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      For my mother, who was once a little Amish girl. You lived a fierce life, and I’m so proud of you.
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      Some stories come from imagination. Others grow from truths too deep to ignore. Little Amish Girl was born from both.

      My mother was once a little Amish girl. She grew up in a strict Old Order Amish community in Indiana, where tradition ruled with quiet, unforgiving authority. Behind the kerosene lamps, home-baked goods, and reverent prayers lived pain that few outside the community ever saw. My mother endured that pain. She carried it, buried it, and later in life, began to speak it aloud.

      She left the Amish in the early 1970s, alongside my father, because they could no longer reconcile the teachings of the church with what they believed was right. For that choice, she was shunned. She was no longer welcome at her family’s table. Literally. Years ago, I accompanied her to visit Amish family in Indiana. We met at a diner, but when we arrived, they quietly pulled our two tables apart. They could not be seen eating with someone who had left the faith. We didn't stay, and my mother cried all the way back to the car. I tried to make her laugh, tried to brush it off. But the wound had been reopened. That day was only one of many when this religion, her own roots, cut her deeply.

      Little Amish Girl is fiction, but it asks a quiet, aching question: What if someone like my mother had been taken out of that life earlier? What if she had found help? What might her healing have looked like, sooner?

      Before my mom passed, she offered Amish phrasing suggestions for this book. She was happy I was writing it and was excited to have a copy in her hands one day. Sadly, I wasn’t able to give her that in time, but I know she’s smiling down at me now.

      She also left behind essays she wrote while earning her GED—reflections of her Amish upbringing. Those stories were a gift, and I’ll always cherish them along with her memory.

      This novel is dedicated to her, and to all the girls and boys who were never given a voice.

      May they find one here.

      

      -Viola
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      The stench hit her first—rank, rotten, and wrong. Ivy recoiled and clamped her hand over her mouth. Wind from the storm tore at her coat and whipped her hair across her face, but she barely felt it. Her eyes locked on the barn. The structure loomed in the moonlight, its jagged silhouette crooked and sinister.

      Something waited inside. The presence seeped from the seams in the wood and slithered around her body.

      She wasn’t supposed to be in this place.

      So why had she come?

      Dragged here as if she had no control over her own body and mind.

      “Stay out of the barn, Ivy. You don’t want to know what’s inside.”

      Ruth’s voice echoed in her head, thick as molasses, coating her mind as she stepped forward. Ivy hadn’t seen her sister in years, didn’t even know where she was, but she thought of her constantly.

      And in sleep, Ruth found her.

      Ivy reached for the door with trembling hands and yanked it open. The wood groaned. Hinges screamed.

      Darkness swallowed her. Airless. Pressed close.

      A crooked beam hung low above, a lone kerosene lantern dangling from it. Its dim glow fluttered against the otherwise dark walls.

      Using all her strength, she slammed the door shut. The wood shuddered in its frame as she fumbled with the iron latch, fingers stiff from the cold.

      The storm still howled outside. But underneath the wind came another sound, riding the air like a warning:

      “Get out. Get out. Get out.”

      She turned slowly, her eyes adjusting. Dust floated through the lantern’s glow. The old hayloft. The rusted trough. The ladder she once climbed with bare feet and skinned knees. It was all here—older, quieter, but unmistakable.

      Then she saw her.

      Ruth lay crumpled on the dirt floor, her limbs twisted, her body caught in something shifting, writhing. Ivy’s breath hitched. Rope. It had to be rope.

      But it moved.

      She looked closer.

      A snake, black and slick as oil, coiled tight around Ruth’s ribs, its body flexing with each shallow breath she managed to take. The tail wound around her like a noose, squeezing, squeezing—waiting.

      Ivy clutched her stomach, nausea twisting inside her.

      “Ivy, help me!”

      Ruth’s voice was raw, desperate. She lay tangled in the dirt, wide-eyed with terror as the snake’s massive coils tightened around her.

      Ivy’s breath caught. She lurched forward⁠—

      The snake’s head shot up.

      Its jaw unhinged, fangs flashing in the lantern light. It struck so fast that Ivy barely yanked herself back in time, her pulse hammering against her skin. She glanced down at her wrists, at the veins bulging beneath the surface, the thrum of her heartbeat roaring in her ears.

      A hiss forced her to look up. The serpent’s body constricted, Ruth gasping under its crushing hold.

      “Let her go!” The scream caught in her throat and stayed there.

      Let her go, let her go, let her go.

      The snake’s tongue slithered out, tasting the air. And then⁠—

      It spoke.

      “Stay out of the barn, Ivy.”

      The words slithered through the air, sinking into her skin like tar.

      Ivy froze.

      The voice, deep, twisted, seething with something dark, wrapped around her. It slunk into her bones, filling her with something heavy and wrong.

      The barn tilted. The ground shuddered beneath her feet. Ivy stumbled, catching herself against a wooden beam, her breath ragged.

      “Stay out of the barn, Ivy.”

      The serpent bared its fangs, its grin a jagged stretch of gleaming white.

      “Or you’ll end up just like her.”

      “I said let her go!” Ivy tried again, but the words strangled inside her.

      The snake lunged.

      Ivy reeled back again as its fangs snapped inches from her face. Her fury boiled over into something helpless and raw. She wanted to fight. She needed to rip the thing away from Ruth. To do something.

      But fear held her in place.

      Ruth choked on a breath, her eyes pleading. “Ivy!”

      Ivy lunged⁠—

      And fell.

