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Praise for An Uncommon Grace

“A truly riveting read from first to last! Serena Miller immerses readers in the world of the most conservative Amish sect, the Swartzentrubers, with authenticity and depth. An Uncommon Grace is aptly named as it showcases the chasm between two cultures that can be bridged only by God’s grace and truth. If you pick up this book, prepare to not put it down till the last page!”

—Laura Frantz, author of Courting Morrow Little and The Colonel’s Lady

“Set in the heart of Amish country, An Uncommon Grace is the perfect mix of page-turning suspense and poignant love story. I was so captivated by the characters that I stayed up way too late reading their story. I couldn’t put this novel down!”

—Melanie Dobson, author of The Silent Order

“Miller takes you from war-torn Afghanistan to the Shetlers’ farm in Amish country Ohio in An Uncommon Grace. This story will make your heart pound in fear for a community terrorized by a killer and cause your heart to beat with hope for two lives in turmoil. I guarantee you will love these characters along with a story that will keep you turning pages and rooting for love despite the strict laws of the Swartzentruber Amish.”

—Jillian Kent, author of Secrets of the Heart, The Ravensmoore Chronicles, Book I

“Serena Miller’s latest offering, An Uncommon Grace, is a captivating story populated with fascinating characters, an unpredictable plot, and a memorable setting. Miller’s attention to cultural detail sets this book apart. With gentleness and respect she invites readers into a unique and rarely viewed world. I became so involved in the characters and emotionally invested in their story, I was truly reluctant to reach the last pages of the book. Definitely a recommended read.”

—Annette Smith, author of A Town Called Ruby Prairie

“Serena Miller breathes such life into her characters they almost leap off the page into your imagination. From the first paragraph of An Uncommon Grace to the final page, you are caught up in the story of Levi and Grace. Miller paints their very different worlds in wonderful, eye-opening detail. A great read.”

—Ann H. Gabhart, author of Words Spoken True and the Shaker series
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To my lionhearted husband, Steve.
Thank you for fighting your way back to us.
Now . . .
“The winter is past. The rains are over
and gone. Flowers appear on the earth.
The season of singing has come.”
—SONG OF SOLOMON 2:11–12 NIV
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Author’s Note

During a recent trip to Holmes County, Ohio, I met an Old Order Amish man who was offering buggy rides for a small fee. While we rode around town, I peppered him with questions about his people—which he good-humoredly answered.

At the end of our trip, I asked if there was anything he would like me to include in this book. Something about his people. Something he would like my readers to know.

Like most Amish, he didn’t answer quickly but paused to give my question consideration. His answer, when it came, surprised me.

“Tell your readers that we appreciate them coming here to see us. They bring much-needed revenue into our county. Without them and my buggy-ride business, I would have nothing.”

I promised that I would indeed put that in my book.

A few moments later, I entered a small bulk-food shop in the same village. The elderly Amish clerk and I spoke of the terrible rains they had been having. She told me that the creek behind her house had risen so high that it had washed out a large portion of her fence. She said she had “lost her man” ten years earlier from a heart attack, and now she and her sister were trying to keep the farm going. I judged her age as past eighty, and as she totaled my purchases, it occurred to me that this was probably the only income she had besides what she could manage to wrest from their farm.

The next day, I purchased a basket from an Amish teenager with cerebral palsy who was sitting beside his father alongside the road. The boy proudly showed me his basket, with his name painfully scribbled on the bottom. My nephew also has cerebral palsy, and I know the struggle it must have been for this boy to weave that basket. I bought it, of course. It now sits on my writing desk. I smile when I look at it, because it reminds me of the boy’s pride in the work of his hands.

