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        “Yea, though I walk through

        the valley of the shadow of death,

        I will fear no evil:

        for thou art with me;

        thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.”

      

      

      
        
        ~Psalm 23:4 (KJV)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        "We were so tired of

        death and destruction;

        we wanted to do something beautiful."

      

      

      
        
        ~Col. Charles Reed,

        Cdr., 2nd Cav Group,

        U.S. Army, 1945

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To the faithful team at

        the Gospel Book Store in Berlin, Ohio⁠—

        past and present⁠—

        whose encouragement has lifted countless

        authors and whose service has blessed

        the Holmes County, Amish,

        and Christian communities for years.
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      Even in small Ohio villages—where everyone’s business is everyone’s business—secrets still manage to stay hidden. They hide behind jars of homemade applesauce in immaculate pantries, bury themselves in crumbling cardboard boxes hidden in forgotten attics, and cower beneath frayed Amish quilts hoping no one will ever discover them.

      I am Amy Stanton, twenty-nine, a ghostwriter, and a professional teller of other people’s secrets. In other words, I make my living helping people write their autobiographies.

      Until ten months ago, I was a dedicated New Yorker with a rent-controlled apartment in Manhattan that I defended like territory in a war zone.

      Then my favorite ex-stepfather, Rick Downey, passed away and left his estate to me. This consists of a two-hundred-acre farm near Sugarcreek, Ohio, a flock of chickens led by a demonic rooster named Zedekiah, and a strange new existence where my closest friends wear suspenders and prayer kapps.

      I also inherited an antique shop crammed with treasure. Rick had been an appraiser at Sotheby’s. He knew the value of old things, and I did not. The idea of ever opening that store for business scared me to death. I couldn’t tell the difference between true depression glassware and a cheap knockoff. Which is why, ten months later, the store remains closed while I figure out what to do with it. The nagging fear of accidentally selling a fifty-thousand-dollar ashtray for fifty cents haunts me.

      I had intended to inventory Rick’s estate, list the property, and escape back to civilization as soon as possible. Instead, I found myself inexplicably drawn to this rural corner of Ohio, with its patchwork of tidy farms, the clip-clop of horse-drawn buggies, and a community bound by traditions that I still struggle to understand.

      Then I met Lucas Hershberger, the stoic Amish farmer who managed Rick’s land with unassuming competence. He was stubborn, principled, occasionally maddening—and somehow the person I most wanted to talk to at the end of each day.

      Lucas helped introduce me to this community’s rhythm of seasons and faith, where helping neighbors isn’t just kindness but survival. Living here initially felt like an idyllic existence, but as I’ve got to know the area better, I’ve learned that even the most peaceful people carry unspoken shadows from their past.

      My farm manager is widowed and Amish. I’m single and not. At first, I was simply grateful to have inherited the help of such a competent employee. Then, before I even realized what was happening, I fell in love with him.

      The Amish don’t marry outside their faith. I didn’t know how serious they were about this until he casually mentioned that it was time for him to begin his search for an Amish wife.

      I didn’t argue. Like a frightened rabbit, I scurried back to New York City where I wouldn’t have to watch him break my heart.

      Back in the city, I threw myself into work, convincing myself I belonged in the fast-paced, anonymous embrace of Manhattan—where nobody’s transportation required hay.

      But in the dark hours before dawn, when even the city seemed to hold its breath, I missed the small moments of life in the hills of rural Ohio: the sound of Zedekiah crowing in the morning, the sight of laundry drying on lines, watching Lucas plow fields and train horses with competency and grace.

      In the meantime, my mother, Desiree Stanton, a world-famous actress, occasionally blew through my life like a category 4 hurricane. However, thanks to the letter that Rick left me, I discovered some unsettling truths about her past that made me wonder if I had ever known her at all.

      I thought I had put Sugarcreek—and my feelings for Lucas—far behind me.

      It took only one phone call for me to discover I was wrong.
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      I was with my editor, Carolyn Walsh, at the Palm Court at the Plaza Hotel when my phone buzzed. I ignored it. She and I were having a pleasant lunch while talking about possibilities for our next writing project, and I didn’t want to be interrupted.