      Her back hit the mattress hard, her body jerking upright with a strangled gasp. The room was dark. Too dark. Too silent.

      But it didn’t feel empty.

      The nightmare clung to her, suffocating, settling in the dark corners.

      Ivy pressed a trembling hand to her face, forcing air into her lungs.

      The dream never changed. She always woke up before she could save Ruth.

      And worse—she didn’t know if she ever would.
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      Now

      

      Her father chose violence and religion over her, her church chose silence, and cancer chose the only person who ever truly loved her. So, at twenty-one, Ivy Schrock chose herself, a whisk, and a worn-down bakery on the edge of downtown.

      At 4 a.m., Indianapolis belonged to the restless. The occasional car rumbled past, streetlights flickered, and the city sat in limbo, caught between night and morning.

      Ivy knew that feeling well.

      Being caught between what was, what is, and what might be.

      She’d been awake for hours, jolted from sleep by another nightmare—the same one that always ended with her sister Ruth screaming and no one coming. Not then. Not ever.

      Now, she stood in the kitchen of Butter and Bliss.

      Here, she was in control.

      Here, she wasn’t a victim.

      Here, she was someone.

      Today was the grand opening of her bakery—the beginning of everything she’d dreamed about. The thought sent a rush through her, quick and bright, like the first sip of strong coffee after too little sleep.

      “Speaking of coffee…” Ivy washed her hands and made herself another cup. Today would be huge, and she needed to be awake enough to be able to revel in the glory of it all.

      Her own bakery. Her name on the lease.

      And no one standing over her shoulder telling her who to be.

      Someone dear had told her to follow her passion. Someone Ivy had loved and now grieved.

      Ivy inhaled, and the smell of fresh dough took her back to her childhood unexpectedly. She’d stood at another counter once, her small hands pressing into flour-dusted mounds, trying to mimic the sure, practiced movements of her mamm, her biological mother. The kitchen in their Amish home had been their safe space—their morning ritual before the rest of the house woke up.

      A memory and moment that felt untouchable.

      Until the pounding footsteps from upstairs broke the stillness.

      Dat, getting ready to work the farm. Dat, always in a terrible mood. Dat, reeking of liquor at all times of the day.

      Ivy had pressed her fingers deeper into the dough, as if working harder could make her invisible. Her mamm’s hand had covered hers in a brief but firm squeeze.

      Keep working.

      So, she had. It was what she knew how to do. To be of help. To be as perfect as could be so she didn’t cause any trouble.

      Ivy shook the memory away, but a shiver skittered down her arms as another flashback took her to the last day with her biological family. The day her life altered forever.

      “Stop it, Ivy,” she said.

      That day was a long time ago.

      That life felt like it belonged to someone else.

      Here, in her present, there were no hushed silences, no more hiding, no more bruises and broken bones.

      Only the warmth from the ovens, the first of sunlight filtering through the windows, and the quiet beat of her heart, reminding her she’d built a new life for herself.

      Something to keep her mind busy and at ease. Something to help with the loneliness.

      Ivy turned and checked the muffins baking in the oven. Almost done.

      Soon, customers would walk through those doors, drawn in by the promise of warm pastries and hot coffee. They would sit, talk, and fill the space with laughter and conversation.

      And she would be here, in the middle of it all, making sure everything ran the way she’d imagined.

      She wanted this place to feel safe—a deep breath, the kind of warmth people carried in their memories of home, even if they’d never really known one. It had taken two years of sleepless nights and more setbacks than she cared to count, but she’d done it.

      The bakery downstairs, her apartment upstairs—her dream, fully realized.

      She moved to the front of the shop, adjusting the seating and straightening the bookcase near the window. It was filled with books she’d handpicked, everything from well-worn classics to contemporary favorites. This building was more than a bakery—it was a space where people could linger, where they could lose themselves in a story while sipping coffee and nibbling on something warm from the oven.

      The bell above the door jingled, and Ivy turned to see Fiona stepping inside, cheeks flushed from the early-morning air. A high school junior with curly red hair and an easy, infectious warmth, Fiona had been eager to help ever since Ivy hired her to run the register part-time before school started.

      “Morning,” Fiona said, shrugging off her backpack. “It smells amazing in here.”

      “Morning.” Ivy smiled. “Thanks for coming in early. First day—no room for error.”

      Fiona grinned. “Don’t worry. I told all my friends they have to stop by today on the way to school and try the blueberry muffins.”

      “You’re an angel, Fi,” Ivy said. “Let’s make sure they leave with no regrets.”

      “You got it, Ivy. Let me know where to start.”

      As they moved around, finalizing last-minute details, the door chimed again. Ivy looked up as Camron stepped inside, his broad frame filling the doorway. He carried a bouquet of white roses in a clear vase, looking slightly uncertain but pleased with himself.

      Ivy raised an eyebrow. “Flowers? Didn’t expect that. Thank you, Cam.”

      Camron smiled. “Figured you deserved something nice today.”

      She accepted the bouquet, grateful for the sentiment, and set the vase on a nearby table. Camron was kind and undeniably handsome, stable in a way she should probably appreciate more. As her contractor, he’d helped her bring this building to life, and somewhere along the way, they’d started spending time together outside of work.

      Camron Woodward was comfortable. Easy.

      But he was not electric. Not the way she’d once felt before—when a single glance could set a fire inside of her, when every touch carried a charge. With Camron, there was no spark, no quiet thrill buzzing beneath the surface.

      Camron was a nice man. A good man.

      But nice and good weren’t guaranteed to last.

      Yep, Ivy had her walls up because walls were meant for protection.

