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PROLOGUE

My grandmother was stalling like a little kid at bedtime. I bent down to kiss her a second time. “Mammi, I really need to go. Ezra’s waiting for me.” He was at the end of the lane on his motorcycle.

“But I have something for you.” She forced her recliner down and struggled to a standing position. “It’s important.”

Afraid she might fall, I hurried to her side. “Tell me where it is,” I said. “I’ll get it myself.”

She plopped back down into her chair. “Let me see…it’s a book…”

Oh, boy. This wasn’t a good time for Mammi to start on a new topic. I sent Ezra a quick text as she spoke, telling him to give me another minute, knowing it was bound to be even longer than that.

“I think it’s in my room,” she said. “On the dresser. Or maybe the nightstand.”

“I’m on it.” I hurried down the narrow hall, darting into her bedroom. It was tidy as a pin thanks to my Aunt Klara, who lived in the big house on the property. The dresser was bare except for Mammi’s hairbrush. On the nightstand was her Bible and another leather-bound book, one equally big and thick.

There was nothing on the worn cover to indicate what it was, so I picked it up and looked inside, surprised to see that this was no printed tome but instead something homemade, done by hand. Cool.

On the first page was a list of names, four in a row, one in block letters and the other three in cursive. The first one, printed in a child’s hand, said “Sarah Gingrich.” Under that, although the handwriting of the script was small and oddly slanted and difficult to decipher, I made out the name Sarah Stoll. Then, below that, Sarah Chapman, and finally Sarah Berg. If I was recalling my family history correctly, Sarah Berg was Mammi’s mother. My great-grandmother. I knew she was born as a Gingrich and ended up as a Berg, but I’d never heard of her having the last name of “Stoll” or “Chapman” in between. Weird.

I carefully flipped through the book as I moved back up the hall, intrigued by the quirky things I saw inside. It held a mix of drawings both large and small, recipes, an occasional journal entry, and other miscellaneous writings. Every word was in English, which surprised me. As a first-generation immigrant, it seemed as though she would have written in German, at least when she was younger.

The whole book was offbeat, but some of the pages were especially so. They held an odd mix of numbers and letters—or at least I thought they were letters at first glance. Pausing in the hallway to take a closer look, I realized they weren’t letters at all but instead some sort of intricate, squiggly lines. Bizarre.

“Mammi, this is so cool,” I said as I closed the book and entered the living room. “Did this belong to my great-grandmother?”

“Yes, and I want you to have it.”

“Seriously? Wow. Thanks, Mammi.” I held the book against my chest. “I can’t wait to read it. I’m glad it’s not in German.”

She seemed surprised at the thought. “Well, my mother spoke German, of course, but she never learned to write it. She was taught to write only English in school.”

“Oh. Duh.” I opened the front cover. “What’s the deal with the three last names here? Did your mom marry more than once?”

“It’s a long story…”

My phone beeped. Ezra! I’d forgotten all about him.

“…and obviously you don’t have time for it tonight.”

“You’re right. I have to go, but I’ll be back soon.”

“Good. Next time you’re over, I’ll tell you more about her. My mother was quite the…oh, how would you say it?”

I shrugged. Since her stroke I’d grown used to helping her find the words she wanted, but I had no idea what she was looking for now.

Her faded blue eyes lit up. “Free spirit.”

I smiled. “Thank you, Mammi.” I held the book close. “I can’t tell you how much this means to me.”

“You’re welcome, dear.”

“Why me, though? Instead of Lexie or Ada, I mean. I’m honored, but I just don’t understand.”

Mammi met my eyes and smiled. “Because of who my mother was. Not just a free spirit, but stubborn and feisty too. Sound familiar?” Her eyebrows raised, but when I chose to ignore her implication, she added, “Just like you.”

“I’m not sure that’s a compliment.”

“Oh, it is. You’re smart like her too, and oh, so pretty. You have her thick hair and lovely skin. You’re even gifted creatively the way she was. Mostly, though, you have her spunk.”

I wasn’t used to receiving compliments from family members and felt too awkward to respond.

Mammi didn’t seem to notice, though. Instead, her eyes moved to the book in my hands. Gazing at it, her face began to cloud over, and I could see she was troubled.

“There’s another thing, about the book,” she said.

I glanced toward the door, feeling bad for Ezra, though I didn’t protest lest she give me one of her disapproving looks. Neither his family, which was entirely Amish, nor mine, which was a mix of Mennonite and Amish, made any secret of the fact that they weren’t thrilled about our relationship.

“This is just between us,” she continued, oblivious to my impatience. “There’s something unique about it that you have to understand. And there’s something important I need you to do for me.”

Her odd tone brought my attention back to her. Curious, I lowered myself to the chair on her left and waited for her to elaborate. She gestured toward the book, so I opened it up and flipped through it, angling it so that she could see the pages.

“All of those tiny drawings at the tops and bottoms…” Her voice trailed off.

“These nifty little doodles?” Glancing down, I tilted the heavy tome my way. “It’s funny, but they kind of remind me of icons. You know, like for a phone app?”

She stared at me blankly. Of course she didn’t know what a phone app was.

“They’re symbols,” she said. “Each one represents something.”

“Oh, yeah?”

I flipped through more pages and saw that the various icons weren’t just random—they were repeated the exact same way in different places. She was right. Symbols.

“What are they for?”

“I’m not sure. But there’s more.”

She again gestured with her hand, so I tilted the book back toward her and continued to flip through it.

“There.” She placed a pointed finger on the page to stop me.

Glancing down, I saw that she was indicating the middle part of the book, the pages of weird squiggly lines. They reminded me of letters or numbers but were completely unreadable, like a foreign language that used a completely different alphabet.

“What is this?”

She sat back and clasped her hands in her lap. “It’s a code.”

My eyes widened. “A code?”

She nodded. “My mother didn’t want just anyone reading her journal. So she invented a code to keep parts of it private.”

“Cool.” I was really starting to like my great-grandmother Sarah.

I was studying the squiggles more closely when I realized Mammi was leaning toward me in her chair, her expression intense.

“Ella, I need you to decipher that code. Figure out how to make sense of it. The symbols too. I want you to translate the code and the symbols into words. I need to know what it says.”

My first reaction was to giggle, but her face was so serious I held it in. What was this, the CIA or something?

“I’m not exactly good at this sort of thing. I mean, Zed’s way smarter than I am. Why don’t you ask him?”

Mammi placed a hand on my arm and gave it a firm squeeze. “Never mind him. I’m asking you, Ella. You can do this. You have to do this.”

“But why?” I looked into her eyes and was surprised to see pain there. Deep pain. “What is it, Mammi? Why is this so important to you?”

Without responding, she broke our gaze, released my arm, and let herself fall back against the chair. Then she gave an elaborate shrug and spoke in an odd, singsongy voice. “Oh, I’ve just wondered over the years what she wrote, that’s all.”

I stared at her. An actress she was not.

“I’m not that dumb, Mammi. I can tell there’s way more to it than mere curiosity.”

My grandmother’s eyes brimmed with sadness. She turned her face away and spoke in a soft voice. “Just let me know when you figure it out, will you? It’s important to me.” Clearly, she wasn’t going to elaborate.

I sat there for a long moment, trying to decide whether to insist she explain or just let it go for now. It was no big surprise that she wouldn’t tell me, nor that she’d asked me not to tell anyone else. Our family was known for its secrets. I hadn’t imagined there were any left, but it looked as though I was wrong.

“I…I’ll give it a shot, Mammi, but I’m not making any promises.”

She nodded. “If it would help, maybe you could even go visit the Home Place. It’s still in the family. One of your distant cousins lives there now, and I’m sure she’d be happy for you to come out.”

Visit the Home Place? In Indiana? It was a neat idea, but there was no way I could take a trip like that any time soon. There were other things in my life that were much more pressing.