      I selected a tiny, crustless, cucumber sandwich from the finger foods displayed on the tray beside us and nibbled it while refilling my delicate teacup with the pot of hot tea sitting in front of me. I’d chosen the Plaza’s Signature Blend, and it was delicious. Carolyn had the Chai Imperial, and the spicy aroma wafting from it had me wishing I had chosen that one instead. Maybe next time.

      My cell phone buzzed again.

      I’d been getting too many scam calls recently, so I ignored it. If it were important, whoever it was would leave a message.

      “I’m sorry, Amy. I have to leave you for a few minutes,” Carolyn said apologetically. “This tea is going straight through me.”

      “Of course,” I said. “Please take your time.”

      Going to the restroom from the Palm Court was a bit of a trek. There was a long corridor, a stairwell leading down to the basement, and then more walking. I felt sorry for anyone who needed to get there quickly.

      I was pouring another cup of tea when the phone buzzed a third time. That worried me enough to dig my cell phone out of my purse and glance at the number. The area code was 330, which meant it was someone calling from Sugarcreek. My pulse quickened as I answered it.

      It was Erma.

      “I don’t know if I should make this call,” she said. “It’s probably a mistake, but Lucas…”

      She choked up, and my heart tightened with fear.

      “What about Lucas?”

      “He’s been hurt.”

      “What do you mean? What happened?”

      “Well.” Erma took a deep breath and started in. “Ida Schrock came to town with her daughter, Charity. Ida has dementia, and Charity can’t hardly do a thing with her anymore, poor thing. She’s afraid to leave her mother at home alone, but taking her with her to do errands is getting iffy.”

      “Tell me about Lucas, Erma.”

      “That’s what I’m trying to do!” Erma said. “Ida refused to get out of the buggy. She’s been getting combative recently. Charity ran in to get groceries, but Ida was tired of waiting and decided she wanted to go home. She got out of the buggy, untied the horse, got back in, and headed out. She’s still spry enough to do things like that, even if her mind doesn’t work good anymore.”

      “Lucas?”

      “Charity and her husband just got this new standardbred horse a week ago, and he hasn’t settled in yet. Ida made him go into the wrong lane. You know how much fast traffic there is on Route 93. The oncoming cars were dodging around Ida’s buggy, and a lot of them were blowing their horns. That confused her even more, and it really frightened the horse. Next thing you know, that animal was galloping down the highway completely out of control, and Ida was bouncing around inside that buggy trying to hang on.”

      “What’s Lucas got to do with this?” I practically shouted, trying to get Erma to skip the details. “Is he okay?”

      “No! He’s not okay! That’s what I’m trying to tell you.” Erma paused for a moment, as though gathering her thoughts, and then continued. “Lucas was riding into town on that black stallion of his, and heard the car horns, and saw all the commotion and tried to do something about it. You know how good he is with horses. He probably figured his big saddle horse could catch up with Ida’s buggy horse without too much trouble.”

      I could imagine Lucas doing exactly that.

      Carolyn came back and silently took her chair.

      “He caught up with the buggy horse, reached down and grabbed the harness, but the horse reared up and jerked Lucas sideways. He lost his balance and fell. Amy, Lucas fell under the buggy. He got caught on something and dragged beneath it!”

      I could no longer breathe. I think my heart stopped. I jumped up from the table and shouted into the phone. “IS. LUCAS. STILL. ALIVE?”

      My editor’s jaw dropped. Other diners stopped eating and stared at me. A server hurried toward me. I waved him off as I headed toward the front of the hotel, Carolyn following closely behind.

      “He is alive, but he’s hurt bad. Internal bleeding they almost didn’t find in time. A concussion—he hasn’t regained consciousness yet. Three broken ribs. One of his legs is broken. He’s on life support.”

      “Where is he now, Erma?” I asked.

      “They life-flighted him to Cleveland Clinic.”

      I stopped moving when I got outside the hotel, trying to focus on how to get to Lucas as quickly as possible. Doormen stood about. Tourists took pictures of one another. Horns honked and traffic noisily swept by.

      “I’ll be there as soon as I can, Erma.”

      “You’re coming to Sugarcreek?”

      “Of course not. I’m going to Cleveland. Who is with him?”

      “His brother-in-law, Samuel,” Erma said. “Some of his sisters. His parents, Naomi and Albert.”