      His gaze moved around the bakery, taking it all in. “It looks incredible, Ivy. You did it.”

      She took a moment to look around as well, seeing the space with fresh eyes—the golden loaves of bread waiting behind the glass, the bookshelves by the window, the cozy chairs tucked into the reading corner.

      “I did,” she murmured, almost to herself. Then she said, “We did,” a little louder. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”

      She poured him a fresh cup of coffee. Black with a packet of sugar, just the way he liked it.

      “For you.” She handed him the cup.

      “Thanks.” Camron took the coffee and then glanced at his watch. “I wish I could stay, but I’ve got a new job to get to. Wanted to stop by and say congratulations.”

      Ivy gave him a friendly smile. “Thanks for coming by.”

      He lifted his coffee cup in a small toast. “To Butter and Bliss. It’s going to be something special.” He kissed her forehead and headed out.

      Ivy closed her eyes, exhaling.

      The grand opening is today!

      She’d spent years imagining this day. And now, here it was.

      No turning back.

      She straightened, adjusting the flowers in their vase before moving toward the kitchen.

      There was work to be done.
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      Then

      

      Ten-year-old Ivy stood as straight as she could beside her mamm. Her hands clenched in the fabric of her dress, willing herself to be perfect. Her hair was braided so tight her scalp tingled beneath her pinned cap and black bonnet. Today, Ivy would not give her dat a single reason to be angry.

      The general store was a world of bright packages and unfamiliar noises, tempting in ways she couldn’t explain. But she kept her hands to herself, resisting the urge to touch, to explore. She and her mamm were only here for flour and essentials—everything else came from home, from the farm. She’d been allowed along only because she’d stayed home from school that day, a rare treat that turned into an outing.

      Her mamm stopped and gestured toward the public restrooms. “Be gute,” she said, using a mix of English and Pennsylvania Dutch as they often did.

      Be good. Ivy knew how to do that. She was the youngest of seven children, and she'd learned what to do and what not to do from watching her older siblings. Her brothers and sisters had their ways of getting into trouble, but Ivy had always been the quiet one, the one who followed the rules, mostly to avoid the sharp eye of their father. He was strict, and his punishments were swift and harsh, leaving little room for mistakes. Ivy clutched the cart handle as she watched her mamm walk to the indoor bathroom.

      And then Ivy was alone. She shrank under the weight of curious Englisch gazes. The buzzing of the fridges, the beeping at checkout, the chatter of people who didn’t follow her church’s rules—it was overwhelming. This wasn’t her world. She wished she were back at home, tending to the horses. Especially Twinkles. Twinkles was her favorite.

      Movement in the cookie aisle caught her attention. A boy, not much older than her brother Jonas, reached for a bag of cookies and, without hesitation, tore it open, popping one into his mouth.

      Ach du lieber. Oh, my goodness.

      What was he doing?

      Before she could look away, his sharp green eyes found hers. He grinned, bold and unbothered, and to her shock, walked straight toward her and pressed a cookie into her palm.

      “Don’t tell anyone,” he said with a wink.

      The color of his eyes reminded her of the rhubarb leaves in her mamm’s garden. Along with a mischievous sparkle of gold in the middle.

      Ivy’s fingers curled around the cookie, her breath catching. It felt dangerous in her palm—an act of defiance wrapped in sugar. A stolen cookie. Given by an Englisch boy.

      Before she could react, a stout man in a store uniform barked, “Hey! I told you not to come in here anymore!”

      The boy bolted. The man lunged, catching his arm, and the open bag of cookies spilled across the floor. A commotion erupted as the boy twisted, then tore free, disappearing through the doors in a blur.

      And then her mamm was beside her, seizing her arm with a force that stole Ivy’s breath. “Was hoscht du?” What do you have?

      Ivy opened her trembling hand, revealing the cookie.

      Her mamm’s expression darkened. She plucked the cookie from Ivy’s palm and dropped it onto a shelf with swift disgust. “Scham dich.” Shame on you.

      Mamm’s gaze darted around, and Ivy noticed a deacon from their church had seen the entire event. He shook his head in disapproval, and Ivy’s stomach dropped. Her mamm’s grip tightened as she ushered Ivy out of the store without another word.

      She’d failed.

      Dinner that night was suffocating. Seven siblings sat in silence, forks scraping against plates. Their dat had returned from the fields in a foul mood, the sharp scent of liquor hanging in the air.

      Ivy barely touched her food—her stomach knotted with dread. She’d learned to gauge his mood and to mimic her older siblings, who avoided his gaze, keeping their heads down.

      Then, her mamm spoke. “Reuben, I need to tell you something,” she said quietly. But the words echoed in Ivy’s ears.

      Ivy stiffened.

      Her dat looked up, bloodshot eyes narrowing. “Was isses?” (What is it?)

      “Well,” Mamm began, “Ivy had an encounter with an Englisch boy at the market. He stole cookies and gave her one. She was holding it when I found her. Deacon Joseph Schwartz witnessed everything.”

      Silence. Heavy. Inevitable.

      Her dat’s glare burned through her. “Is this true?”

      “Yes, Dat. I’m sorry.”

      Her older sister Ruth, beside her, squeezed her hand. “It was nothing. A mistake.”

      Her dat slammed his hand on the table. “A mistake?” He shot up from his chair, looming over them. “How many times must this family be shamed?”

      The chair scraped against the floor as Ruth stood, stepping between them. “She didn’t know, Dat.”

      His nostrils flared. “Do not talk back to me, Ruth.”

