Dr. Marshall—the very naturopath her mom had once hoped to consult. If there was an earlier opening, the clinic would bump up Heather’s scheduled appointment, still weeks away.

Heather leaned back in the booth, stretching her neck. As she did, she was quite aware of the large safety pin taking in the waist of her jeans. Can I beat this disease? She pondered the question so hard, she thought she had literally verbalized it.

Looking around, she felt somewhat embarrassed, but no one at the nearest tables appeared to have taken any notice of her. She turned her attention back to the page still open on her laptop. Thanks to Wannalive’s urging, she was more determined than ever to try the natural approach first.

Will Dr. Marshall be able to help me?



chapter 
three

Jessica was still sitting in a heap on the front lawn when Grace approached. Her shoulder-length auburn hair blew against her pretty face as she wiped away her tears. What has caused her such sadness?

Grace sat right down next to her. “I heard ya cryin’.”

“My parents are fighting again,” Jessica managed to say, tears glistening. “Mom’s on the phone with Dad right now.”

Grace pushed her bare toes deep into the grass. “I’m ever so sorry.”

“They’ve been arguing a lot . . . and lately Dad’s hardly ever home. It makes me scared to death.”

“For your parents?”

“Well, them, too . . .”

Grace touched Jessica’s arm. “Who else?”

“I’m nearly too freaked to marry.” Jessica slid her thick hair behind one ear. “I mean, is this what happens after so many years of marriage . . . people just drift apart?”

Wishing her own mother had stayed put, Grace felt she understood something of Jessica’s concern. “Well, don’t forget, there are plenty of couples who get along fine, too,” she said softly.

“Not my parents” came Jessica’s bleak reply. 

Just then her mother, Carole Spangler, came outside, wearing a long white tunic over her faded blue jeans. Without speaking, she picked up the rubber ball and heaved it over her shoulder, throwing it hard to the beautiful Labrador. The wind carried the ball, but the agile dog leaped high and caught it in his mouth. Then he bounded back across the wide, sweeping lawn and brought the ball to Grace, dropping it in her lap.

“He likes you,” Jessica said, a reticent smile on her face.

Grace picked up the ball and threw it, staring now at her father’s house in the distance. She wished she might offer some words to encourage her friend. Yet she, too, had struggled with similar concerns about marrying Henry.

The dog gave chase but then stopped, panting, as he surveyed the sheep-filled pasture below, his tail arched and his ears perked straight up. Bemused, Grace wondered how a slow-moving herd of sheep could possibly capture the attention of such an energetic dog. 

About the time Grace felt she ought to head home, Carole asked Jessica to go and purchase a dozen eggs from the Riehls.“Looks like you have some time on your hands,” she said, to which Jessica groaned softly.

“Oh, let me get the eggs,” Grace volunteered, feeling sorry for her friend.

“Gracie . . . no. You really don’t have to,” Jessica said quickly.

“Well, I want to.” Grace rose from her spot on the lawn and brushed off her long dress and apron.

Carole nodded and pulled out a five-dollar bill. “Keep the change for your trouble. I’m much too busy to leave the house even for a few minutes,” she said. “I’m running out of time to make several cakes for our church bake sale.” The woman was often in a bit of a rush, Grace recalled. Even when Carole had come to check Dat’s heart rate and breathing after his recent collapse, she had seemed in a hurry to return home.

Her whole life, Grace had noticed how prone their English neighbors were to living at a hectic pace. Scarcely did they stay at home, Mamma had once pointed out, even fretting on occasion that they were sure to meet themselves coming and going.

“I’ll be right back with the eggs,” Grace said.

Carole thanked her. “Just so I have them sometime after lunch.”

“You sure?”

“I’ve got enough for the cakes. Afternoon’s just fine,” Carole said, eyeing Jessica, who was brushing away tears where she still sat in the grass.

“All right, then.” Grace shaded her eyes from the merciless sunlight and took the money. Then to Jessica she said, “Come over anytime, jah?”

Jessica looked up briefly, nodding. “Thanks, Gracie.”