There are tiny “stores” in the basements and sheds and spare bedrooms of Amish homes down every road you travel in Holmes County. The handmade signs at the end of their driveways say:

 

Eggs for Sale

Rag Rugs

Bluebird Houses

Hickory Rockers

Maple Syrup

Honey

Quilts

Wall Hangings

Homemade Baskets

Baked Goods

More often than not, when you enter one of these Amish homes, you will be met with friendly women in prayer Kapps who are as curious about your world as you are about theirs. They will want to know where you are from, and if you’ve had much rain, and how your garden is doing, and if there are any of their people where you come from.

These valiant, flawed, hardworking people—the Amish—take no government handouts, no food stamps, no Social Security, and they even hire teachers and educate their children at their own expense, all while supporting our own public schools and welfare programs with their tax dollars.

So for those reading this who, like me, once thought that the Amish must bitterly resent the tourists who descend upon their countryside every summer—I’ll repeat the words of the Holmes County buggy-ride man. “Tell your readers that we appreciate them coming here to see us.”


For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.

—MATTHEW 11:30 NIV



Prologue

It was ninety degrees in the shade, but Grace Connor was not sweating.

This was not good.

Dehydration came swiftly in the Afghanistan desert. She needed to find something to drink—and fast.

She rolled out of her cot, pushed open the door of her plywood B-hut, and stared out at the heat waves shimmering off the packed earth of Bagram Air Base. It was going to be a long walk to the dining hall.

A jet roared in for a landing as another blasted off—the rumble of engines reverberating through her skull. The noise of jets and the thup-thup-thup of military helicopters were a constant in her life, along with the fumes of the medevac choppers each time she flew a rescue mission.

Sometimes rocket fire punctuated the sounds. Sometimes she heard gunshots in the distance—never knowing if it was the firing range or terrorists trying to make another pointless point. Sometimes she heard the rattle of bomb-proof bulldozers nosing around the perimeter, deliberately setting off homemade Taliban mines.

Bagram Air Base was decidedly not a restful place. In addition to the noise, there always seemed to be some ragtag band of terrorists determined to penetrate security. The Taliban had not had a lot of luck yet, but every day the gates opened to the civilian Afghans who risked their lives, by NATO agreement, to work alongside the soldiers and civilian support staff who constituted the biggest military base in Afghanistan. The possibility of an attack inside the gates was a threat of which every soldier was constantly aware.

It was not the safest environment in the world, but safety wasn’t what she had signed up for when she volunteered to become part of the elite Dustoff medical team.

As she trudged through the heat in search of something cool to drink, her parched throat choked on the dust kicked up by all the MRAP (Mine Resistant Ambush Protected) and other vehicles. The weird-looking desert ants, long-legged to keep their bellies off the hot sand, scurried out of her way.

In the direct sunlight it was a brain-baking 100 degrees. Come July, the temperature would climb higher than 130 degrees in some areas of Afghanistan. How the soldiers on patrol endured it, she did not know.

She scanned her CAC (Common Access Card) at the entrance and practically fell into the coolness of the dining hall. Bins of Gatorade were iced and ready. The military had learned to take the need for electrolytes seriously. She dug out a bottle of the orange, life-giving nectar, utterly annoyed with herself. She had served in Afghanistan for four years, and she knew better than to allow herself to become dehydrated. She guzzled the whole bottle of Gatorade before catching her breath.

The problem was, she had been so exhausted after last night’s struggle to rescue three wounded soldiers pinned down by enemy fire that, once they were safe, she had fallen fully clothed into a sleep so deep it had felt a like a coma.

Grabbing a second bottle, she sat down at a table and pulled a paper out of her pants pocket. She took another mouthful of Gatorade—lemon-flavored—and read the paper for the umpteenth time.

One signature, and she would be committed. That’s all it would take. One signature and she would reenlist for another two years.

Her decision should be a no-brainer. She hated it here. She hated the heat, the danger, the sand, the dirt, and the cobra that she had found tangled up in the glue strips she had placed beneath her cot to catch mice. With her nurse practitioner’s license, she could make a heck of a lot more money back in the States at a top-notch hospital—and relax in a Jacuzzi in some air-conditioned apartment complex at the end of each day.