      The slap came fast. Ruth crumpled to the ground.

      Ivy barely had time to gasp before his fingers latched onto her arm, yanking her from her chair.

      The blows came hard and fast, pain bursting across her body. She tried to hold in her cries, but they tore free, swallowed by his rage. She begged him to stop, but her words dissolved in the air, meaningless.

      The last thing she remembered was the floor rushing up to meet her—before everything went dark.
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        * * *

      

      Ivy’s eyelids fluttered open, but the world around her was a blur. Dim, unfamiliar lights cast soft shadows across the room, and the rhythmic beeping of machines filled the silence. Her mind was foggy, a haze that made it hard to remember anything clearly. Where was she? The sterile smell and the strange, uncomfortable bed were nothing like the familiar warmth of her bedroom.

      She could barely hear hushed voices beyond the door, the murmurs penetrating the haze of her thoughts.

      “How did she get here?” a woman’s voice drifted in. “The Amish around here don’t usually bring their children to hospitals.”

      “It’s really sad,” said a second woman. “Her older sister ran away from their home to the nearest neighbor with a phone and begged them to call for an ambulance. When the ambulance arrived, this little girl was unconscious. Apparently, the father had beaten her. And from the looks of her x-rays, this wasn’t the first time.”

      “Wow, I hope the sister is okay. That was very brave of her.”

      The second woman replied with a sigh, “Yeah, me, too. You never know what’s going on in these secretive Amish communities.”

      Her sister. Ruth?

      Ivy tried to move, to make sense of their words, but her body felt like an old oak tree branch with deep roots, unable to move. Her arms and legs were sore, a dull ache that made it impossible to shift even a little. She wanted to open her eyes wider, to see more, but they were too heavy as if weighed down by invisible fingers.

      “The father was arrested,” the murmuring continued, “but he’ll probably get off. The police never seem to get too involved when it comes to the Amish.”

      Her father… Ivy tried to piece it together. The memory slipped through her grasp, broken fragments buried under a thick blanket of confusion. Her older sister… something about Ruth. Was it Ruth? But before she could grasp onto a coherent thought, a wave of exhaustion swept over her, pulling her back into a deep sleep.
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        * * *

      

      When she finally opened her eyes again hours later, everything looked blurry. Her head throbbed, and her body ached. When she tried to shift even a little, pain shot through her ribs and arm, piercing and mean—a reminder of what had happened. Tears stung her eyes as the memories rushed back.

      Dat had been so angry with her.

      And Ruth…Was Ruth okay?

      Ivy glanced around the bright white room and found she was alone, the silence broken only by the soft beeping of the strange machines. Her breaths came in ragged gasps as she tried to understand where she was and how she’d gotten here.

      Where was her family? Was this another punishment?

      She couldn’t remember a time when she’d been alone outside of her home. This wasn’t how the punishments worked. Usually, after Dat was done, they’d go to bed and wait for Mamm to come and tend to any cuts, bruises, or pains.

      Maybe what Ivy had done was different… somehow worse.

      A woman walked into the room wearing strange blue clothes that matched top to bottom. She reached up and pulled back a curtain, and her face softened into a smile as she looked at Ivy.

      “I’m Nancy, your nurse,” she said. “Good to see you’re awake.”

      Ivy pinched her lips shut and winced at the pain it caused. Her whole face felt swollen, her upper lip held together by stitches.

      “It’s going to be okay, Ivy.” Nancy patted Ivy’s hand. “We’re here to help you get better.”

      Ivy knew she shouldn’t speak to this woman, but she had to know. “Is Ruth okay? My sister?” She made sure to speak English, so she’d be understood.

      Nancy looked over the paperwork on her clipboard. “Um, I can sure try to find out. We don’t have a patient called Ruth that I know of.”

      Ivy carefully nodded her head, but the pain brought new tears to her eyes.

      “Oh, dear. Try not to move too much.” Nancy strode to the machines and poked a few buttons. “Let’s get you some relief.” She picked up a syringe with a long, pointy needle and brought it to Ivy’s arm.

      “No.” Ivy squirmed, causing shooting pains.

      “It’s okay, sweetie. I’m going to insert it into your IV.” Nancy pointed at Ivy’s arm, and Ivy realized there was something taped to the inside of her elbow. “It won’t hurt a bit, I promise.”
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      Now – Seven months later

      

      Butter and Bliss wasn’t just a bakery anymore—it was part of the neighborhood’s rhythm. The front door chimed constantly, welcoming a steady stream of customers who were after their morning caffeine fix, favorite pastries, or a fresh loaf of Ivy’s homemade bread. The scent of butter and espresso clung to the air, mixing with the low hum of conversation.

      Ivy had built this. And every long, exhausting hour had been worth it.

      She’d hired two part-time employees—Fiona, finally on a steadier schedule, and Mila, a single mom with a knack for balancing a dozen coffee orders and a toddler on her hip. Mila would be in by seven, in time for the morning rush.

      Outside, March winds rattled the windows, but inside, Ivy was where she felt like she belonged. In the kitchen, she pressed her palms into soft dough, shaping loaves of rosemary olive bread with the kind of instinct that came from years of practice. This was her favorite time of day—the quiet before the storm.

      Then, a loud thump against the front window shattered the early-morning stillness.

      Ivy flinched, a jolt of adrenaline spiking through her. Her hand hovered near the bread knife on the counter, her pulse kicking up as she moved toward the storefront. Through the glass, she spotted a man sitting on the sidewalk, hunched into his tattered coat. A cigarette dangled from his fingers, a thin curl of smoke rising into the cold air. His breath turned to steam, mingling with the faint glow of the streetlights.