“My mother grew up there, you know,” she said dreamily, not catching the reluctance in my expression. “Lived there on and off as an adult. Ended up raising a family there. Died there.”

The Home Place was legendary in our family, built by Sarah’s parents in the late 1800s when they emigrated from Switzerland to Indiana. Mammi had grown up there, and though she moved out when she married, she and her husband had lived on a farm nearby. Once he died, Mammi and her three daughters moved away from Indiana entirely to start life anew here in Lancaster County, but it wasn’t hard to see she’d left a piece of her heart behind. I’d heard her stories of home. I even had a very special wooden box with an image of the Home Place carved onto the lid.

“You’ll see she drew it in the book a lot. Sometimes the whole farm, sometimes just a particular tree or piece of furniture or view from a certain window. I don’t know the significance of those drawings, but they are obviously tied in with the symbols and the code somehow. Maybe if you went there yourself, it would be easier to figure it all out.”

I looked down at the book in my hands, feeling the weight of my grandmother’s request—and her memories—pressing down on me.

“Let’s take this one step at a time, okay? I’ll see what I can do here first. You never know. I might just crack this baby wide open without having to go anywhere at all.”

Mammi’s eyes met mine. “Thank you, Ella” she whispered.

“No problem.”

My cell phone buzzed in my pocket with a text. Poor Ezra had to be going stir-crazy by now. I closed the book—which was taller and slightly wider than even my biggest school textbook—and wiggled it into my backpack for safekeeping. Then I stood and gave Mammi a quick kiss on the cheek. As I turned to go, she wrapped a hand around my wrist, her fingers cold, her grip surprisingly strong. I paused and looked down at her.

“Do whatever it takes, Ella,” she said, her voice tinged with desperation. “I’m an old woman, and the Lord has numbered my days, but before it’s too late, I simply must know what my mother wrote in that book.”
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ONE

Once I was out of sight of the house, I rolled down the cuffs of my jeans—which I already had on under my clothes—and removed my skirt. Folding it quickly, I shoved it into my backpack and zipped it shut. I tucked my shirt into my jeans.

At the end of the long driveway, waiting for me, sat Ezra on his motorcycle. I gave him a small wave, and just the sight of his smile in return made my heart flutter.

“There you are.” He handed me a jacket and an extra helmet.

With a quick “Thanks” I pulled off my kapp, stuffed it in my pocket, and strapped on the helmet instead. Then I climbed on behind him and wrapped my arms around his broad chest, ready to zoom through Lancaster County on his motorcycle.

Holding on tightly, I leaned with Ezra as he steered his bike around a sharp curve toward the covered bridge, and then I braced myself against the jolt as we jumped onto the wooden slats. A moment later he brought the bike to a stop next to the railing. We both climbed off, removing our helmets and holding them in our hands.

It was unusually warm for January—no snow or ice, which was why Ezra wanted to be out on his motorcycle. However, it was still crisp and cold, and even more so on the bridge, with the creek rushing below us. He grasped the railing with his free hand and leaned over, dangling his helmet above the water.

It was our special place. Over the past two years we’d stood side by side in the same spot many times, but tonight was different. I’d taken the last of my high school finals yesterday, finishing my senior year a semester early so I would be able to work and save money until next fall, when I planned to start taking college-level classes. In three months I would be eighteen. Our lives were no longer on hold. Finally, we could make decisions about what lay ahead.

“Can we talk?”

Ezra leaned a little farther over the creek, his brown eyes sparkling, his red hair pushed up at his hairline. “About?”

“Our future.”

“How about if we take off for Florida?” He grinned.

“I’m serious.”

He stood upright, his hands resting on the railing, his eyes connecting with mine.

“I know what I want to do,” I said. “Go to baking school and then open my own business.”

“I know,” he said. “You’ve told me a dozen—make that a baker’s dozen—times.”

I wrinkled my nose. I probably had. “So what about us?”

He shrugged. “Time will tell, ya?” He reached up and touched my hair. “I like it when your kapp is off,” he said. “You’re so pretty.” I was used to compliments from him. I stepped closer. As he leaned over to kiss me, I pulled my hand from my pocket, accidentally pulling out my kapp too. As I reached for him, it fell to the railing, and before I could snatch it back, it went over the side.

We both leaned forward, watching it float downstream for a few seconds, a white vessel bobbing along in the darkness.

“Will you get in trouble?”

I shrugged. “Not much. I have another at home.”

“Want me to jump in after it anyway?”

“And make it miss the adventure of a lifetime? Who knows where that kapp might go?”

Before Ezra could reach for me again, my phone rang. It was Mom. I knew if I ignored it, she would grill me later.

“I need you to come on home,” she said.

I assured her I was on my way and hit “End.”

“Your mom?” He stepped back.

I nodded.

“Let’s go.”

I followed him to the bike, put on my helmet, and climbed on behind him, wrapping my arms around him again. Even through his coat I was aware of his muscular shoulders and back. He was everything I’d ever wanted—handsome, adventurous, and strong.

In no time we were back on the pavement, rolling through the hollow and then up the hill to the driveway to my house. As he turned, we both leaned in unison again and came to a stop in front of my cottage.

I climbed from the bike, pulled off the helmet and then the jacket, and gave both back to him. “Thanks.” I leaned toward him just as the front door opened. My brother, Zed, stepped onto the porch. The fringe of his blond bangs nearly hid an odd, befuddled look on his face, but as he flicked his hair from his eyes, I could tell something was troubling him.

“Give me a minute, would you?” I called to him, though I consciously kept my voice kind. In the past I’d been a bit of a brat, but lately I’d really been working on being nice to everyone, even my little brother. Make that younger brother, by three years. I still couldn’t get over the fact that he was now taller than me.

In spite of my effort, a hurt expression passed over Zed’s face, and he stepped back inside and shut the door.

I felt a twinge of regret that I’d put my brother off, but still I turned my attention back to Ezra. Before I could say anything the front door opened a second time. I spun around, expecting Zed again, but it was my mother.

“Hello, Marta,” Ezra quickly said, his back stiffening.

“Ezra.” She nodded, and then her eyes fell on me. “Come on in, Ella.” She stood, sure and solid, with her arms crossed over her chest. She wore a kerchief over her graying hair instead of her customary prayer covering, which meant she was tired, stressed, or had been cleaning. Maybe all three.

No matter. I knew not to argue with her. I gave Ezra a wink. “See you soon.”

His deep brown eyes flickered in agreement, but he didn’t say anything more to me. He called out a goodnight to my mother, secured the extra helmet, and by the time I reached the open doorway, he’d swung the motorcycle around and was gunning it toward the highway.

Mom appeared more serious than usual as she directed me to sit in the wingback chair next to the woodstove. Zed sat on the couch, and she sat down beside him.

She didn’t ask me where my head covering was or tell me to change out of my jeans. Instead, she launched right in with, “I need to tell you something.”

I could see that it was something big. Eyes wide, I glanced at my brother.

“Zed already knows. He overheard me on the phone the day before yesterday.”

“And you’re just bringing me into the loop now?” I knew my voice sounded petulant, but I hated it when people kept secrets from me.

My mother nodded. “I wanted to tell you, but not during finals, and then last night, with me being out on a birth and all, I didn’t have a chance.”

I leaned forward, wondering what in the world she was talking about.

“I had a call—”

I nodded my head impatiently.

“From your father.”

I fell back against the chair. No one ever talked about him. Especially not my mom. Never, ever.

“He’s ill.” My mother turned her head to the side, profiling her tired face. She took a deep breath. “He wants to come back to Lancaster County.”

Zed had known this since Thursday and hadn’t told me? I shot him a disapproving look and turned back toward Mom. Her gaze was fixed on the darkened windowpanes below the half-closed shade.

“You told him not to, right?” My voice was raw. So much for trying to be nice.

She didn’t respond, but the look on Zed’s face told me she hadn’t. And that he hadn’t asked her to.

“Why do you care?” I blurted out to Zed. “He’s not your real father.”