It should be a no-brainer. Except that she was an excellent nurse. She was fast and smart, and had a hair-trigger ability to make solid medical decisions while under fire. Her training had helped save many soldiers’ lives.

There were only a few other people in the mess hall, all of them busy with their own conversations or watching a dayold baseball game on the Armed Forces Network. The noise of voices and jets and the clatter of kitchen staff preparing supper faded into the background as she closed her eyes and prayed for wisdom, for guidance, for a clear-cut answer.

None came.

She opened her eyes, wishing she was one of those people to whom God seemed to give a personal directive for every decision they made, but her experience had been quite different. It always felt as though whenever she asked for wisdom, God sat back, folded His arms, and said, “I gave you a good brain and a great instruction manual—use it.”

She had always made the best Bible-based decisions she could and hoped for the best, but this time, she was truly torn. The soldiers needed her. Perhaps she should give them another two years of her life.

She took a pen out of her pocket and clicked it. Her hand hovered over the paper. She hesitated. Drummed the pen on the table. Clicked it. Put it back in her pocket.

Come on, God, just tell me what to do. This is important. Can’t you send me a letter or an e-mail? I’ll do whatever you say if you’ll give me a definite sign. Just this once, Lord, please?

She smiled at her audacity. Who did she think she was—asking God to send her an e-mail?

Like that would ever happen!

And yet . . .

She left the dining hall and walked over to the MWR (Morale, Welfare, and Recreation) facility, which had a bank of computers where soldiers could check their e-mails. She wasn’t surprised when she found over a dozen in her in-box, but the one that screamed out to her was a message from her younger sister. The subject heading was a disturbing “Come home!”

Grace clicked on it. Something must be terribly wrong. Becky was only seventeen and had been living with their grandmother for the past eight years—ever since their parents had died in the boating accident. Becky usually filled her e-mails with high school chatter about grades and ball games and clothes, but this e-mail looked different from what she usually sent. The body of it wasn’t punctuated with Becky’s usual smiley face icon after every other sentence.

 

Grandma was taken by ambulance to the hospital last night. It’s her heart. They’ve done surgery, but the doctor says she’s going to need a lot of care for a while. I can be with her at night, but I have school during the day. If there’s any way you could come home for a couple of months until I can graduate, it would make things a whole lot easier around here.

 

Her grandmother was ill? Elizabeth Connor had been the spiritual rock of their family as long as Grace could remember. Her farm in Ohio had been the sanctuary to which Grace and her sister had fled after their parents died. The last time she was home, her grandmother had seemed tireless and ageless—but now it hit her that Elizabeth might not be around as long as she had hoped.

How bad was the heart attack? How much damage had been done? Her medically trained mind wanted answers. She wanted to meet face-to-face with the doctors and hear Elizabeth’s prognosis firsthand. The first few weeks after heart surgery could be critical. There was no way a seventeen-year-old should be handling that alone.

Grace wrote a quick, affirmative answer and logged out, not bothering to open any of the other e-mails. They could wait. For the first time in her life, she had received a very personal answer from God, and it was loud and clear.

There were other competent nurses who could take her place in the Dustoff unit, but no one could take her place at her grandmother’s side. There was no one else. For a moment, she closed her eyes, blocking out the noises and heat of Bagram, and remembered the soothing clip-clop sound of Amish horses and buggies and the cool greenness of her grandma’s Holmes County farm.

She grabbed an extra Gatorade and headed back to her B-hut.

It was time to pack.



chapter ONE


The moment Levi Troyer caught sight of his family’s farm he knew something was wrong. The yard, which had been filled with activity less than two hours ago, was now empty, and it looked as though it had been abandoned in a hurry.

Even though it was not his mother’s routine to wash clothes on a Thursday, she had wanted to take advantage of the sunny spring weather. When he left this morning, she had been pouring gasoline into the small engine that powered their wringer washing machine. He was concerned to see that the long wire line was empty, even though it should be heavy with wet laundry by now.