      His jacket was worn, frayed at the edges, and dirty, as if he had been wandering the streets for a while. At first glance, she thought he might be homeless. A few passed through the area—she often left out day-old bread for them.

      But something about him tugged at a distant memory.

      She flipped on the front lights, hoping he’d take it as a sign to move along. Instead, he stubbed out his cigarette, pushed to his feet, and turned to face her with a slow, crooked grin.

      Ivy’s breath caught.

      It wasn’t just anyone.

      It was Gram. The boy who used to be her foster brother.

      The boy who’d once given her a stolen cookie in a grocery store.

      Her grip on the bread knife loosened, though her heart still hammered. He’d changed so much, and yet, there was no mistaking those familiar leaf-green eyes, still filled with that same flicker of mischief and rebellion. His hair was longer, his face more weathered, but it was him.

      She unlocked the door and held it open. “Gram?” she whispered, disbelieving.

      His grin widened, hands buried in the frayed pockets of his jacket. “Long time, no see, Little Amish Girl.”

      The nickname made her chest tighten. She hadn’t heard it in years.

      Ivy swallowed hard. “What… what are you doing here?”

      He shrugged, glancing past her into the bakery. “Passing through.” His lips were cracked, like he hadn’t spoken—or been heard—in a long time. “Heard your name the other day. Figured I’d check out the bakery. See how you’re doing.”

      She didn’t know what to say; her words stuck in her throat. The last time she’d seen him had been years ago. He was older than she was, almost like a big brother—always protective. Now, he stood in front of her bakery, worn down by whatever road had led him here.

      A shaky breath left her lips, relief and concern tangling together. “Do you want to come in?”

      Gram hesitated, his gaze shifting toward the bakery’s door, then back to her. “Yeah,” he said, “I could use a cup of coffee, if you don’t mind.”

      She stepped aside, letting him pass into the warmth of the bakery. The scent of sugar and yeast wrapped around them as she locked the door behind him.

      Ivy prepared a cup of coffee for him, wondering what had happened to him since they last parted ways. Since she’d lived in the mobile home park with one of her foster moms… what was it? Over eight, nine, or so years ago. And why, after all these years, had he come back into her life?

      She grabbed a freshly baked muffin from the counter. Without a word, she walked over to the table where Gram sat, setting both the muffin and the coffee cup down before pulling out a chair to join him.

      Gram didn’t immediately reach for the muffin. Instead, he wrapped his hands around the warm cup of coffee, staring down into it as though he could lose himself in the dark liquid. His once confident demeanor faltered, and as Ivy studied him, she could see the embarrassment etched into his expression—the slight slump in his shoulders, the way he avoided her gaze.

      “How are you, Gram? What’s been going on?”

      For a long moment, Gram didn’t say anything. His jaw clenched as if he were trying to figure out what to tell her, or maybe how much to admit. Finally, he let out a slow breath and looked up, his leaf-green eyes clouded with something between shame and resignation.

      “It’s not going well, Ivy,” he said. “I lost my job months ago. Some… bad choices on my part. I’ve been trying to find something else, but no one’s hiring me.” He paused, his hands tightening around the coffee mug. “Eventually, I couldn’t keep up with the rent on my apartment. Got evicted in December.”

      A dull ache settled in Ivy’s chest, making it hard to breathe as she listened.

      “I’ve been staying at the shelter across town for most of the winter,” he continued, his gaze dropping to the table. “But it’s crowded. Too many people needing a place, not enough beds.” He gave a short, humorless laugh. “Last night, there wasn’t any space left for me, so I wandered around. Then I saw your bakery.” He glanced up at her, a ghost of that old grin playing across his face. “Figured, why not stop by? See if you were here. See if I could get warm for a bit.”

      Ivy drew in a slow breath, trying to keep her emotions in check. She couldn’t believe how hard things had become for him, and the thought of him spending the night in the freezing cold made her stomach turn. This was the boy she’d once looked up to, the one who had protected her when they were both lost in the foster system. And now he was the one who needed help.

      “Why didn’t you come sooner?” Ivy asked. “I would’ve helped you.”

      Gram shifted uncomfortably, his fingers still gripping the mug as if it were the only thing grounding him. “I didn’t want to drag you into my mess,” he muttered. “You’re doing great now. I didn’t want to show up and ask for a handout.”

      Ivy shook her head. “You’re not dragging me into anything, Gram. You were there for me when I needed it, and now it’s my turn to be there for you.” She paused. “You’re not alone in this.” She said the words that had resonated with her long ago from her foster siblings.

      Gram’s face flushed slightly, and she could see the conflict in his eyes—wanting to accept the help but also battling his pride.

      “Thanks,” he said after a long silence. “I… didn’t think things would get this bad, you know?”

      Ivy offered a small tilt of her chin—the kind of gesture that said she got it without needing to say much. Life had a way of blindsiding people when they least expected it. She reached across the table and nudged the muffin toward him.

      “Here,” she said. “Eat. You look like you could use it.”

      He chuckled. “Gee, thanks, Little Amish Girl.” His gaze shifted over her. “Not so Amish or little anymore.”

      Ivy gave him a grin and a wink, watching as he reached for the muffin and popped a piece into his mouth. She knew him well enough to see he wasn’t comfortable accepting help. No way was she going to let him walk away without offering something more. Her mind was already racing with possibilities, and as much as she didn’t want to overwhelm him, she also knew what needed to be done.