Zed flicked his bangs out of his brown eyes and stared me down. I’d never seen such a challenging look on his face—at least not directed toward me. Me, he had deferred to his entire life.

“Actually…” Mom’s head turned toward me as she spoke. Her features looked more weathered than usual. And sadder. “It’s time for you to know the truth, Ella. I told Zed Thursday night. I’m telling you now. Freddy Bayer is Zed’s father, as much as he is yours.” She leaned forward, placing her elbows on her knees.

“Yeah, of course, legally and all,” I replied with a wave of my hand. “But he’s not his birth father.” Mom and Dad had adopted Zed when he was just an infant.

“Actually, he is. Freddy is Zed’s biological father. By a woman other than me.”

I barked out a frustrated laugh, but neither of them smiled. Closing my mouth, I stared at her for a long time as her words tried to make their way into my brain.

Freddy is Zed’s biological father.

By a woman other than me.

I shook my head. None of it made sense. “How could a father adopt his own child?”

“He didn’t, Ella. We let others believe we were both adopting. But the truth is that the only one in our marriage who actually adopted Zed was me. Freddy was already Zed’s father, so there was nothing else he needed to do.”

Again, all I could manage was to stare. What was she saying? That my father had a child outside of my parents’ marriage, a baby boy, and then he took that boy from his own mother and forced his wife to raise him? All while pretending the child wasn’t even really his in the first place?

I ran a hand over my face, telling myself to breathe. Zed and I shared the same biological father. Breathe. He wasn’t just my brother legally; he was my half brother biologically. Breathe.

This was insane.

“What about his birth mother?” I managed. “Who was she?”

“An unwed young woman, as I’ve always said. No need to know more than that.”

“But how could Freddy make her give up the baby? Even if he was the father, she was the mother. Don’t the courts favor—”

“Ella, he didn’t make her do anything. She loved her baby. She loved him enough to want to give him a better life, one with two parents, where he wouldn’t have to endure her shame and grow up under the scorn of the community.”

I closed my eyes for a moment, trying to understand. “What about you? How could he make you raise that baby, the result of his”—I spat out the word—“affair?“

“Ella, he didn’t make me do anything either. I wanted the child, desperately so, regardless of how he came to be.”

I opened my eyes to narrow slits. “So you weren’t forced to do this?”

“Absolutely not.”

“And the birth mother really wasn’t either?”

Mom shook her head. “No. She loved the babe enough to give him up. And I will always be grateful. I loved him enough to make him my own. It’s that simple, Ella.”

As her words finally began to sink in, I found myself curling up in a ball, my hands grasping my knees. I tried to breathe normally, but instead gulped for air.

I felt more deceived than I ever had in my life.

Not that I’d ever had any big delusions about the kind of person my father was. After all, he’d abandoned us when I was just three years old. But now, to learn that not only had he done that, but he had also had an affair, taken in the result of that affair, and created a lie about it for the world to believe, was a shock.

I looked at Mom and then at Zed. Both suddenly appeared as strangers, sitting before me. Calmly.

Where was their outrage?

I concentrated on my brother, whom I’d coddled and bossed and nagged and loved the last fifteen years. I looked at his blond hair, so different from my dark auburn waves. Sometimes, people who didn’t know he was adopted said we looked alike, but I knew it was just coincidence. All these years I thought my baby brother and I didn’t share a single genetic cell, and yet we did. I felt as if I’d been kicked in the stomach.

“I’m sorry,” Mom said, rising and stepping toward me. “I know this is a surprise, but—”

I found my voice. “You told him none of us would see him, right?”

She leaned forward as if to reach out to me, but I recoiled.

She shook her head. “I told him to do as he wished, as God led.”

“As God led?” I bolted from the chair, my voice bouncing off the walls of the tiny living room. I grabbed the backpack at my feet. She reached for me again, but I swung around the newel post of the staircase before she could touch me. I bounded up the wooden stairs and into my room, but even before the slam of my door finished echoing through the little cottage, I regretted it. Now I was stuck. Why hadn’t I dashed out the front door instead and sent Ezra a text to come get me?

I expected Mom’s quiet knock, but it never came. Neither did Zed’s tentative voice, asking if I was all right. I paced around my room, around the path I’d worn into the braided rug, round and round. It was an Amish rug. The quilt on my bed was Amish too, made by Mammi, with the typical blocks of green, blue, maroon, and black. As a little girl, I’d wanted pink. But these were the more common Amish colors.

Amish colors, Amish quilt, Amish rug.

My mother’s forgiveness of my father was most likely Amish as well. Which made sense because she’d grown up in that faith. We had the same deep roots, but Mom had raised us as Mennonites, not Amish.

Still, I used to think I understood the whole Anabaptist forgive-and-forget thing, but clearly something was missing when it came to my father. He had never once, in all these years, contacted me. Not on a birthday or on Christmas. Not for any reason at all. And he’d never acknowledged what he’d done. He’d never asked for forgiveness.

Half an hour later, I sent Ezra a text. I told him I’d had an argument with my mother and could really use some cheering up, but he didn’t respond. He must have left his cell phone in the barn, as his parents had been requesting for a long time. Feeling even more lost and sad and alone, I set my phone aside and closed my eyes.

For years I was out of place not having a father, but by the time I was in high school I’d kind of liked the mystery of him disappearing. Here I was, an ultraconservative Mennonite girl with a mother who was a social misfit and a geeky younger brother who wanted to make films but wasn’t even allowed to have a camera. The missing father added a little intrigue to who I was, which I sorely needed.

At times I made up little stories for myself. Maybe he’d done something heroic and was in a witness protection program in Alaska. Sometimes I pretended he was a famous actor or politician. I imagined he would come back someday, loaded with money.

But tonight, with this new information—and his return a real possibility—I hated what he’d done. Though Mom had always drilled into me to hate the action and not the person, that wasn’t happening here. If I was honest with myself, I’d have to admit that I didn’t just hate what he’d done; I hated him.

And why shouldn’t I? He’d abandoned me. He’d cheated on my mother and then abandoned her. And now it turned out he’d abandoned Zed too.

As for Zed himself, I didn’t know what to think. All these years I’d been so smug about the fact that even though my father had left, at least I knew who he was. Zed hadn’t known who either of his birth parents was. That thought would have driven me crazy were I in his shoes, but it had never mattered to him at all.

Gritting my teeth in frustration, I opened my eyes, got up, and went to my closet. As I changed into my nightgown, I remembered Sarah Berg’s book in my backpack. I took it out, curled up on my bed, and pulled the quilt to my chin. I started at the beginning, hoping this would help take my mind off my troubles.

The book began with an entry on the first page dated January 12, 1898, and from the look of the handwriting, I would have guessed her to be a young girl, maybe eight years old or so. It read:

Opa Abraham sent me this book from Switzerland because he liked the drawing I sent him for the box he carved. He said I should draw more, but Mamm says I should use the book to write down recipes, which, unlike my drawings, I’ll actually need.

Ouch. Sounded as though little Sarah’s creativity hadn’t exactly been encouraged around the house. That was a shame, because she was clearly talented. On the very next page was an excellent drawing of a young hen. It was a good rendition with lots of texture and shading, but what was most striking were the eyes, which weren’t those of a chicken, but rather more like an intelligent human. Sarah had been a gifted illustrator, especially for her age.

On the next page, carefully printed across the top were two words, “My Recipes.” Below that was a recipe for making sugar cookies, including an ingredient list followed by the instructions. I scanned it quickly but then slowed down and read it again, sure that this was the very same recipe I used when I made sugar cookies. Just the thought filled me with some emotion I couldn’t name—not exactly joy, but close—like an intense sort of wonder at the connection of it all.

The next page had a piecrust recipe, followed by one for berry pie filling, with drawings of different leaves all around the border. Then a couple of more pie filling recipes. I was getting hungry just reading them.