During his entire twenty-five years, he had never known his mother to leave her laundry unfinished. In fact, she prided herself upon having it on the line by eight o’clock in the morning at the very latest. Now it was almost nine.

He clucked his tongue and with his heels nudged his horse into a faster trot, but as he drew closer, he saw that not only was the drying line empty, but dirty clothes still lay in piles on the back porch where Sarah, his four-year-old sister, had been helping their mother sort as he had trotted past them this morning on his way to deliver a special-made basket to a customer.

A bucket of water lay overturned upon the porch, the water within it spilled, staining the porous wood. No voices called to him from the house. No slamming screen doors broke the quiet of the lovely spring day.

He glanced up at the clear blue Ohio sky, checking for a threat of rain. Not a cloud in sight. Maam had not canceled her plans because of the weather.

“Guta Myah!” he yelled.

No voices greeted him.

“Good morning! Is anyone home?”

The only answer was the caw of a crow rising from a corner of the cornfield. There was not even the scritch-scratching of his stepfather’s handsaw coming from the workshop to cut the oppressive silence. Always before, whenever Levi came home from the nearby village of Mt. Hope, his two little brothers and sister would be watching for him. They would come running, excited over the small treats they knew he would have tucked away in his pockets.

Not today.

Of course, there was always the possibility that his stepfather could have cut himself in the woodshop. His mother might have slipped and hurt herself carrying the heavy buckets of water from the well for her laundry. Or one of the children might have been hurt by the new vile-tempered rooster who had a zeal for flying at whoever came near the hens. If that were the case, he would make certain the rooster ended up in his mother’s stew pot before nightfall! There were so many potential accidents waiting to happen on a working farm. Sometimes he felt as if he spent most of his waking hours watching out for his family, trying to keep them safe.

He dismounted, flipped the reins of the horse over the side porch railing, and strode through the back door, hoping to find his mother in the kitchen busy cooking dinner—ready with an easy explanation to dispel this feeling of dread that had come over him.

The kitchen, too, was empty. The only sound greeting him was the tick-tock of the old regulator clock. There was no music of his mother’s singing or his stepfather calling out to her for some small thing. No teasing. No laughter. Absolute silence except for the clock and the creaking of his own work boots as he walked across the wooden floor.

He hurried into the front room, the feeling of sick dread thickening with every step. Everything looked exactly the same as when he left this morning—except for the pile of old clothes in the corner. For a moment, he thought it was nothing more than misplaced laundry. Then his brain processed the fact that it was his stepfather’s crumpled body.

He crossed the front room in three long strides and knelt at Daed’s side. There was no pulse in his wrist or his neck. Abraham Shetler’s life had drained out into a pool of blood, saturating the rag rug that Maam had painstakingly made one winter.

Levi’s own pulse hammered in his ears as he took the stairs two at a time to the bedrooms.

He found his mother lying on her right side in the hall, directly outside the doorway of her bedroom. One arm was outstretched and her eyes were closed. Her choring kerchief had come undone and her blond hair spilled out. Blood saturated the front of her dark green dress. She was curled up as much as her pregnancy allowed. Somehow she had managed to ball up her work apron and press it against her right side before losing consciousness.

He fell to his knees and placed his fingers against her neck. Unlike his stepfather, she still lived. He pulled the stained apron away and saw a bullet wound in her right side, almost grazing her rounded belly. To his eyes, the bullet wound seemed much too small to have caused so much blood.

She was only a few weeks away from giving birth. His mind recoiled from the possibilities of what the bullet might have done to the unborn babe. What kind of person shot a woman heavy with child?

“The children”—his mother opened her eyes at his touch—“are hiding in barn.” She began to cry softly. “Thank Gott you are here!”

His gentle mother was a noted healer in their tight-knit society—a woman who had absorbed as much knowledge as possible with the eighth-grade education their faith allowed. He had often helped her tend her medicinal herb garden while she patiently taught him the healing properties of each plant.