      “Gram,” she said, leaning forward. “I have an extra bedroom upstairs in my apartment. You can stay there for a while, at least until you get back on your feet.”

      He stopped mid-chew. “Ivy, I don’t think⁠—”

      “Don’t argue with me,” she interrupted, her tone firm but warm. “It’s not much, I know, but it’s a warm bed, and it’s better than the shelter or the streets. Plus, I could really use extra help here in the bakery. It’s not much pay, but it’s something. You could work here until you find something else. I mean, if you want to.”

      The shifting expressions on his face revealed his fight against the offer, but Ivy could see in his eyes that he was tempted—he was tired of the way things had been. He rubbed the back of his neck, his gaze dropping to the table as he wrestled with his thoughts.

      “I don’t want to be a burden,” he said.

      “You’re not a burden, silly man,” Ivy said. “You’re family. And you’ve helped me when I needed it most. Let me do this for you.”

      There was a long, loaded pause. Ivy could sense the tension in his silence, the inner battle waging behind his eyes as he wrestled with accepting her kindness. Then, at last, he gave the faintest tilt of his head—a silent surrender.

      “Okay,” he said. “I’ll stay. Just until I get back on my feet. And I’ll do my fair share.”

      “You’d better.” Ivy smiled, happy he’d agreed.

      Gram let out a breath. “Thanks, Ivy. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “You won’t have to find out,” she said, standing up and grabbing another muffin from the counter. “Now eat this, and then we’ll talk about getting you settled in upstairs.”

      That morning, as Gram slept upstairs, safe in a warm bed, Ivy moved around the bakery, preparing for the morning rush, feeling a sense of peace settle over her. She’d always looked up to Gram, even when life had knocked him down, and now she could be there for him in a way that truly mattered. He would get through this, and so would she.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

        

      

    

    
      Then

      

      Ivy sat up in the hospital bed, her bruises fading, though her left arm remained in a stiff white cast and her ribs ached with every breath. The bright white walls trapped her, a constant reminder that she was far from home.

      Had her family shunned her? She’d heard stories in church about those who strayed too far into the Englisch world, only to be cast out, forgotten. Was that what was happening to her now?

      The door creaked open, revealing a woman in elegant modern clothes—silky blouse, tailored coat, and a gentle smile that didn’t quite erase the tiredness in her eyes.

      “Hello, Ivy,” the woman greeted, stepping into the room. “I’m Emily, your caseworker. How are you feeling?”

      Ivy shifted slightly in her hospital bed, keeping her stiff guard up. “Fine,” she mumbled, not wanting to talk too much to these English people and further her separation from her family. She’d remained mostly silent during her stay here, and she didn’t plan on changing that.

      Emily pulled a chair closer to the bed and sat down, giving Ivy a reassuring nod. “I’m here to understand what happened, Ivy. You don’t have to talk if you don’t want to, but I want you to know I’m here to help.”

      Ivy glanced at Emily but remained tight-lipped, her arms wrapped protectively around herself.

      “I spoke to your mother,” Emily said.

      “My mamm. What did she say? Is she here for me?” Ivy glanced over the woman’s shoulder, but no one else was in the room.

      “Unfortunately, she’s not able to be here. And well, she isn’t able to bring you home either.”

      Ivy’s heart pounded. “Why?”

      Emily cleared her throat and continued in a gentle voice, “I also spoke to your neighbors who’d called the police and ambulance the night you were hurt. They said Ruth had told them it was your father who hurt you. Is that true?”

      Ivy’s mind raced, torn between her loyalty to Ruth and the fear of exposing her family’s dark secret. She remembered the times Ruth had stood up for her and defended her against their father’s anger. If Ruth had spoken the truth, it would be okay for her to do the same.

      Tears welled as she whispered, “Yes. My dat gets upset with me sometimes. And he does punish me.” She wouldn’t speak for her brothers and sisters.

      Emily tilted her head. “And he’s the one who punished you and hurt you this time?”

      “Yes.” Ivy’s nose burned as she tried to hold back tears. She stared at the floor, silent.

      Emily’s hand reached out, resting softly on Ivy’s. “I’m sorry you had to go through that, Ivy. But I’m here to help you. We’re going to find you a safe place to stay until we can figure out a permanent plan. In cases like this, we’d hope to find an Amish family for you to stay with—perhaps even a relative, so you’d be familiar with the surroundings. However… we can’t seem to find one that has room at this time.”

      At those words, Ivy’s whole insides crumbled. The weight of everything came crashing down, and before she could stop herself, tears streamed down her face.

      “No, please,” she managed to get out. “I don’t want to go somewhere else. I… I want to go home.”

      “I understand, sweetie. Unfortunately, that’s not an option right now. But we’ll do everything we can to take care of your needs until we get this sorted out.”

      She thought of her uncles and aunts who lived in a nearby Ohio community. They didn’t come around much, and they didn’t seem to care for her dat too much. He’d always said he was the black sheep of the family. They probably wouldn’t want his daughter staying with them.

      She thought of her mamm’s brothers and sisters who also lived in Ohio. She’d met a few of them a couple of years ago. They’d seemed cold toward her parents… disapproving in some way. Her mamm, usually a hardhearted woman, had cried when they’d treated her that way. So, Ivy definitely didn’t want to stay with any of them.

      “I want to go home,” Ivy said again, feeling helpless.

      Emily squeezed Ivy’s hand gently, her voice soothing. “I know it’s scary, Ivy. But I’m going to do everything possible to make sure you’re safe and protected.”