Heavyhearted, she made her way to the road, turning left toward the house. When she neared the phone booth yet again, it struck her that Dat and Mammi Adah, as well as Mandy, would be eager for word back about Mamma.

“What’ll I tell them?” she said right out. That Jessica’s parents are in a pickle, too?

Truth was, her whole family wanted more than word from Mamma. Better yet for Mamma to simply return home—nothing else would satisfy. With less hope of that each day, Grace filled her hours with work and chores, nearly more than a body could accomplish between dawn and dusk.

Now she rushed past the trees that concealed the phone shanty, its single window facing north, toward the Reihls’ farm in the distance. Tomorrow . . .

As Grace scurried up the road, past her house, she noticed her father’s sheep all clustered in one corner of the meadow and the vet’s horse and buggy parked in the driveway. Breathing a prayer for Willow, she headed straight to the Riehls’, hoping Mandy or Mammi Adah hadn’t spotted her out on the road. She was in no mood to talk of more sad goings-on in the neighborhood.

She turned into the Riehls’ lane and saw Becky hitching up one of their driving horses to the gray family carriage. “Wie geht’s?” she called to her best friend.

“Just fine . . . you?” Becky raised her head, her sad face evident.

Grace hurried to her side. “Oh, you’re crying!” Is everyone in tears today?

Becky nodded slowly. “Jah, silly me.”

“No, no. That’s all right.”

Becky buried her face in her hands. “Oh, Gracie . . .”

Grace placed a hand on her friend’s shoulder, and she glanced about to see if anyone was watching. “Let’s go somewhere and talk privately, all right?”

“Just help me finish hitchin’ up the horse.” Becky brushed her tears away. “I promised Mamm.”

Grace did what she could to speed up the process, but her friend couldn’t keep the words back, and she began to pour out her sadness over Yonnie Bontrager, the handsome fellow she’d had her heart set on. “I thought he liked me. Honest, I did.”

“I thought so, too.” Grace didn’t mention having seen Yonnie heading home alone last Sunday night, following Singing.

“Oh . . . I don’t know what’s the matter between us.”

Grace pondered that. “Hard to know with some fellas.”

“Ain’t that the truth.”

She looked kindly at Becky. “Did Yonnie give you anything to go on . . . I mean, did he explain why—”

“He just quit askin’ me to go walkin’—out of the blue, really.” Becky breathed in slowly, blinking her eyes. “He’s been backing away the last couple of youth gatherings.”

“Aw, Becky . . . I’m sorry to hear it.” Grace had observed Yonnie with Becky often enough to believe they had something special.

Becky rose and patted the horse’s mane for the longest time before she spoke again. “To tell the truth, I prob’ly liked him more than he liked me.”

“I don’t see how that can be.”

Becky placed her hand on her heart, a faraway look in her eye. “He’s nothin’ like he used to be. . . .”

Some fellows lost interest all too quickly. “Well, best to find out before you’re engaged or . . .” Grace stopped, thinking of Jessica’s parents.

“Or married?”

“All I’m sayin’ is, it might be for the best if you part ways . . . since he’s actin’ like this.” She touched Becky’s arm. “I’m awful sorry he’s made you so sad.”

They walked together into the house, and Becky’s mother, Marian, greeted Grace with her usual bright smile, wiping her hands on her apron. “I’m glad you dropped by. What can I give yous to snack on?”

Grace suddenly remembered why she’d come. Slipping her hand into her pocket, she pulled out the five-dollar bill from Mrs. Spangler. “Our English neighbors down the road need a dozen eggs.” She held out the money.

“You can just put that away. No need to make money off our neighbors. They’ve done so many favors for us!” Marian promptly went to the gas-run refrigerator and pulled out a carton containing a dozen eggs. “These were gathered yesterday afternoon.”

“Des gut.” Grace accepted the eggs and opened the back door as she thanked Marian. She thought she heard the mournful neigh of a horse carried on the wind. Anxious to check on Willow and hear what the vet had suggested, she walked as fast as she could without breaking the eggs.