One thing he knew—no plant or herb could treat a bullet wound. He had to get her to the hospital as fast as possible. She needed an ambulance. Now.

Resentment flared within him over the fact that, unlike the Old Order Amish, his Swartzentruber Amish church did not allow them to keep a phone of any kind—not even a telephone shanty at the end of their driveway for emergencies.

He had no way to call for help.

His mind went into overdrive, evaluating his options. By the time he could harness and hitch the driving horse to the buggy, then carry his wounded mother out, load up the children, and drive the ten miles per hour the horses could sustain all the way to Pomerene Hospital—nine miles away in Millersburg—it would be too late. Suddenly her belly tightened, her body convulsed, and she cried out—much as she had cried out when his little brothers and sister had been born here in this house.

She could not be in labor. Not now. It was too early.

“Hold on, Maam.” He pressed her work apron tightly against the bullet wound and raced back down the stairs. He plunged through the door, leaped upon his startled horse, and galloped to the barn.

“Are you all right?” Levi called up to the hayloft as he paused at the giant doors of the barn.

“Jah,” he heard a small voice responding.

“Stay where you are. I am going for help.” He wheeled his horse around.

“But, Levi . . .” Albert’s frightened face appeared above him. “Can we come down now?”

“Do not step foot out of this hayloft until I return. Verschtehsht du?” He looked Albert straight in the eyes. “Do you understand?”

The little boy nodded.

Thanking God for the obedience his good mother had instilled in her little ones—they would stay put until he returned for them—he urged his horse into its fastest canter as he shot out onto the road, racing for his mother’s life, eating up the distance that separated him from their closest neighbor, and thanking God for their Englisch neighbor who had no prejudice against telephones.

He also thanked God for the brokers who brought their less-than-perfect racehorses from Kentucky up to Ohio to the Amish auctions. He had purchased Devil Dancer only a month before—in spite of Daed’s insistence that the name was a bad omen. Levi did not believe in omens. He believed in strong, well-muscled lines and the gentle willingness he saw in the lovely mare’s eyes. After one week, delighted with his purchase, he had changed her name to Angel Dancer.

He rarely let her run flat-out. She was too valuable an animal to risk a broken leg on the uneven ground of their fields. There was no telling when a hoof might accidentally bury itself in a gopher hole or trip over a rock. Now, on the graveled back road, with the reins slack enough to allow her all the headway she needed, it seemed as though she sensed the urgency of his mission and wanted to live up to her new name. She seemed to grow wings as she raced toward their neighbor’s home—running like the champion she had been bred to be. It felt as though her hooves barely touched the ground as they flew toward help for his mother.

“Good girl!” he whispered.

As his horse skittered to a stop in front of the neighbor’s house, he prayed that someone would be home. Anyone. If not, he would access their telephone by himself—even if it meant kicking in a door or breaking a window to do so. He could repair the window or door. He could not repair his mother. Even the Amish knew the magic of the numbers 911.

“Hello! Is anyone home?” He leaped off his horse and ran up the porch steps.

To his relief, a young woman flung open the door. She was dressed in white shorts and a red tank top and her dark blond hair was cut as short as a boy’s.

“What’s wrong?” She put a hand up to her eyes to block out the bright morning sun.

“I am Levi Troyer. We live over there.” He pointed to his home. “My mother has been shot. She needs help.”

He hoped that this woman was Grace—the Englisch granddaughter his mother had met while visiting Elizabeth Connor a few days earlier. When Maam heard that their neighbor had finally come home after her heart surgery, she had taken the lady some freshly dug sassafras root, all washed and ready to be made into medicinal tea.

When she returned from her visit, Maam told them that Elizabeth was being well cared for by her oldest granddaughter, a nurse just back from the strange land of Afghanistan. The two of them had a wonderful good time, she said, talking about the healing of sick people.