Interrupting the recipes was another journal entry, dated August 2, 1898. Still scrawled in a childlike hand, it read, Opa Abraham passed away. He was planning to come visit, but then he died.

Those sad words were followed by a page covered with tiny drawings of birds and plants. But then she must have put the book away and forgotten about it for a while, because the next entry was dated five years later, June 17, 1903. Headed “Recipes for Life,” the handwriting there was in a tight script, much messier than before, which made it more difficult to read.

I think the word “recipe” can mean many different things. A drawing follows a sort of recipe. So does the behavior of birds. So does drying herbs and making a quilt. So does a song. I think other things do too, like friendships and marriages. Brothers don’t seem to follow recipes, though. They seem to do whatever they want, whenever they want, in a far more random fashion. My brother Alvin is especially hard to figure out. Mother says God has a special blessing for all of us through Alvin and that I must be more patient. She says it is a sin for me to ridicule him for his sloppy ways.

A smile crept across my mouth. Clearly Sarah Gingrich had a desire for order, not to mention a mind of her own.

Feeling impatient, I stopped going page by page and began flipping through the whole thing, skipping over the sections written in the weird script-and-number code Mammi wanted me to figure out for her.

There were recipes for chocolate sauerkraut cake, lemon tart, and trifle. The last few seemed downright fancy, especially for that time and place. Reading them, my mouth began to water. The book was quite thick, and as I made my way through it, I noticed that most of the recipes had a symbol at the top. A flower. A crow. A hawk. An alpine horn.

I went back to the scripted code, taking a closer look, but, again, I had no idea how to decipher it. I skipped ahead to an entry about halfway through the book that was dated October 3, 1920, and featured drawings of a vine and leaves encircling the words: Hang bird feeder. Finish quilt. Sort herbs. Marry D. I smiled as I read the entry a second time.

My eyelids were growing heavy, so I decided to save the rest of the book for another day and turned to the very last page instead. It featured a hand-drawn maze with a symbol at every correct turn, leading to the middle. First there were mountain peaks, a small flower—probably edelweiss—and the alpine horn again, then a flock of crows, a chicken, a hawk, a city, and an owl. Next was an eagle, the chicken again, but this time with chicks too, and then a small bird. At the very center of the maze was a daisy, and in the center of the daisy was a tiny drawing of a farm.

A little more than a year ago, my cousin Ada had given me a beautiful wooden box that had originally been carved by our Great-Great-Great-Grandfather Abraham. The carving on the box’s lid showed a farmhouse and a barn amid wheat fields, and I knew he had based that carving on a picture Sarah had drawn for him.

I was positive this drawing was of the same farm that had been featured in the carving of my box. Underneath, in a cursive script that was shaky and hard to read, was written “the Home Place.”

I shivered. What a beautiful illustration. What beautiful words. I wanted something like that in my life. A place where I belonged.

I traced my finger above the ink, working my way through the maze again, thinking about my own life. Mom was at one turn. Zed at the next. My father at the end of a blocked-off pathway.

Ezra was at the end of the maze, waiting for me at our own someday place. He was my daisy. I grabbed the spiral notebook I used for my journal and flipped to the next blank page. I picked up a pen off the bedside table and drew my own maze with a cottage and a motorcycle, a box and a book. I put a daisy in the middle with a question mark at its center.

Like Sarah, I wrote “Recipe for Life” at the top. I flipped back to her list: Hang bird feeder. Finish quilt. Sort herbs. Marry D.

I wrote my own list. Find job. Go to school. Open bakery. Marry E. And then, on a sudden impulse, I added one more item.

Visit the Home Place.

Then I sat back and smiled, knowing my words had less to do with Mammi’s request than they did with my own deepening curiosity.
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TWO

A month later I still hadn’t found a job, let alone made any progress on the rest of my plan. It wasn’t that I hadn’t looked for work. I had—every day. First, I applied at my favorite bakery, a place called Nick’s. Then I applied at a few cafés. Finally, I even applied at five fast-food places. I took the bus downtown and crunched through the frozen snow day after day in my worn boots, checking back at the places I’d applied to, but I hadn’t even had an interview in all that time.

I’d also done more research on culinary schools, finding possibilities across the country, several that I would absolutely die to go to. But the local community college offered classes at a very reasonable price. I was sure that was the direction I would take, starting next fall. As long as I could find a job to add to my savings from all the babysitting I’d done through the years to pay for it.

On a Sunday morning in mid-February, Mom knocked on my bedroom door. “I have a mother in labor and don’t have time to get you and Zed to church,” she said. Public transportation was limited on Sundays and not an option. “Be sure to do your chores.”

I called out a groggy “Okay.” I waited until the putter of her car disappeared before I crawled out of bed, collected my clothes and head covering, and went to the shower.

The day loomed ahead of me, monotonous and boring. Zed would insist he had homework to do so he could spend time on the computer, which was only supposed to be used out of necessity. Still, Mom had recently upgraded our Internet service to help him with his schoolwork—something she hadn’t done for me, even though I’d asked multiple times.

Zed had been avoiding me as much as possible due to my constant pestering about his birth mother. Mom hadn’t said another word about any of the family drama since the night she revealed that dear old Dad planned to move back to Lancaster County, and Zed had been just as tight lipped as she.

It had been a bleak stretch of days, to be sure. The weather had turned cold and icy, which meant Ezra hadn’t been able to ride his motorcycle and I hadn’t seen much of him since our night on the covered bridge.

Yesterday, the weather had finally warmed above freezing, but he would be going to church with his family today.

The cold rain began to pelt the bathroom window as I dressed, and when I came back to my room and was making the bed, my eyes fell to Sarah’s book on the nightstand. Feeling listless and in need of a distraction, I got myself comfortable on top of the covers, grabbed it, and opened it up.

I’d spent quite a bit of time the last couple of weeks studying the book, and every time I looked through it I saw something new. It was fascinating—at least, what I could read. Whole sections were in that coding system Sarah had used, which I hadn’t yet been able to figure out. I’d even done some research on breaking codes and tried to play around with the numbers in the first few entries. I couldn’t see any correlation between the numbers and letters they might represent.

That wasn’t my only problem, though. Even sections not in code were hard to read because the handwriting was so small and flowery. It took a lot of time to go through it with a magnifying glass, and I had to review those sections several times to figure out what she’d written.

At least some of my questions about her multiple husbands were answered. One section talked about her first husband and how he was killed in a hunting accident—shot by one of Sarah’s brothers, of all things—not long after they were married. It was so sad. Another was about her second husband, who died too. He was originally from Great Britain, which explained the recipes for trifle, scones, and Irish soda bread. She met him after her first husband’s death, when she moved to Indianapolis to go to nursing school. He was a doctor who ended up going off to serve with the Red Cross in the Great War and died from the 1918 flu pandemic while on the western front. This poor woman, twice widowed at such a young age.

Besides the recipes, I was fascinated to see that the book also had herbal remedies written out, plus notes about how she used the same herbs in other ways. Lavender in pound cake and soap. Clove oil for a toothache and to “help a marriage.” I could only guess what her meaning behind that was.

Mammi had said the images were symbols, and she was right. I was certain they represented people, places, or her way of life. For example, I felt pretty sure the edelweiss was for her mother and the alpine horn her father. The mountain peaks looked like the Swiss Alps and most likely represented her grandfather, Abraham. The first three symbols all ceased to appear after about the middle of the book, probably as those people passed away. I had a feeling that all of the birds represented people, mostly because of the eyes she’d given each of them. They weren’t the eyes of birds, that was for sure.

A lot of her recipes had symbols at the top, and I felt pretty sure that was her way of indicating who liked that recipe or who had given it to her, depending on whether the symbol was on the right side or the left.

Only one symbol was carried throughout the entire book, and that was the hen. It changed from the young one at the beginning to an old one at the end. The quality of the drawings improved over time, but what was especially interesting were the eyes. Although the eyes drawn on the first hen were amazing, each rendition grew more and more realistic, until the last few were absolutely full of life and pain and joy. It was odd that such detailed eyes were wasted on a hen, unless it represented a person.