Please, Lord, help Willow recover. 

“As you know, Willow’s not just a drivin’ horse for us,”Judah Byler told the vet, Jerry Wilder. “She’s become a family pet.” Especially to Grace.

Jerry did a visual inspection of the mare’s knee joints on all four legs, looking for any swelling. He was a stocky man with dark brown hair and glasses, and although he was definitely an Englischer, he wore a subdued gray long-sleeved shirt and tan suspenders like an Amishman. Jerry had been looking in on all the Bird-in-Hand farmers’ livestock for the past thirty or more years, and Judah appreciated his deliberate way of making decisions—not an impulsive bone in the man’s body.

Judah touched Willow’s head to calm her some as her ears pricked forward. Her eyes were focused on Jerry as he felt now for any unusual bumps, cuts, or heat, explaining everything as he went. He ran his hands along the mare’s shoulders and hips, then lifted each foot to probe its frog and sole. “I’m looking for any bruises or foreign objects . . . checking to see whether the frogs are full of dirt. So far, it all looks good,” he said of the first two legs.

He asked Judah to hold Willow still while he stepped back to see if she was distributing her weight equally on all four feet. “Just as you said, her right front leg is the culprit,” he noted, indicating that it was cocked slightly. “She’s certainly favoring that one.”

Jerry straightened and shook his head. “Unless I’m completely off beam, Willow’s ailing with the founder, which may have caused her injury. Coupled with her age, it’s not good news.”

Judah kept his hold on Willow; the mare appeared alert, although he knew she was not frightened. “Can she pull through?”

“Well, quite honestly, it would be a wonder.” The vet put his hand on the horse’s nose and patted her slowly. “I’d suggest extra attention from family members. If she starts to resist walking, call me and we’ll X-ray her hoof. I’ll give her medication for pain today.” He eyed the stall. “Also, make some soft bedding with sawdust or black walnut shavings . . . that’ll be more comfortable for her.”

“All right, then,” Judah said.

“Hope I’m wrong, but ultimately, I think you’ll have to do the humane thing.”

Judah shuddered to think of putting Willow out of her misery. What would it do to Grace? She appeared strong, but he was convinced her show of courage was for the benefit of her brothers and Mandy. And undeniably for me, too. Losing Willow would be like losing a friend. One too many losses . . .

“You know how to reach me, Judah.”

He nodded.

Jerry offered a partial wave of the hand. “Good luck now.”

We’ll need that and more.

“I’ll call ya . . . if need be.”

The wind came up, scuffling old leaves across the vet’s path as Judah stood and watched the man leave. He reached back and squeezed his sore neck. Then, with a great heaviness, he turned back to the stable, to Willow.

“Awful sorry, girl.” Bending low, he gently rubbed the injured leg.

“Dat?”

He turned, not having heard Grace come into the stable.

“Well, you snuck up on me.”

“Didn’t mean to.” She knelt quickly, leaning her face against one of Willow’s good legs. “She’s goin’ to make it, ain’t so?”

He recited what the vet had told him, his heart going out to her. He left out the part about putting Willow down but said, “She’s got the founder.”

Tears sprang to her eyes. “Ach . . . no.”

“It’ll be a miracle . . .” he began, then stopped. His daughter knew what was at stake.

“Well, I’m praying, Dat. Is that childish, beseeching the Lord for an animal?”

Empathy welled up in him. “Ain’t for me to say.” He couldn’t help but offer her a tender smile.

“All right, then. I won’t quit.” She rose to kiss Willow’s nose.

The warmth in Judah’s heart made him feel alive. But only after Grace had returned to the house did the tears prickle at the back of his eyes and distort his vision, then roll down his face unchecked. The Lord giveth . . . and taketh away.



chapter 
four

After Grace’s hot dinner of baked roast and potatoes, steamed carrots and cauliflower, homemade applesauce, and red-beet eggs—even homemade root beer to drink—she confessed to Dat and the others that she hadn’t yet made the call to Ohio. She didn’t explain what had caused the delay. Mammi Adah had looked surprisingly relieved, Grace recalled as she carried the food scraps to the compost pile behind the barn.