Levi’s stepfather, like most Swartzentruber men, was wary of unnecessary contact with the Englisch and had warned her not to spend too much time with this granddaughter of Elizabeth’s. Daed had reminded her that they were to keep themselves apart from the world.

The woman—this Grace Connor—did not hesitate now or pepper him with questions. She jerked a slim cell phone from her pocket and punched in numbers.

“Claire Shetler has been shot at her farm, two miles west of Mt. Hope. We need an ambulance here immediately!” Grace gave her name and the location of the Shetler house, then shoved her phone back into her pocket and without another word disappeared into the house.

Levi saw Elizabeth Connor making her way slowly onto the porch, steadying herself with a walker. She was wearing a cheerful pink sweatsuit, but she was pale and shaky, hardly recognizable as the hearty, active woman he had seen working in her garden with a rototiller less than a month ago. He had waved and called out a greeting. She had laughed and challenged him to a contest to see who could produce the first tomato of the season.

“What’s going on, Levi?” Elizabeth said. “Is Claire okay?”

“Someone shot her and she is going into labor.”

“Oh, my goodness!” Elizabeth’s hand flew to her mouth.

Grace emerged with a large black leather bag slung over one shoulder. In her hand she clutched keys. “Go inside, Grandma, and lock the door. Call Becky at school and tell her to come home until I get back.”

“I’ll be fine,” Elizabeth said. “You concentrate on helping that poor woman.” She made a shooing motion with her hand. “Go!”

The granddaughter jumped into a small red car. “Do you want to ride with me?” she asked.

“No. I will be right behind you.”

She spun gravel as she took off toward Levi’s home.

There had been few times in his life when Levi had been as grateful to another human being as he was at this moment. He had hoped only for the use of a telephone and a quick response from the ambulance people. Having a trained nurse already speeding toward his mother was a gift from God.

His strong horse was fast, but the car was faster. As he urged Angel Dancer on, his broad-brimmed straw hat blew off and landed somewhere in the field beside him. He barely noticed. A summer hat was nothing. It could be replaced with a few dollars and a quick visit to the home of the Swartzentruber woman down the road who wove them. The value of his mother’s life was incalculable.

Sometimes the Englisch could try his patience—like when loud rock music tumbled out of their open car windows and frightened his horse, or when they insisted on taking pictures of a people who hated being photographed. Not now, though. He was grateful that Elizabeth’s granddaughter with the too-short hair and the immodest clothing lived so close.

He rounded the curve and saw Grace’s car slide to a stop directly in front of the porch, crushing a portion of the mint garden his mother raised each year for tea. As she mounted the porch steps, he flung himself off Angel Dancer and ran into the house behind her.

Grace was already bent over his stepfather, checking for a pulse. She glanced up at him, her expression grim. “He’s gone.”

“I know.”

“Where’s your mom?”

“Up there.” He nodded toward the stairwell. Grace ran for the stairs and bolted them in front of him, taking them two at a time, as he had done earlier. He had never seen a woman do that before. Of course, she was not wearing long skirts. Even under the circumstances, he was a little embarrassed by her shorts and skimpy top.

All thoughts about the woman’s clothing were erased by the sight of his mother, still crumpled on the hallway floor. Her breathing was shallower than when he had left, and the labor pains that wracked her body seemed to have grown weaker. She appeared barely conscious.

“Claire, what have they done to you?” Grace knelt and placed two fingers against the side of his mother’s throat. She scanned Maam’s body with narrowed eyes. “How far along is she?” Grace grabbed latex gloves out of her black bag and snapped them on.

“Not yet eight months.”

Grace gently rolled his mother onto her side. “There is an exit wound. Good. It looks like the bullet passed straight through the fleshy part above her hip. If the shooter was trying to kill her, he was a bad shot. I don’t think the uterus was compromised, but there’s too much blood on the floor to be coming from this one wound.”