Toward the end was a page entitled “Home Place Recipe.” On it she had drawn all of the various symbols used previously in the book, plus the words “hope,” “trust,” “love,” “cherish,” “believe,” and “forgive.” Though the placement of the words and symbols seemed random, I couldn’t know for sure because they showed up in the middle of a long string of entries written in code.

The more I read, the more I wanted to understand—and the more I really did want to visit the Home Place, not just for Mammi but for myself too.

My stomach growled for some breakfast, so I put the book back on my table and went downstairs. Despite the pleasant diversion from the past, by the time I reached the dining room my mood had again turned as dark as the dreary winter day. Sure enough, Zed was on the computer, but when I turned to see what he was doing, he minimized the screen.

“Did you find out who your birth mother is?”

I’d asked him the same question several times over the last two weeks when Mom wasn’t around. I’d wanted to know for years, ever since I comprehended that his mother and my mother had been two different people. Then, when my cousin Lexie came searching for her own birth mother, I wanted all the more for Zed to do the same.

He didn’t answer me.

“Zed…” I cajoled.

“It’s none of your beeswax,” he answered matter-of-factly, using one my favorite phrases and keeping his eyes glued to the screen.

Certain he knew her identity by now, I decided to try a little nectar to get him to reveal the name to me. Mom had been around pretty regularly lately, and I hadn’t had a chance to speak with Zed alone for more than a few minutes at a time. Today was my chance.

“What do you want for breakfast?” I turned toward our closet-size kitchen. “Waffles? Dutch babies? Deep-fried French toast with ice cream?” I’d seen that on an online cooking show.

“I already had oatmeal,” he answered, and then he stood and stretched. In the last year he’d grown and grown, and he’d started shaving too. Not every day, but at least a few times a week.

His blond hair had darkened a little and so had his eyebrows. His eyelashes had grown thicker, and he’d lost his baby fat.

“Are you done with the computer?” My voice dripped with sarcasm.

“No. Just taking a break.”

“Because you have so much homework to do, right?” It was too early in the semester for him to have too much.

His face stayed bland. “I’m getting started on my German project.”

“When is that due? A month from now?”

“Two weeks,” he answered as he headed into the living room.

I heard him on the stairs, probably on his way up to our one bathroom. That gave me a couple of minutes to snoop for what he’d been looking at. I popped into the Internet history. The last item was an article from the local newspaper. I clicked on to it. It was about the legal case against Mom from two years ago, when she was the midwife for Lydia Gundy. She and the baby had both died under her care during childbirth. Mom had been exonerated when it was determined that the cause of Lydia’s death had been an undiagnosed heart condition and had nothing at all to do with any of my mother’s actions during labor and delivery. Of course, that never made the front page of the paper the way the other articles had—it was buried in the back. I couldn’t fathom why Zed was looking at it.

I jumped as I heard him on the stairs. By the time he reached the computer again, I was in the kitchen. “Even though you already had breakfast, I thought I’d make you a Dutch baby. You’ll be hungry again by the time it’s done.” I’d found the recipe in Sarah’s book and copied it onto an index card. I’d been doing that with all of her recipes I could read. That way I didn’t risk ruining the book in the kitchen, and I only had to decipher the words once instead of each time I used the recipe.

I beat the eggs with the wire whisk I’d purchased with my hard-earned babysitting money. It was stainless steel and weighted. I loved the feel of it in my hand and the way it blended the ingredients together so swiftly and smoothly. I added milk to the eggs and then gradually whisked in flour, nutmeg, and salt. The way the ingredients came together to create something entirely new thrilled me every time. Years ago Aunt Klara made Dutch babies for breakfast one time when I was visiting. All we ever had at my house was oatmeal, and I thought what she whipped up—sort of like a pancake but fluffier and baked in a skillet in the oven and then sprinkled with powdered sugar—was absolutely divine.

I hadn’t thought to ask for her recipe back then. Now I wondered if it had been passed down from Sarah.

Twenty minutes later, as we ate I smiled at Zed between bites, hoping to make up for my earlier attitude.

“Stop it,” he said, his lips covered in powdered sugar.

“What?”

“Smiling. You’re creeping me out.”

I pretended I didn’t know what he was talking about. After I was done eating, I asked him again about his birth mother. He just shook his head and then shoved in another bite.

I folded my arms.

He ignored me.

I leaned toward him, the ties of my head covering falling forward.

“Zed, you’re my brother. You always tell me everything.”

“Who says?”

“I say.” I tried to smile, but it came out more like a snarl. He’d always been so compliant. Until now.

“Thanks for the Dutch baby.” He shoved the last bite into his mouth, sending a puff of powdered sugar down his chin.

“Baby,” I said, “is the key word. You as a baby is what we need to talk about. Come on Zed.” Now I was whining. “Tell me. I’ve wanted to know, like, forever.”

He swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing around on his neck. He shook his head then, a little sadly, and took his plate into the kitchen. A moment later, I heard the water running. He was washing his dishes. Something was really bothering him.

As much as I resented the secrets in our family, I couldn’t help but marvel at the decisions around those secrets that had been made so long ago. I was certain that Mom forgiving her husband’s sin, accepting his child with another woman, and adopting Zed could have only come from her Anabaptist roots. Some women would hold the child’s origins against him. Not Mom. Although she wasn’t much for physical affection or expressions of endearment, I knew she absolutely loved Zed. He’d been her own since the day she brought him home.

After I fed the chickens, nagged Zed to clean the ashes out of the woodstove, and scrubbed the kitchen, it was nearly noon. My phone beeped with a text from Ezra. Just got done with church. Singing at the Benders’ tonight. Want to go?

I answered immediately, overjoyed that I would get to see him for the first time in days. That sounds great!

I caught myself humming after that. Zed may have turned on me, but at least I had Ezra.

By the time Mom came home, I had a pot of vegetable soup simmering on the stove, a broccoli salad made, and biscuits in the oven. She’d delivered a nine-pound baby girl, the first for a couple near the village of Paradise. She stretched out on the couch and closed her eyes while I set the table.

I couldn’t understand why anyone would want to be a midwife. Some weeks Mom wouldn’t have a single birth. Others she’d have four or five. Some years nothing went wrong. Others years lots went wrong. Sometimes she got a full night’s sleep. Other times she didn’t sleep at all.

She lived by faith, is what she said. When we were little, she had to scramble to have someone stay with us when she was gone, hiring widows from our church mostly. But by the time I was eleven, she let us stay home alone. By then I was pretty much running the house. I’d grown up fast compared to my non-Plain friends at school, as far as responsibility and household duties went. Then again, I was about on a par with the Amish girls I knew, who also mastered such skills at a much younger age than their English counterparts.

On the other hand, I was sure I had far more of an independent streak than any Amish girl ever would have. How could I not? I had more options. I’d be able to drive a car—although I didn’t have my license yet. I attended high school, and now I could go to baking school—or at least take classes. I could marry a man of another faith—if I wanted.

The problem was I wanted to marry Ezra, who, despite his rebellious ways, was set on joining the Amish church. Once he did that, he wouldn’t be able to marry me unless I joined it as well. It would be a huge change for me, but at least I was familiar with the lifestyle, because Mammi and half of my family were Amish. I felt I could live as they did. And I was willing to do so for love—but only after I’d gone to baking school.

Putting that out of my mind for now, I set the last spoon down on the table and told Mom it was time to eat. I had an hour before Ezra would be by to get me.

I’d been sitting for a minute before she shuffled into the kitchen to wash her hands and then join me. She cleared her throat, getting Zed’s attention. He quickly popped up from the desk chair and joined us too. After a silent grace, I dished up soup for everyone.