      “You forgot this.” My editor shoved my purse into my hand. “We’ll finish talking about your next project later.”

      I nodded my thanks. A taxi drove by. I waved it down.

      “Where to, lady?” The driver asked.

      I gave him my address. As I climbed into the taxi, the thing that struck me the strongest was how incredibly unimportant my writing career felt right now compared to the fact that doctors were fighting for Lucas’s life.

      Once home, I shoved clothes into a suitcase with hands that wouldn’t stop shaking.

      I probably shouldn’t have considered driving, but there was no one around to stop me. I drove my car out of the parking garage where it lived, hit the Holland Tunnel at borderline illegal speed, and pointed my car toward Ohio.

      Fields, rest stops, gas stations, barns. The highway flew past in a blur—billboards, a stalled car, road work, rain. I robotically followed my GPS while one thought throbbed continuously: Would Lucas be alive when I got there?

      As I drove, my mind flew back to the morning I’d left for New York and how Lucas had brought me an armload of fresh daffodils from down near the creek. I’d gotten flowers from men before, but his had been the sweetest gesture. He knew he’d hurt me, and we both knew he had no choice.

      I pressed harder on the gas.
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      Seven hours later, I arrived at the Cleveland Clinic. It wasn’t like any hospital I’d ever known. It was like a city within a city made up of hospital buildings. I did not know where to go, how to park, or what to do. I knew there was a strong possibility that he’d been admitted to a hospital room by now—I went to the Main Entrance first.

      I pulled into the roundabout, handed my car keys to the valet parking attendant, grabbed the tote bag in which I carried my life around with me, and left my other luggage behind in the car.

      If Erma owned a cell phone, I could have gotten more up-to-date information from her, but I’d left half a dozen messages on the answering machine in her phone shanty, and she had not called me back.

      As I headed into the hospital, I barely recognized myself in the image I saw reflected in the glass doors. I’d been a reasonably well-put-together young woman when this day had started. Now, my hair was wild, my linen pants wrinkled beyond hope, my white silk top looked like I’d dug it out of the laundry hamper, and my mascara was badly smudged from rubbing my eyes during the long drive.

      A crazed raccoon with a mission.

      I soon learned that the Cleveland Clinic has people in red coats who are there to help visitors find their way. The closest red-coated person I saw directed me to the J Lobby, where they wanted my ID, and Lucas’s date of birth before I could be given a photo visitor’s pass.

      His birthday? I could barely remember my own most days. Then I remembered his youngest sister teasing him about being a Valentine baby by bringing him a pink heart-shaped cake for his birthday.

      Finally, I was given directions on how to find the Neuro ICU waiting room. When I arrived, it was filled with somber-looking Amish people. Black bonnets, black hats, silent prayers and folded hands. These were people used to accepting God’s will and His timing, and it showed in how they waited—not fidgeting or complaining. They politely shifted over to make room for me to sit among them.

      I wondered how many Englisch drivers of vans and non-Amish neighbors with cars were needed to bring all these people here.

      “Amy,” Erma made her way to me. “I’m so glad you arrived safely!”

      We were not used to hugging one another, but we hugged now and when we broke apart, both of us were fighting tears.

      “How is he, Erma?”

      They’ve put him into a medically induced coma for now while trying to get the swelling of his brain to stop. The doctor says brain injuries are unpredictable. The next twenty-four hours are critical.”

      I nodded, unable to trust my voice.

      “His family is taking turns sitting with him. Only immediate family may go in.”

      “I understand.”

      Samuel, Lucas’s brother-in-law, brought me a cup of coffee. I didn’t know him well, and I couldn’t have cared less about the coffee, but I was grateful for his thoughtfulness.

      “Is Gretchen here?” I knew that of Lucas’s five sisters, he was closest to Samuel’s wife.

      “She’s been having trouble with her ankles swelling,” he said. “The midwife thought it would be unwise for her to come. She was lying abed when I left—my Mamm is caring for her.”

      “I’m so sorry she’s having problems. I hope the baby gets here safely.”

      “Gott’s wille,” he said.

      I’d lived among the Amish long enough to know that the phrase “God’s will” covered everything from birth to death and anything that might happen in between. God’s will, no matter what happened, was to be accepted without complaint.