      “I’m fine at my home. I’ll behave, I promise. And the church will forgive me and my dat. You’ll see.” Ivy’s chest heaved as she sobbed. She clung to Emily’s hand.

      “I’m afraid it’s not that simple, Ivy. But you’re not alone,” Emily said. “I’m here to guide you through this journey, to help provide the support you need.”

      But what she needed was to cocoon herself in her bed, pull the covers over her head, and forget this ever happened. She needed what was familiar.
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        * * *

      

      Emily’s car pulled up to a bright yellow house, nothing like the simple farm Ivy had left behind. She clutched her bag strap, her stomach twisting at the sight of the too-big windows and colorful curtains. Emily had explained this would be her foster home, and Ivy would have foster parents—or simply adults who would take care of her.

      So that morning, Ivy had braided her hair tightly, secured her cap with pins, and put on the plainest dress she owned, clinging to the last bit of normalcy she had left.

      And now, as she stepped out of Emily’s car, her gaze darted around at the neighborhood. The homes were close together, so unlike the wide, expansive acreage Ivy had lived on with her family. She cast a nervous glance at Emily, who gave a warm, reassuring pat on Ivy’s back.

      An elderly woman with warm eyes and a kind smile approached the front door. The silver-haired woman stepped closer, her gaze widening ever so slightly, a fleeting glimpse of something that hinted at deeper understanding.

      “You must be Ivy,” the woman said, a little too chipper. “I’m Mrs. Anderson. Welcome to our home.”

      The woman gave her a smile, but her gaze shifted carefully over Ivy’s cast and lingered for a second on the scar above her lip where she’d needed stitches. At least she couldn’t see the ache Ivy still felt deep in her ribs.

      Ivy blinked hard, willing her eyes not to water. Crying never did a bit of good. She kept her chin up, looking Mrs. Anderson right in the eye. If she were going to be here, she’d be brave. Mrs. Anderson kept smiling, all warm and kind. Maybe Mrs. Anderson wouldn’t judge her for what had happened.

      Ivy’s fingers stilled as she clutched the hem of her plain black dress, resisting the urge to fidget. She said a quiet, quick goodbye to Emily and followed Mrs. Anderson inside, her eyes sweeping over everything in sight. The house smelled different, and there were so many things that seemed strange. A little knot of worry tightened in her stomach, but Ivy held her ground. She’d face it head-on, whatever “it” turned out to be.

      The living room was a world away from her simple Amish surroundings of wooden furniture, oil lamps, and plain curtains. Intricate furniture adorned the space, and Ivy’s gaze lingered on the vibrant colors and fancy patterns. Flowers and swirly designs that piqued Ivy’s imagination.

      In the corner of the room, a man sat in an armchair. Ivy’s gaze met his briefly, and a shiver ran down her spine as she saw a glint of something troubling in his eyes.

      This man didn’t want her there, she could tell. She’d have to stay clear of him.

      “That’s Mr. Anderson over there,” Mrs. Anderson said quickly, adding, “would you like to see your room, Ivy?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Ivy followed Mrs. Anderson up the stairs, her footsteps echoing in the quiet house. They reached a room at the end of the hallway, and Ivy’s gaze settled on the bed. It looked comfortable and welcoming, covered with colorful blankets and big soft pillows.

      A stuffed animal was propped against one of the pillows. The teddy bear looked older, like it had belonged to another child at one time. One eye was missing, and its fur was wearing away. It was broken and alone, like she was. Ivy picked it up and cuddled it against her chest. Sitting, she ran her hand over the pink lace sewn onto one of the many assorted pillows.

      It was… pretty.

      “This will be your room while you’re here, Ivy,” Mrs. Anderson said, glancing at the old teddy bear in Ivy’s arms. “I hope you find it cozy.”

      Ivy offered a small nod, grateful for the warmth in Mrs. Anderson’s words.

      “You can unpack your bag. There are some empty drawers over there.” She gestured to a dresser.

      “Okay, ma’am.”

      “Well, I’m sure you must be starving for some hearty food. Hospital food isn’t the best.” Mrs. Anderson gave a small laugh, but Ivy noticed it didn’t reach her eyes. “Feel free to look around the room. I’ll be right back.”

      As the woman left, Ivy let her fingers drift over the lace fabric on a pillow. The afternoon sun seeped through the yellow curtains, painting the room in a warm, cozy light, all bright and colorful—so unlike anything back home.

      Alone again, Ivy swallowed hard, trying to keep the knot in her throat from getting any bigger. The past few weeks rushed back to her, clear as day. She remembered the bruises that had finally started to fade, the sting of the scar on her lip, and worst of all, the memory of Ruth crumpling to the floor.

      Her chest tightened as she wondered if Ruth was okay. Were her brothers and sisters still back home, maybe talking about her as if she were a story from another life? Did they miss her at all, the way she missed them? Or had she become a stain on their memory, something to whisper about when no one else was listening?

      She gazed out the bedroom window, stealing away tears as she watched a few cars drive by on the street below. Not a horse and buggy in sight.

      Mrs. Anderson entered the room again, holding a tray with a sandwich, a bowl of soup, and a cup of water. “I thought you might be more comfortable eating up here. Are you hungry?”

      Ivy’s stomach rumbled in response. “Yes, ma’am.”

      She watched as Mrs. Anderson set the tray on a desk by the window. The aroma of the chicken soup filled the room, giving off a familiar comfort.