As Mom started to dig into hers, her cell phone rang. I hoped it wouldn’t be another baby, not tonight. Then again, if she did leave, that would make it easier for me to go with Ezra. It wasn’t that she would tell me I couldn’t. She’d just give me that look of hers.

She stood and walked into the living room as she said hello. It didn’t sound like a mother in labor by her tone.

“You’re here already?” There was a pause. “I thought you were coming in a few weeks.”

I groaned. Zed smiled.

“That would work.” She sounded as if she were talking to an old friend, not the husband who had left her. There was another pause. “I know where that is. We’re just eating…” After another pause, she said, “Oh, no. It’s fine. We’ll see you in an hour.”

We? I pushed my bowl and plate toward the center of the table as she came back into the dining room, her face calm and serene.

“I have plans,” I said. What I didn’t add was that even if I hadn’t had plans, I wasn’t about to stick around for this.

“Can’t you change them?” She looked at me with expectant eyes.

“No.” I looked from her to Zed, who also had a hopeful expression on his face. They were fools. Absolute fools. “Have you no pride?”

A confused look passed over Mom’s face, and then she touched the bridge of her nose with her finger. “I guess not,” she said. And then she laughed a little.

“He cheated on you! He left you!”

“Yes, Ella.” She wasn’t laughing anymore. “I know.”

Ezra arrived right on time. Because we were going to a singing, he was in his courting buggy, which was open on all sides. He brought plenty of blankets, but I knew it was going to be a cold ride. At least we weren’t on his motorcycle—which he would never take to a church-sanctioned event—as that would have been an even colder ride.

By the time I was sitting beside him, I’d worked myself into a dither over the matter of my father. Dither. That was one of my mother’s words for me: “To act nervously or indecisively.” So it wasn’t completely true tonight. Yes, I was nervous. But there was nothing indecisive about what I was going to do. I’d had an epiphany. Ezra and I could get married first and then join the church. Doing things in reverse that way would not go over well with our families or the church leadership, but at least it was better than running away to Florida and never coming back.

I snuggled closer to him and tucked the lap robe in a little tighter. We rode in silence, me trying to solidify my plan as the horse trotted along at a brisk pace. I no longer wanted to go to baking school in Lancaster County. Not now. Not with my father moving back.

I needed to convince Ezra to leave Lancaster County with me. We could go to Chicago, where there was a great baking school. Or somewhere else. Or even Florida if that was really what he wanted. I didn’t care. Just anywhere but here. We could marry. He could work. I could go to school. We could join the church together when I was done. But first I had to get away from home. And I had to go to school. That was non-negotiable. It wasn’t about earning some certificate or degree—those things didn’t matter to me. It was about learning. I needed to learn everything there was to know. I needed to master everything there was to do. And for that I had to go to school.

Most importantly, though, we needed to leave tonight.

He pulled the horse to a stop at the crossroads. A big truck zoomed by. The horse nickered. Ezra turned his head toward me and smiled slightly.

“I’ve been thinking—” we said in unison, and then we both stopped and laughed.

“Ladies first,” he said as he urged the horse onto the highway.

I took a deep breath. “Well,” I started “now that I’m finished with high school…” I reiterated my goal of going to baking school and then described the school in Chicago, my absolute first choice. When he gave no reaction, I added there were schools in Florida too. I’d wanted to be a baker since I made my first batch of peanut butter bars when I was six. It wasn’t that I didn’t enjoy all sorts of cooking. I did, everything from ambrosia to ziti, but I especially enjoyed baking—bread, pies, big cakes, fancy desserts. All of it.

“How would you pay for it?” he asked.

“Well, I would work…and maybe have a little help.”

“Help?” He looked straight ahead as he said the word. “From your mother?”

“No.” This was turning out to be harder than I thought. “From…you.”

“How so?”

I narrowed my focus. “I thought we could go together. We both could work. I’d go to school.”

“What are you getting at, Ella?” He was looking at me now. “We couldn’t afford that, both of us living on our own.”

I pursed my lips together, realizing that it was an expression I’d seen a million times on my mother.

“Well.” I concentrated on keeping my tone even. “We could marry.”

An amused expression fell on his face, but then a semi blew its horn and the horse jolted a little, causing Ezra to grip the reins tightly as the truck passed.

He was as silent as the night was dark. I tried to match his thoughtfulness, but I finally couldn’t stand it any longer. It wasn’t like him to be so serious.

“Talk to me, Ez.”

“I don’t know what to say.” His voice was flat, but then he smiled at me, flashing his killer, gazillion-dollar grin. The one that reminded me that out of all the girls in Lancaster County—Amish, Mennonite, and Englisch—he’d chosen me, Ella Marie Bayer. “Let’s talk more after the singing.” He turned the horse into the Benders’ driveway.

As much as I enjoyed being with Ezra, singings weren’t my favorite thing. The Amish girls in Ezra’s district looked at me funny, and I always felt that they were probably talking about me behind my back. Even though I would wear my most conservative dresses, the printed fabric and the round shape of my head covering, compared to solid fabrics of their clothes and the heart shape of the Lancaster Amish kapps, always gave me away.

Worse, it was as though everyone pretended I wasn’t there, as though Ezra and I weren’t together. Sure enough, when he parked the buggy in the line by the barn, a girl called out to ask if he’d brought anyone, even though she could clearly see me sitting right there next to him!

“Ya.” He kept his head down as he spoke, but even in the faint light I could see he wasn’t smiling.
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THREE

The singing was in the Benders’ shed, which had been cleaned from the cement floor to the high rafters. The host family had placed propane heaters strategically around the room to make it warm and cozy. Long tables and wooden benches had been arranged, and the boys sat on one side and the girls on the other. Ezra and I both faced forward at our separate tables, straight across the dividing aisle from each other, me on the left with the girls and him on the right with the boys. I had the urge to reach out and hold his hand, but I could only imagine what the Amish girls would say about me then.

As the songbooks were passed around, a young woman named Ruth Fry walked in with a group of other girls. She spotted Ezra and sat one row in front of me, shifting in her seat so that she was facing him directly. She and her friends whispered and giggled. Ezra grinned at me but didn’t say anything. She was the little sister of Ezra’s sister-in-law Sally, and it was no secret that Ruth had been crushing on Ezra for years. I’d had no idea she was visiting from Ohio right now.

The chaperones milled around in the back of the barn as we got settled, putting out snacks and drinks. I heard my cousin Ada’s laugh and turned around. Sure enough, she and her husband, Will, Ezra’s older brother, were in the back, by far the youngest of all the adults. I tried to catch her eye to give her a wave and a smile, but before she saw me I realized Ruth had probably come with them. My own smile fading, I turned back around and gave Ezra a questioning look. He shrugged his shoulders, but not with surprise.

We started out with a hymn in High German. Everyone sang the same notes—there were no separate parts and no one sang harmony. I didn’t even try to follow along. I thought of Sarah’s book and how she said singing a song was like following a recipe. Some of these songs were pretty bad. When we were on our third hymn, a group of younger, mischievous boys came in poking and shoving each other. Will cleared his throat and they straightened up, filing onto a bench at the front table, the only available place left.

Halfway through the singing, the women chaperones handed out pitchers of water and glasses, and when we started up again we sang “What a Friend We Have in Jesus” in English and then a German song to the tune of “Amazing Grace.” As the evening went on, the tempos grew livelier and the volume louder. I kept thinking about Great-Grandmother Sarah, who probably would have appreciated the more spirited numbers.

When the singing ended, Ezra and I followed the others to the back of the building for refreshments. Ada didn’t seem to pick up on my irritation with her and Will about bringing Ruth, so I let it go for now. Ada gave me a hug, her brown eyes as bright and lively as ever. Her face was a little pale, though, and I wondered suddenly if she might be pregnant. I knew it wouldn’t be polite to ask. Growing up with a midwife for a mother, I had always been surrounded by talk of pregnancy and birth, but I’d been taught to hold my tongue and not speak of such things so freely with others.