      Hours passed. Amish families whispered, slept in hard hospital chairs, and shared food they had brought from home. I recognized Lucas’s sisters from when I’d lived in Sugarcreek before—Martha with her organized efficiency, Regina directing traffic like a general, Susan making sure everyone had something to eat. Ellen, the youngest, who still lived at home with their parents, tried to be cheerful and keep everyone’s spirits up.

      The waiting room continued to fill as darkness came and word spread. Every few minutes, someone new arrived—women in plain dresses with identical prayer kapps pinned neatly to their hair, bearded men in broad fall trousers and suspenders.

      I’d claimed a chair when I arrived, but as the night deepened, my presence felt increasingly intrusive. I was taking up space from people who had an actual right to be here—people connected to Lucas by blood or faith. The familiar feeling of existing in the margins crept back.

      My seat was close to the door, and I gave it up to an elderly Amish woman who seemed especially frail. I brought her a bottle of water and stayed with her until her driver, who turned out to be her Englisch son, joined her after parking the car. People shifted around so that he could sit next to his mother. I retreated to a far corner of the room because there were no remaining seats. There was an outlet in that corner, so I plugged in my laptop and phone to recharge. Then I slid down to sit on the floor with my back against the wall, hugging my knees, trying not to be in anyone’s way.

      Hours passed. Whispered Pennsylvania Dutch conversations ebbed and flowed around me like water around a stone. The steady beeping of monitors drifted through each time the doors to the patient area opened.

      Some tried to sleep, heads tilted at uncomfortable angles against the wall or on a neighbor’s shoulder. No one complained about the wait. Their stoic acceptance of this uncomfortable situation struck me as remarkable.

      I studied them, these people who had shaped Lucas into the man I knew. There was something solid about them, an unshakeable foundation that I envied. In New York, I’d prided myself on my independence, my ability to thrive without relying on anyone. But watching this community rally around one of their own made me wonder if I’d mistaken the ability to normalize loneliness for strength.

      I dozed fitfully on the floor, eventually curling up and shoving the tote I used as a combination purse and laptop carrier beneath my head as a makeshift pillow. The parade of squeaking nursing shoes passing in the hallway woke me often.

      Dawn arrived without fanfare, gray light seeping into the waiting room as if apologizing for its intrusion. With it came Lucas’s father from beyond the double doors—his face gray and drawn with exhaustion and worry.

      “Lucas has made it through the night,” Albert gratefully announced. “His heartbeat is strong, but the swelling of his brain continues to worry them.”

      Murmurs ran through the room. Lucas’s father raised his hand, silencing them.

      “Whatever happens, we will pray, and we will accept God’s will.”

      The simplicity of his faith, stated without qualification or doubt, gave me chills. In my world, such certainty seemed naïve. But here, surrounded by these people who had built their lives on unwavering belief, it felt like the most practical thing in the world.

      An elderly man pulled a Bible from his coat pocket. He opened it without ceremony and read aloud in German. Some people closed their eyes, and let the words sink in, the weariness on their faces transformed into something more serene. No one seemed embarrassed by this public display of faith. Here, in this place of crisis, prayer and scripture felt as natural as breathing.

      I watched, both drawn to and separated from their ritual. The cynic in me wanted to dismiss it as nothing more than superstition. But something deeper in me yearned for their certainty.

      When I was a child, my mother hadn’t exactly prioritized church attendance, but when I was ten, we lived in an apartment in LA next to a church advertising Vacation Bible School. Mom saw it as an opportunity for free babysitting.

      I was entranced. I loved the little Bible classes, the crafts, the cookies, the songs. I loved the kind faces of the teachers. Then we moved farther across town, and I never went again. Watching this room filled with Amish, I wondered if God took the prayers of a people with such unquestioning faith more seriously than others?

      As an adult, my entire religious experience boiled down to a few visits to St. Patrick’s Cathedral in New York City, just because I enjoyed sitting in the beautiful sanctuary. It gave me a measure of peace in the middle of the frantic bustle of the city. With a religious background that shallow, if there was a God—and I was fairly certain there was—I did not think He would take my desperate, inarticulate pleas seriously.

      But sitting there in my wrinkled clothes, surrounded by people who could trace their lineage back through generations of shared belief, I wished I knew more. I wished I had the right to pray for Lucas and be heard.