She pulled Claire’s skirt above her knees and made a clucking noise in the back of her throat as she found and inspected a second wound high on her right leg. “I’m afraid this bullet must have hit the bone. It’s still in there.” She grabbed a length of rubber tubing from her black bag and wrapped it around his mother’s upper thigh, pulling it tight, creating a tourniquet.

His mother would be mortified if she knew he had seen her like this, and yet modesty mattered little when the life of someone so precious hung in the balance.

Levi had never felt so helpless or as useless. Give him a saw and a hammer, and he could create a fine table or build a sturdy house. Give him a young black ash tree from the north side of the hill, and he could turn it into work baskets that would last for generations. Give him a hoe and a plow, and he could feed a family. But standing here over his wounded mother was so alien to him that he was practically paralyzed by the enormity of it.

“What can I do?”

Grace’s green eyes flashed as she twisted the tourniquet tighter. “Pray!”

Instead of praying, he slammed his fist against the wall, welcoming the pain. From afar off he heard the ambulance siren as he silently cursed the Englisch person who had brought this terrible evil to his family.



chapter TWO


“Do you want me to ride with your mother to the hospital?” Grace asked as the ambulance siren wailed closer. “Or do you want to?”

Levi was torn. He hated to leave his mother completely in the hands of strangers, but he knew Maam would not want him to leave his little siblings frightened and alone.

“There are Kinner to care for.”

“Kinner?”

“Children.”

“You have children?” Grace pressed his mother’s balled-up apron tighter against the bullet wound in her side.

“Two little Bruders and a sister. They are hiding in the barn. I cannot leave them alone.”

“It would be best if I went with her anyway. Some EMTs are great, some . . . not so great.”

“Please, then.” His voice broke. “Go with her.”

The ambulance was now so close that he wondered if the noise would make Angel Dancer bolt and run. He had not taken the time to secure her reins.

“Does your mother have any allergies?” Grace shouted.

“I don’t think so.”

“How old is she?”

“Forty-one.” It gave him a small bit of comfort to have one correct answer to give. Nothing else in his life seemed to have an answer right now.

The siren stopped abruptly. He heard voices down below, and Grace answering them. He heard footsteps on the stairwell and then he watched as two men expertly loaded his mother onto a stretcher, rejecting his attempt to help.

He grasped the porch railing as the ambulance bumped across the yard, its lights flashing. It was nearly impossible to believe that this terrible thing was happening. Not on a brilliant day like today when the sun was shining so brightly. Not on a day like today while a yellow warbler sat singing his cheerful song from the top of the wild cherry tree.

The driver flipped the siren on as they drove away. Levi watched until the ambulance was no longer visible, wondering if he would ever see his mother alive again.

Levi knew that his yard would soon fill with police cars. He knew that a second ambulance and crew would probably be sent for his stepfather’s body. But before he spoke to anyone else, before he dealt with one more thing, he needed to get to the children huddled in the barn and try to comfort them.

As he strode to the barn, he wondered—just how did one go about telling a four-, eight-, and ten-year-old that their father had been murdered? How did one also break it to them that their mother’s life was hanging by a thread?

He passed Angel Dancer cropping grass in their front yard, grabbed her reins, and took her with him into the barn. He secured her to an inner post and then climbed the ladder to the huge hayloft.

The children were not there.

For a moment, he panicked. Had the man who had killed his stepfather done something with the children while he was riding for help? Had the evil that had entered his home been lurking in the barn while he watched the lights of the ambulance recede?

Then he noticed a small pile of hay in the farthest corner shift slightly.

“Is the bad man gone, Bruder?” Ten-year-old Albert popped out from beneath the hay. His face was sticky with tears. Bits of chaff clung to his skin.

The children had been hiding by burrowing into the hay like little field mice.

“I think so,” Levi answered. “Did you see him?”

“No.” Jesse’s head emerged beside Albert’s. “We only heard him. He was shouting at Daed. Maam told us to go hide in the hayloft until she came for us.”

“Where is Sarah?” Levi looked around, but the little girl was nowhere to be seen.