The chaperones had put out spiced cider, fresh pretzels, popcorn, and orange slices. Pinwheel cookies with a vanilla and chocolate swirl were also on the table, and they looked absolutely delicious. I sampled one, judging the texture and taste against my own and deeming the one I was eating to be much better. I’d have to try to get the recipe.

I took a cup of the hot cider and wrapped my hands around it, trying to ward off the chill of the cold evening. I was ready to go, but Ezra seemed happy to stay and chat with the Amish men forever.

Gradually, the courting couples began to leave, most to go to the girls’ houses for a snack and some privacy. Then a group of single girls left together, followed by some of the single boys.

“We should get going,” I whispered to Ezra. I was anxious to finish our discussion.

“Let Will and me take you home,” Ada said, reaching for my hand. “I’ve hardly seen you lately.”

I must have looked alarmed because Will laughed and said, “We won’t bite, Ella. Ezra has some finishing up to do back at the greenhouses before bed.”

“Thanks anyway.” I hoped my voice didn’t sound too alarmed. I gave Ezra a pleading look.

“I’ll hurry,” he said to Will. “I can take her home and still get it done, I promise.”

Will looked at Ada, who was yawning. “Are you tired?”

“Just a little.” She had to be pregnant. Maybe she’d already seen Mom. Maybe everyone in the family knew but me. That seemed to be how things were going. Will put his arm around his wife, his lips brushing the top of her head covering and then her blond hair. I glanced away, embarrassed. Amish couples rarely showed affection in public.

“I guess I’m ready,” Ezra said to me.

I told Ada and Will goodbye and then approached Amanda Bender, praising her pinwheel cookies. She rattled off her recipe. It sounded just like mine, which made no sense because hers were so much better. I asked what kind of chocolate she used, and when she named a more expensive brand, I had my answer. Her food budget obviously had more leeway than ours. I thanked her and followed Ezra out the door into the cold night, where we were met by Ruth and her gaggle of girlfriends, all wrapped in their capes.

“I thought Will and Ada were giving Ella a ride home,” Ruth said, her bottom lip protruding in a tiny pout. Then she smiled up at Ezra. I hadn’t noticed how pretty she was getting until that moment, under the moonlight. Her hair was coal black and her eyes bright blue. Her lips were red and shiny, as if she’d put gloss on them, but perhaps it was from the cold.

“Not tonight,” Ezra answered.

“Oh,” she said. “I was hoping you could give me a ride.”

“Will and Ada have room,” I said sweetly. “Ask them.” I took Ezra’s arm and waved goodbye.

“Here’s the deal.” We hadn’t even driven out of the barnyard when Ezra started talking. I glanced around, wondering if anyone was listening.

“I can’t go to Chicago with you.” His voice was monotone, as if he’d been rehearsing what to say in his head all evening. “And I was only joking about Florida.”

The buggy wheel hit a rock and I lurched forward. Ezra reached out and steadied me, his hand against my arm.

“It’s already been decided.” He put his hand back on the reins.

“What’s been decided?” I whispered.

“I’m going to learn to be a dairy farmer.”

I lurched forward again, all on my own. But he didn’t reach out to steady me this time.

“Will and Daed have their eye on a farm—the one on Oak Road. The owner doesn’t have anyone to pass it down to. His sons left the church decades ago. He’s thinking about selling in a year.” His voice was still monotone. “So the family wants me to learn the business.”

“Oh,” was all I could manage to say. As the horse picked up speed on the paved lane and the icy wind hit my face, I felt my dreams freeze. I was all alone, a solitary figure in a winter landscape. Ezra had his entire family. And his church. And now a dairy farm. While I had nothing. Correction, I thought. I have my mother, a brother who is, apparently, now a half brother too, and a birth father who wants to come back after abandoning all of us fifteen years ago.

I wound my scarf tightly around my neck and stared straight ahead.

“Ella.” He glanced at me, holding the reins tightly. “We both knew it would come to this sooner or later. I’m sorry. All along I hoped we could make it work. I could become Mennonite, I thought. But I need my family—”

“I don’t want you to become Mennonite, really. I’m more than willing to become Amish after I take some baking classes. Then I’ll join.” I just needed to learn enough to open and operate a successful bakery, but that wouldn’t be possible once I was a member of Ezra’s district. For some reason, even though they allowed some job-related education, culinary training was not acceptable.

“That would be too hard for you, to become Amish.”

Tears stung my eyes.

“It’s not that I don’t want you to,” he added quickly. “I just don’t think it’s realistic.”

Now the tears were falling down my face. Embarrassed, I brushed them away as my cheeks stung from the cold.

“Ella, I’m sorry.” His voice had an edge of defensiveness to it.

“It’s not just this.” That wasn’t entirely a lie, but I wasn’t going to grovel in front of him, even though the evening wasn’t turning out anything like I had planned.

I put on my brave face and told him about my father, about Mom and Zed going to see him, about Zed and I being half siblings, about Mom keeping it from us all along. “That’s why I have to get away from here. I don’t want to be around to see my mom and Zed cozy up to Freddy Bayer. I need to have my own life—one that makes sense to me.”

We were on the highway by the time I took a breath.

I rushed on. “I can’t believe my family is even more messed up than I thought. You’re so lucky to have your folks and brothers and sister. And sisters-in-law.”

He nodded but did not reply

“So will you work at the dairy on Oak Road to learn the business?” I finally said, trying to bring him back. “Is that the plan?”

“Not to learn the business, no,” he said. “The plan is to own and work that dairy eventually, but for now my folks—and Will—want me to go somewhere else to train for it. They think it would be good for me to experience life in an Amish community outside Lancaster County.”

My eyes narrowed. It was obvious what was really going on here. They wanted to get Ezra away from me.

“Like where?” I tried my hardest to keep my voice even. “Ohio?” I was certain he had some relatives there. Probably next door to Ruth’s family.

“Maybe,” he said.

“How about Indiana?” I asked, thinking of my own desire to visit the Home Place. “I have relatives in that area. If you went there, I might be able to come out too.”

His face didn’t exactly light up at the notion. Instead, he just shrugged and said, “I have no idea where I’ll end up. Will’s sent out a few letters so far, but that’s all.”

Refusing to be deterred, I leaned down a little, putting my hand to my forehead, and continued working the idea through in my mind. If we could find a dairy for Ezra to work at in Indiana, not only could I go out there for a visit to the Home Place, but maybe I could even find some way to stay and go to baking school.

“At least Indiana is a possibility, right?” I persisted.

He stared straight ahead, not saying a word, but his eyes flickered as if he’d heard me. Judging by his expression and his lack of response, our conversation had veered into dangerous territory.

This was the closest Ezra and I had ever come to breaking up, and I didn’t want to cross that line, that point of no return. Trying not to panic, I decided to change the subject and lighten things up a bit instead. As I did, I could hear myself growing chatty, turning my earlier outburst about my mother and Zed going to see my father into a joke, as if I really didn’t care.

“Maybe I’ll see him next week,” I said. “I don’t look a thing like Mom. I guess I should see if I at least look like him.”

Ezra nodded and smiled, but I could tell he was deep in thought. Was he thinking about Indiana? Considering that we could marry? We crossed the covered bridge in silence. The horse lunged forward, taking the hill quickly and then heading toward the curve in the highway.

I’d grown up with a car and a computer and a public education. Now I had jeans and a stash of makeup and a stack of bridal magazines under my bed. I wanted desperately to get more schooling. But still, for him, in time, I would make the sacrifice and become Amish. If anyone could do it, I could.

As we turned into my driveway, I noted Mom’s car wasn’t back yet. Feeling sick to my stomach, I imagined her and Zed with my father, talking through the last fifteen years, laughing and sharing stories. I groaned, but Ezra didn’t notice.

“So you’ll think about Indiana?” I asked again as he pulled the horse to a stop. “I really do have family connections there. I bet we could work something out.”

“I don’t know if that’s one of the locations Will is pursuing or not. You could ask your mom.”