Tomorrow will be soon enough. The less she contemplated calling, the easier it might be in the long run.

Enjoying the feel of the thick grass under her feet, she considered Dat’s kindly way when they’d talked in the barn earlier, there with Willow. Despite the sadness of the moment, she was truly heartened at how gently he’d shared the news with her, father to daughter. She’d never heard him speak so freely to a woman.

She was moseying across the backyard, returning to the house, when she heard horse hooves on the driveway. She looked to see who was coming. There, as big as you please—and all smiles, too—was Yonnie Bontrager, perched high in his new courting buggy.

What’s he doing here?

Remembering Becky’s sadness over him, she did not wave back, not even when Yonnie caught her eye and smiled. Like last Sunday night. She recalled his friendly grin as he left the Singing without Becky. What would happen if word got out that Yonnie had come by?

What’ll Becky think? Dismayed, Grace hurried around the side of the house and up the steps. Reaching for the kitchen door, she slipped inside before Yonnie could speak to her. She dashed to the utility closet for the mop and bucket and prepared to wash the kitchen floor. There was more than enough work to keep her busy before returning to Carole Spangler with the eggs from the Riehls’ hen house.

Hearing Dat and Adam call a cheerful “Willkumm” to Yonnie outside, she assumed he’d come to borrow a tool. She shook off the image of handsome Yonnie sitting in his buggy, nonchalantly holding the reins. True, she’d enjoyed his company quite a lot before Henry Stahl had started seeing her regularly. But that was back last year, when Yonnie and his family had first arrived from Indiana, and Yonnie had only asked her to go walking after Singing a few times. He’d explained at length that he’d purposely chosen not to own a courting buggy while he decided whom to court, as if testing to see how she’d react. His was a serious, even careful approach to courtship. To think Grace had been so certain he would decide to court her friend. 

Grace stooped to get into the corners with the string mop.Goodness, but Yonnie had ridden right past the Riehls’ house to come here! Did he have the slightest idea how fond Becky was of him? Ain’t my place to say. Besides, Becky was her first concern. Before any thickheaded fellow!

When Grace had mopped the dirtiest traffic areas, she poured the gray water outside, rinsed out her sponge, and scrubbed her hands. Another quick look around indicated the buggy was still on the premises.

Then, of all things, she saw Yonnie himself standing near the barn door, carrying a baby lamb like Dat sometimes did. Shocked, she assumed Dat had given him some mighty quick instruction on tending lambs. A full-grown sheep would view him as a stranger and shy away, for sure.

Just why had Yonnie come?

Judah removed his straw hat and scratched his head. He had no idea what to make of this young whippersnapper who’d shown up so spontaneously. By all appearances, Yonnie had come to assist with the newborn lambs, but after giving the boy some pointers, something in his gut made him think otherwise.

The lad’s father, Ephram Bontrager, had moved here last year with plans to take over his aging uncle’s buggy-making business. “Since there are no farm chores to tie me down just now, I figured I’d stop by here to see if you can use my help,” Yonnie had said. “I don’t expect any pay.” Yonnie went on to explain that his father wouldn’t need him at the buggy-making shop until Ephram was the only one running it. “Till my uncle retires.”

Now Judah found himself chuckling. He wondered how Grace might feel, especially if the boy was bold enough to stay on for supper. It was still befuddling how this young man had nearly tackled him at the harness shop not long ago, asking for permission to court Grace. He couldn’t help but wonder what on earth his daughter thought of Yonnie’s peculiar way of doing things.

Taking note of some slipshod work in the bedding areas, Judah called to Adam and Joe. Clumps of straw were strewn about, not having been shaken out hard enough or broken apart from the tight baling.

“Guck emol datt—Look at that!” He pointed out the muddled mess and leaned down to pick up a bundle of straw. “No excuse for this.”