      No, that’s a lie. I didn’t really want to pray. Nothing so tame. What I wanted to do was scream and cry and pound the floor with my fists and beg for Lucas’s life.

      Instead, I kept it buried inside. I sat and watched the morning sun stretch golden fingers across the parking lot. Another day had begun, oblivious to the desperation inside these walls, where time felt suspended.

      I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes, fighting back the flood of tears that I knew I could not let start. If I did, I feared they’d wash away whatever glue that had been holding me together so far. It was one thing to sit vigil with the others. I was his friend and employer and therefore had understandable concern. Being there was to show my respect for what the family was going through. But if I allowed Lucas’s people to see how deeply this was affecting me, they would assume there had been a lot more involved in our relationship than there was.

      Because I was Englisch they felt no obligation to monitor my morality or lack of it. But Lucas? If that poor man ever woke up from his head injury, I didn’t want him to discover he’d been shunned because I’d fallen apart and started wailing in the waiting room. The constant calibration of appropriate emotional responses was exhausting.

      I tried calling my mother to tell her where I was and what had happened, but she was on location for yet another movie, and my message went to voicemail. Not a surprise. In a crisis, some people could count on their mothers to drop everything and rush to their side. Sadly, that had never been the case for me. My relationship with my mother, Desiree Stanton, was complicated.

      I tried to doze, but that was impossible, so I went for a walk in the hospital corridors. My body ached from lying on the hard floor, and I remembered seeing seats in the main lobby. This early in the morning, there were several vacant. Gratefully, I sank into one, closed my eyes and attempted to pray. Here in this echoing lobby, there was no one close by to hear me.

      “Please don’t let him die,” I whispered. “Lucas is such a good man. Please let him live.”

      The words came out ungracefully. I wasn’t good at begging for favors—not even from invisible forces. I was more of a do-it-yourself kind of person.

      So, I bargained.

      “If he lives and is okay, I’ll let go. I promise. I’ll accept it even if he marries someone else. Just let him get well.”

      I meant it. These past hours had taught me that Lucas marrying some other woman was not the worst thing that could happen. Losing him completely was worse. Right now, I would happily, joyfully, enthusiastically embrace any woman he chose if it meant him being well and strong again. I just wanted him to be okay. That had become my greatest, most heartfelt desire.

      I sat there for quite a while with my head leaning back against the back of the seat. It was definitely more comfortable than the floor of the waiting room. Then a stocky, middle-aged Amish man I’d never met walked into the corner where I sat.

      “Please forgive the interruption,” he said. “I’m a friend of Lucas. I saw you in the waiting room tonight. You didn’t come back. Are you okay?”

      “I am.” I sat up. “I’ve just been trying to pray, but I think I’m doing it wrong.”

      “I think you are probably doing just fine.” He took a seat across from me. “I’m Bishop Noah Schrock, by the way.”

      “I’m Amy Stanton—I own the farm where Lucas works.”

      “I know. You are Erma’s friend. She’s mentioned you to me.”

      I didn’t know whether that was good or bad. I couldn’t imagine what Erma might have told him, but I could tell this wasn’t the bishop I’d heard Lucas talk about.

      “I thought Elmer Yoder was the bishop,” I said.

      “Elmer died two months ago. He was ninety-five. Did you know him?” Bishop Noah asked.

      “No, but I heard about how he shunned Lucas for a period for questioning your rules. It seemed very unfair.” If I had been rested, I might not have said such a disrespectful thing—but lack of sleep had removed my filters. I was too tired and upset to care much about what I said.

      Something flickered across Bishop Noah’s face—an expression of sadness mixed with relief. “Bishop Elmer wanted to be a good leader.” He paused. “But he believed in leading with a firm hand. Some might say too firm.”

      The careful diplomacy in his voice told me he understood exactly why I might have negative feelings about the former bishop.

      “I’m sorry for your church’s loss.” I meant it despite my prejudice against a man who had felt it necessary to discipline Lucas.

      “Danki.” Noah’s eyes were gentle as he looked at me. There was no judgment in them, which was something I found remarkable in an Amish bishop. “Lucas has spoken to me of the difficulties he faced under Bishop Elmer’s leadership. I’m sorry he went through that. I’ve always believed young men need room to grow in their faith, not simply follow without understanding. We have had some interesting talks—Lucas and I—since I became bishop. I’ve enjoyed them.”