      Ivy ate slowly at the desk, being extra careful not to spill or leave any crumbs behind. Every now and then, her eyes met Mrs. Anderson’s, who was sitting on the bed watching her. There was something in Mrs. Anderson’s eyes—a softness, a kind of worry—that Ivy wasn’t used to.

      After the meal, Mrs. Anderson led Ivy through the house, showing her the various rooms and explaining the routines of their household.

      “Do you know how to use the toilet, Ivy?” she asked, a curious expression on her face. “Emily explained your home didn’t have indoor plumbing. You had to use an outhouse.”

      “Yes, ma’am, I use this kind at school. And I used one at the hospital.”

      “Right.” Mrs. Anderson sighed with what sounded like relief. “You go to elementary school. To public school?”

      Ivy lifted her chin. “Yes, my community doesn’t have an Amish school close by, so we have to go to the Englisch school. But my mamm says we don’t have to go past the eighth grade,” she said, remembering how her parents complained about them having to go at all. The church warned the members not to give in to the Englisch people’s worldly ways while they were attending school.

      “Interesting. We’ll get your school arrangements figured out in the coming days. I’m sure Emily will help us get you enrolled in the neighborhood school.”

      Ivy would have to go to a new school, too? She swallowed back the overwhelming fear and tried to concentrate on Mrs. Anderson’s voice.

      She was pointing at the bathtub area in the bathroom. “Have you used a shower, sweetheart? Or a bath?”

      Ivy glanced at the bathtub with a strange showerhead. She preferred to wash from a basin with water heated on the wood-burning stove like at home, but surely, she could figure out this contraption. She’d used the sink at school and in the hospital, and the nurses helped her with bathing. And she’d read many books where the characters had to use indoor plumbing like this. “I…”

      “Not to worry. Here’s a quick tutorial.” The silver-haired woman stepped aside from the bathtub and pulled and twisted the knobs. Water streamed from the pipe. “We won’t worry about this tonight, but tomorrow you’ll try it out.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Knowing her dat and the church allowed her to use the school’s utilities, she let herself relax. Like in the hospital, she had no choice in the matter. And if her dat disapproved, he’d simply need to come and take her home. But it didn’t seem that was going to happen.

      Eventually, they returned to the room where Ivy would sleep, and Mrs. Anderson gestured toward the bed. “It’s getting late. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask. There’s a bathroom down the hallway if you need to use it or brush your teeth.”

      Ivy’s voice caught as she watched Mrs. Anderson leave. After a moment of hesitation, she lay down, her body sinking into the soft mattress. It was more comfortable than anything she’d ever known, but everything about it felt strange, as though she were a guest in someone else’s life.

      The weight of exhaustion tugged at her eyelids, and she fell into a deep sleep.

      Sometime after, she awakened with a start. She needed to pee. Bad. But… she glanced around, foggy-brained. Where was she?

      Ivy froze with fear. Then she remembered—she was at Mrs. Anderson’s house.

      And it was dark. So dark she could hardly see anything around her.

      She needed to pee bad, but thinking about the strange hallways made her heart beat faster. She didn’t know what might be out there, and the longer she waited, the more scared she got.

      What if she couldn’t find the toilet Mrs. Anderson had shown her? And what if she ran into Mr. Anderson with his grumpy face?

      Her chest tightened, and her stomach ached as the minutes ticked by, her worry growing bigger and bigger.

      At home, she had Ruth to wake up and take her out to the outhouse. In the hospital, a nurse was always nearby. Now, she was alone in a dark home—no lit candles, no lanterns to light the halls.

      Eventually, she gave up, her bladder engorged too painfully, and she reluctantly wet the bed. The shame was overwhelming, and tears stung her eyes as she tried to clean up as best she could. Tears turned into quiet sobs, and as exhaustion took over her body again, she fell asleep.

      Hours later, morning light filtered through the window, revealing the damp mess still beneath her. Ivy panicked as she remembered what had happened. She scrambled to her feet, her hands trembling, and her cheeks burned with humiliation. As she attempted to tear the sheets and blankets from the bed, Mr. Anderson entered the room.

      His eyes narrowed with disgust as he took in the sight before him. “What’s this mess? What did you do?”

      Ivy’s gaze dropped to the floor, her hands shaking as she clutched the damp sheets.

      Mrs. Anderson hurried into the room, her face etched with concern. “What’s going on?”

      Mr. Anderson gestured angrily at the wet spot on the bedding. “I can’t handle this, Maggy. I can’t have another damaged child in this house. I just want it to be us. I’m too damn old and tired for this crap.”

      Mrs. Anderson’s eyes flickered between Ivy and her husband, a conflicted expression crossing her features. “But Harold, it was an accident, I’m sure.”

      “I don’t care. I don’t want this. I warned you I was on my last straw after the last one.”

      “Emily assured me she’s a nice young⁠—”

      “I said I don’t care, Maggy. For the last time, you’re not going to replace our boy with someone else’s child. This fostering business has got to stop.”

      Mrs. Anderson gulped, her eyes reddening. “I understand,” she murmured and stepped forward, placing a gentle hand on Ivy’s shoulder. “Ivy, I’m so sorry,” she said softly. “Let’s get you cleaned up, and we’ll need to call Emily to find you a new place to stay.”

      Ivy’s throat tensed as she realized what was happening. She sniffed back tears as Mrs. Anderson helped her to the bathroom with a fresh dress and underwear and then left to make the call.

      As Ivy shimmied out of her dress awkwardly with her casted arm, she allowed more tears to fall. She’d messed up again, and she feared she’d never find her way home.

    

  


OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/littleamishgirl.jpg