Adam was first to nod, being the oldest. But it was Joe who fessed up. “Was my fault, Dat. I was in a rush.”

“Well, that never pays.” Judah wiped the back of his hand across his forehead. No way . . . no how. Shaking his head, he sighed, thinking unexpectedly of Lettie. The same old regrets continued to play in his head.

Hindsight was powerful-good; he knew that. But there’d been no chance to make it up to her . . . no time to hear her out. 

Glancing over his shoulder, he saw Adam and Joe making right the sloppy arrangement of straw in the non expectant ewes’ bedding areas. The boys were talking low but fast in Dietsch. He had no desire to listen in—there was enough of that going on in the house. He’d caught Lettie’s mother, Adah, lingering near the doorway in the hall last evening, observing his Scripture reading time with his children. Just why, he had no idea. Truth was, Adah and Jakob were both mighty edgy here lately, ever since Lettie’s leaving. Downright strange it was—like they were keeping mum about something.

He caught sight of Yonnie again. The lad was coaxing a thin-looking lamb to drink from a baby bottle as doggedly as one of his sons might. Like he might want to be a sheep farmer, too.

But no, Judah wouldn’t let his mind wander in that direction. He assumed Grace already had herself a beau. Even if she went around with a long face—like Yonnie had pointed out that day in the harness shop—it didn’t have to mean she was unhappy with her intended. Her Mamma’s gone, for pity’s sake!

“Judah,” called Yonnie. “This here lamb’s not takin’ to the bottle.” He slid the nipple right out of its mouth. “See? No suction.” He shook his head, blue eyes exhibiting concern. “No matter what I do, I can’t seem to get this one to latch on.”

The more Judah worked with sheep, the less he felt he knew. Just like most anything . . . a man’s always learning till the day he dies.

“Keep rubbing the nipple over its gums,” he suggested.

Yonnie nodded and walked away with the lamb’s head still snuggled against his shirt. He headed outdoors again, turning to pull the barn door shut.

Not so much lambs but sheep were as wary as any animal the Lord God had made. They were typically terrified of strangers, so Judah had given Yonnie a pair of his old work trousers right quick, to introduce Yonnie to the herd that way. Sheep were also known to wander away. Judah had more than enough fence crawlers—restless sheep—who kept forcing their way through the fence. And the worst of it, they tended to pass on the same habits to their offspring. A bad example to the whole flock.

Ach, like Lettie, he thought and wondered if she would even respond positively to his searching for her. Like the Good Shepherd and that one little lost sheep . . .

Heading to the opposite end of the barn, to the mule and horse stalls, Judah looked in on Willow. She was calmer now, after the vet’s pain medication.

With yet another glance at the old mare, he took down his favorite shovel and began to muck out the stalls. The smell scarcely fazed him after all these years. Was that how a person could find himself in boiling hot water? By just sitting, oblivious to the temperature slowly rising over time?

Like a marriage slowly eroding over the years . . .

With each heave of manure, he considered the ministers’ stern remarks this morning. Should he have gone looking for his wayward wife, as the bishop had suggested? Shouldn’t Judah be the one making the call to Ohio, instead of Grace?

Thus far he hadn’t lifted a finger to contact Lettie or bring her back. It wasn’t that he didn’t care to; he wanted her to return on her own, because she loved him. And deep down in the core of him, he was afraid she’d refuse to come home even if he asked.

So much has changed. . . . He’d pursued her at the outset as a young fellow, when Lettie reached courting age. But later, after her return from Ohio with her mother, their getting hitched had been mostly his father-in-law’s doing. Jakob had gotten the wheels rolling for Judah to marry Lettie right quick.

He turned to see Yonnie still cradling the feeble lamb in his arms like an infant. “Ach . . . didn’t see ya there.”

“Sorry, but this one needs more attention.” Yonnie eyed the lamb. “Its ribs are stickin’ clear out.”

Judah propped up his shovel and wiped his hands on his work trousers. “Give him here.”

“Ain’t a male,” Yonnie said, his blue eyes twinkling.