      The contrast between this man’s compassion and the rigid authoritarianism that had been the earmark of Bishop Yoder’s leadership was striking. I filed away details—the way Noah spoke about his predecessor with respect but obvious disagreement, the way he avoided direct criticism while making his position clear.

      He rose with the same quiet dignity he’d shown when he arrived.

      “I thought you might want to know that Lucas’s father has told the hospital staff that as far as visitation goes, you are to be treated as immediate family.”

      “Seriously?” I was surprised. “Why?”

      “Word spread tonight when our people saw you give up your seat and help care for old Jane Yoder. Kindness carries weight with our people.”

      “I did very little.”

      “Lucas’s sister, Martha, was the one who pointed it out,” he continued. “She said any woman who’d sit on a hospital floor all night to make room for others deserved to be treated like family. Regina agreed with her—and when Regina agrees with something, the rest of the Hershberger family tend to fall in line.”

      I did not know Lucas’s family well. They had not been allowed to have anything to do with Lucas during most of the short time I’d lived in Sugarcreek because Bishop Elmer had punished Lucas for his “rebellious spirit” by exacting six months of shunning.

      “The doctors have said that family presence can aid recovery. You and Lucas were good friends. The family thinks that the sound of your voice might be helpful. I thought you’d want to know.”

      Bishop Noah left me feeling better than before he’d arrived. Apparently, I was going to be allowed to see Lucas after all—and that was an unexpected gift. I gathered up my things and followed him into the elevator.
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      When I returned to the waiting room, Lucas’s father, Albert, took me to see Lucas. He led me past rooms that were each its own private universe of misery and hope. Some had families keeping vigil, others had only the patient inside. When we reached Lucas’s alcove in the neuro ICU, I thought I was ready.

      I wasn’t. Nothing could have prepared me for seeing him diminished like this.

      The Lucas I knew was built as though he could lift his end of a barn and could command respect by his mere presence, without even raising his voice. He was, in my eyes at least, bigger than life.

      The man lying in the bed looked impossibly small amid the tangle of tubes and wires, as if the accident had stolen not just his strength but his very substance.

      They’d shaved his beard and hair for surgery. Bandages covered part of his face and skull, and without the familiar frame of dark hair and beard, he looked like a stranger. The purple and black bruises blooming across his skin were stark against a pallor that spoke of blood loss and trauma.

      His left leg was elevated and in a cast. Bandages wrapped his chest tightly—broken ribs, Albert explained, one of which had nearly punctured a lung.

      I had expected Albert to leave me alone with him, but he stayed. Under the circumstances, I was grateful for his presence. It was a frightening place to be.

      The rhythmic hiss of the ventilator marked time like a metronome, each mechanical breath a reminder of how close he’d come to eternal silence. Numbers on the screens changed constantly—heart rate, blood pressure, oxygen levels—reducing this man I cared about to data points and digital readouts.

      A nurse was checking his IV when we entered. She looked up with the practiced compassion of someone who shepherded families through this particular hell daily.

      “Ten minutes,” she said, noticing that this was my first visit. “Please don’t touch any equipment. Talk normally—hearing is often preserved even when there’s no other response.”

      The words hung in the sterile air as she left us alone with the machines and their symphony of survival.

      “Lucas,” I whispered, then cleared my throat and tried again with more force. “Lucas, it’s Amy.” There really was no reason to whisper.

      Nothing changed. No flicker of awareness behind closed eyelids, no shift in the mechanical rise and fall of his chest. The ventilator continued its work, indifferent to my presence or to my breaking heart.

      “I’m so sorry you got hurt.” The words felt pathetically inadequate for the magnitude of what lay before me.

      I looked around the clinical space, taking in monitors that never stopped calculating, bags of clear fluid hanging like transparent fruit from metal trees, and the chair positioned for visitors to sit and wait and hope.

      On the bedside table, someone had left a copy of the 23rd Psalm. Aside from a few Bible stories like Noah’s Ark, it was the only scripture with which I had any familiarity. A college literary professor had read it once as an example of Hebrew poetry. I grabbed it and began to read aloud, my voice gaining strength as ancient poetry filled the space between us.

      “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters.”
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