My smile faded. “My mom?”

“Ya. She gave Will leads on a bunch of people she knows who own dairy farms all over the country.”

Ezra was turning his horse and buggy around before I stepped into the dark and empty cottage. I stood for a moment, listening to the horse’s hooves as they reached the pavement. Once they had faded away, I shut the door firmly, leaned against it, and slid to the floor.

It was becoming clear as day. Not only did the Gundys want to get Ezra away from me, but so did my mother. And because of her business, she had contacts from all over. She knew midwives from other counties and states. She had clients who moved away from the area but kept in touch because they felt endeared to her. From the sound of things, she was using those connections to help Will separate Ezra and me as much as possible.

I heard the car in the driveway and struggled to my feet, but Zed pushed the front door into me before I had stood up all the way.

“Ouch!”

“What are you doing?”

“I just got here.” I retreated toward the woodstove and fed it a piece of pine, hoping to take the chill off the room.

Mom’s footsteps were heavy on the porch, and then she flicked on the light as she came through the doorway. “You’re home early.”

“Ezra had some work to finish up.”

A brief smile flashed across her lips and then disappeared. She took off her cape. “Your father said to tell you hello.”

“I don’t consider him my father,” I retorted.

She took a deep breath. “He would have liked to have seen you.”

I turned to face the stove, putting my hands out in front of me.

“He’s ill.”

“I don’t want to hear about him.”

“Ella.” She was making her way around the couch, moving toward me. Zed retreated to the dining room, his coat still on. “I know you have a lot of bitterness toward the man, but some compassion right now would be appropriate too.”

“Compassion?” I crossed my arms, my hands warm against my sides. “You’re a fine one to talk about compassion, Mom. Especially to me.”

She stopped in the middle of the room. The strip of hair showing in front of her head covering was almost completely gray. She was shorter than me by a couple of inches. And though she’d always been stocky, it seemed that she’d grown even thicker over the past few years.

“Ella,” she finally said. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Dairy farms? From all over?”

She raised her eyebrows.

“Ezra?” My tone was accusatory.

“Oh, that.” She took another step toward me. “Will asked me if I knew anyone who owned a dairy, and I gave him some names.”

“From how far away?”

She flinched, as if I’d hit her, confirming my suspicions.

“Why can’t Ezra work on a dairy farm in Lancaster County?”

My mother shook her head a little. “That’s not our business, is it? That’s up to the Gundys.”

“It might not be your business, but it’s mine. They are trying to make me disappear from Ezra’s life. That’s why they don’t want him in Lancaster County.”

Mom closed her eyes for a moment, as if to gather strength. Finally she said, “He’s twenty years old, Ella. He needs to start making solid decisions. It’s not like the two of you have a future—”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

That condescending smile of hers started to creep back over her face. “Ella, you can’t join a church—especially not the Amish church—for a man.”

A dead silence hung between us.

My mother didn’t get it. She didn’t get anything, ever. Nothing about me. Nothing about love. Nothing about life.

I was stomping up the stairs when she added, “Joining a particular church can’t be based on whom you want to marry. It has to be because of your relationship with Christ.”

I spun around and peered down at her. “Didn’t you join the Mennonite church because of a man?”

She blushed. “That was different. It wasn’t his church. Or mine. It was a compromise, a new one for both—”

I bolted up the rest of the stairs and was in my room before she’d finished.

I was pretty sure the majority of Amish youth who joined the church did so primarily because they had found a mate they wanted to marry. So what would be so wrong with me joining the Amish church to marry Ezra?

I could hear Mom’s footsteps on the stairs. I anticipated her quiet knock on my door, which came as expected.

“What?”

“Klara invited us to dinner tomorrow. The Gundys have been invited too.”

“Will Freddy be there?” I spat out his name like a poison.

She was quiet for a moment. “Of course not.”

“How about Ezra? Is he coming?”

“I don’t know. I imagine so.”

“Then are you sure you want me there? Maybe I should hop on a bus to the next state or something instead. He and I can’t be too close, you know.”

I hated the sarcasm I could hear in my own voice, but I just couldn’t help it. When my mother replied, she ignored the question completely.

“Ella,” she began, her voice tired, “essentially, you’re an adult now. Done with school. Nearly eighteen. I know you’re applying for jobs, but you and I need to sit down and talk about what your long-term plans are besides dreams of marrying Ezra or going to baking school.”

In other words, you want to crush those dreams before they have a chance of happening, I thought but did not say. She was right about one thing. I was an adult now. I needed to sound rational, not petulant.

The problem was, I knew what she wanted for me. She’d said so several times. She thought I should go to nursing school, something I was certain she wished she’d done if she’d had the choice way back when. But being a nurse would only be a little better than being a midwife. Neither appealed to me. Not even knowing my great-grandmother Sarah had worked as a nurse, for a while at least, had any sway on me at all.

“Can we do it some other time?” I said, trying to be mature about it. “I’m very tired.”

“Of course. It’s much too late for any more discussions tonight.”

After a minute I heard Mom’s door open and close. I thought of the photo on her nightstand, the only one in our house, of her and my father. I rarely went in her bedroom at all and could hardly remember the photo, but I knew it was there. Nothing in her room ever changed. An Amish quilt over the double bed. A small bureau with nothing on top. Four dresses on pegs. Two pairs of shoes in a corner.

When I heard her door open again and the sound of her steps going down the hall and into the bathroom, I hurriedly slipped from my room and dashed over to hers. Once inside, I headed for the nightstand, where the photo had always been. The light was dim so I picked it up to see it better.

She looked so young. Her hair, what I could see under her kapp, was close to the auburn color of mine. Her gray eyes were lively, even though there was only the hint of a smile on her lips. He was tall and blond, and his brown eyes sparkled as he grinned.

I heard a bump in the bathroom, and then the sound of the running water stopped.

I put the frame back down and hurried from the room, wondering why she’d kept it all these years. She wasn’t adamantly opposed to photos, but she wasn’t in favor of them either. She’d never owned a camera. When someone from our Mennonite church would give her a photo of Zed or me, she would thank them for it and bring it home, but then it would disappear. I’d looked before, several times, but could never find any pictures in our house at all except for this one.

I slipped into my room and pulled the door tight as my mother stepped into the hall.

Not only had she kept a photo of him, but she had kept it beside her bed all these years. There were about a million and a half things I didn’t understand about my mother. Could she possibly still be in love with the man?

My face contorted at the thought.

I knelt down on the floor and fished under my bed, past the stack of bridal and fashion magazines, all the way to the back to the wooden box with the farmhouse from Indiana carved on the top. There was no reason for me to hide it, not really. Zed wasn’t interested in it and neither was Mom. Still, I liked the thought of it under my bed. My hand landed on it and worked it forward until I had it in both hands and pulled it out. I stayed on the floor, crossing my legs and running my fingers over the carved surface. It was a little bigger than a laptop. The farmhouse was on a little rise and was two stories high, with what looked like additions on both sides. It was big, probably close to the size of Aunt Klara and Uncle Alexander’s house. A field was in front of it, and there was a stand of trees behind it. On the sides of the box were shafts of wheat.

I opened the lid and pulled out a copy of Sarah’s drawing. It had symbols of pies and shafts of wheat around it, in the same style as the symbols in her book, although she was much younger when she did the drawing.

I picked up her book from my bedside table and slipped it into the box.

I would talk to Mammi tomorrow about the relatives in Indiana. I’d see if she knew of any dairy farms in the area, ones that might be close to the Home Place.

Already, a new plan was forming in my mind.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/images/half.jpg
THE
AMISH
BRIDE





OPS/images/f0005-01.jpg





OPS/images/title.jpg
THE
AMISH
BRIDE

MINDY STARNS CLARK
LESLIFE GOULD





OPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OPS/images/Cover.jpg





OPS/images/chap.jpg





OPS/images/f0003-01.jpg