He took the lamb and the bottle and slowly worked the nipple around the small animal’s mouth, then dribbled several milk droplets on the lamb’s tongue. Judah held his breath, hoping the gentle approach might do the trick, though he felt ill at ease, being the object of such scrutiny.

“She’s awful frail,” Yonnie said, moving even closer. Thankfully, the young fellow did not touch the lamb’s head. Any movement, and this undernourished newborn could easily become distracted . . . lose the slight suction she had on the bottle now.

Judah heard the steady, even, rhythmic swallowing before the familiar clicking sound of suckling. He was relieved as the lamb began to relax in his arms. This one could most likely be saved.

“I believe you’ve got a knack,” Yonnie said. “A gift from the Father’s own hand, my Dat would say.”

Yonnie’s unexpected admiration made Judah downright nervous. Honestly, he wished the lad would just keep quiet.

Having finally delivered the eggs to the Spanglers, Grace realized she was favoring the far side of the road as she came upon the phone booth. Simply knowing the booth was there made her feel guilty for putting off the call. What am I so afraid of?

She forced her thoughts to this last visit, recalling Jessica’s eagerness to talk further, which Grace had encouraged her to do. “Let’s go walking sometime,” she’d said.

Jessica’s mother had spotted the unused five-dollar bill on the table. And lo and behold if she hadn’t made an awkward comment about Grace’s needing it “for a rainy day.”

Hurrying toward home now, she whispered, “We can take care of ourselves.” With or without Mamma.

She shook her head as she neared the driveway and noticed Mandy standing at the mailbox on the front porch, holding up the mail and calling to her. “I think there’s a letter from Mamma!

Oh, Grace, come quick!”

A little burst of air flew from her lips as she picked up her skirt and ran to the front yard. Can it be?

Mandy relinquished the letter to Grace, and together they promptly sat on the porch swing. Seeing it was addressed in their mother’s handwriting to The Judah Byler Family, Grace ripped open the envelope, her fingers shaking . . . and her heart pounding. Oh joy!

She couldn’t help recalling all the happy times Mamma had sat here on the porch, scribbling off letters to Hallie Troyer, her Indiana cousin, or writing her account of the week in one of several circle letters circulating through the county.

Quickly, Grace read silently.

My dear family,

I want you to know that I am well . . . and safe. So many times I’ve wanted to write to you or to call. I long to hear your voices once again.

I wish I could explain why I am away from home, gone so far from all of you. It is ever so difficult right now. Please trust that I pray for you each day, my dear ones.

I miss you terribly. 

With love, 

Mamma

We miss you, too, thought Grace, fighting back tears. Yet she was puzzled. What could be so difficult?

Glancing at Mandy, who’d snuggled up close enough for her to smell a hint of bath powder, she gave her sister the letter.

Mandy held it tenderly, her eyes glistening. Then she read their mother’s note, soundlessly mouthing the words. When she was finished, she folded it again and gently returned it to the envelope. “Here, you keep it,” she said, placing it in Grace’s hand.

“Have you looked at the postmark?” Grace pointed to the post office stamp: Kidron, Ohio. But Mamma had not written a return address. “It’s the same city as the inn’s address.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out Mammi’s note. “See?” 

Mandy peered at Mammi Adah’s writing. “So then, Mammi was right: Mamma’s somewhere in Kidron, if not at that very inn.” She looked at Grace.

I miss you terribly, Mamma had written.

Seeing her mother’s handwriting jolted Grace into action. “I’ll go right now and make the phone call . . . surely Mamma’s staying there.”

“Where else, if not at that inn?” Mandy agreed.

She sighed, not fully understanding why she’d felt so reluctant to call today.

“You want me to walk with you?”

Grace couldn’t decide if her sister’s presence beside the small phone booth would give her the moral support she needed or make her more nervous. But Mandy got up and followed her down the sidewalk and through the front yard. With each step, Grace felt an impending mixture of anxiety and anticipation. Just how close was she to finding a mother who might not wish to be found?
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