“She cried herself to sleep.” Albert lifted some hay, revealing his little sister. She was hiccuping in her sleep from having cried so long. “I tried, but I could not get her to stop.”

Levi thought his heart would break as he lifted the little girl into his arms. Her precious face—usually wreathed in sunny smiles—was puffy and red.

How terrifying it must have been for these children to be up here, listening to gunshots, not knowing whether to try to run for help or to stay hidden.

“You did well, little brother—keeping our sister safe. No one could have stopped her tears.”

“Did the bad man run away?” Jesse asked.

“I think so.”

Albert frowned. “Where are Daed and Maam? Why did they not come out here, also?”

“Maam was hurt. She is on her way to the hospital.”

“Did Daed go with her?”

Levi tried to answer, but his throat closed up. He coughed to clear the tightness, and it took every bit of willpower he had to say the brutal words.

“No. Daed’s dead. The bad man shot him.”

They were little boys. Nothing in their lives had prepared them to absorb this kind of information. They sat in stunned silence.

“Who will take care of us?” Jesse’s freckled face was creased, already trying to puzzle things out.

That was one question Levi had no trouble answering. “With God’s help, I will take care of you.”

Sarah awoke at that moment, disoriented, and called out for her mother. When Levi told her she could not come for her—that Maam was in the hospital—it took a long time to calm her down. He wished he could take all three of the children into the house, feed them, and then rock each one of them in Maam’s rocking chair. But he could not take them into the house without them seeing their murdered father, and that was definitely not a picture he wanted emblazoned upon their innocent minds.

“There you are.” A middle-aged man in a sheriff’s uniform climbed off the hayloft ladder. He was a large man, and his hair was cut flat on top.

The two younger boys shrank away from him. A wide-eyed Sarah buried her face in Levi’s shirt.

“I’m Gerald Newsome—the county sheriff.” He squatted beside Levi. “I got a 911 call from the dispatcher. Then I got a call from your neighbor, Elizabeth Connor, telling me all about the trouble you people were having. I’ve already been inside the house, Levi. I’ve seen your stepfather. Another ambulance is on the way. Are all of you okay?”

Little Sarah pulled away from Levi and took a good look at the strange man. Her chin began to quiver. None of them had ever been this close to a lawman.

“No,” Levi said. “We are not okay.”

Sheriff Newsome shifted his weight to the other knee, picked up a piece of hay, and stuck it in his mouth. “You got a place you can go stay for a while? Get the children away from here?”

“We have many within our church who would welcome us.”

“Good.” Sheriff Newsome chewed the piece of hay for a few more seconds. “I hate to ask right now, but I have to. Did you or the children see anything?”

“No. I was gone. The children heard the man’s voice, but they did not see him.”

“Was he Englisch?” The sheriff glanced at the two little boys.

Both Jesse and Albert nodded vigorously.

“What did he say?”

“He wanted Daed’s money from the auction,” Albert explained.

The sheriff looked a question at Levi.

“My stepfather had a two-year-old foal that brought a good price at the Mt. Hope auction yesterday,” Levi explained. “Many would have known.”

“That would explain a robbery, but not a . . .”

In his mind, Levi heard the word that the sheriff was kind enough not to say in front of the children.

In his world, raised among people so pacifist that they did not believe in so much as putting up a hand in one’s own defense, absolutely nothing could explain a murder.

The ambulance had barely stopped beneath the portico of the Pomerene Emergency Room before Grace was out the back door, helping release the undercarriage of the gurney upon which Claire lay. She steadied the IV pole that held the lifesaving liquid they had started flowing into Claire’s veins moments after they had lifted her into the ambulance.

As she helped maneuver the gurney through the door, she heard her name being called.

“Grace? Is that you?” It was Karen, an ER nurse she had bumped into in the cafeteria while her grandmother was in the hospital. Karen, a vibrant redhead, was a beautiful woman, but she had served in Iraq and had the bearing and no-nonsense attitude of a staff sergeant. After Grace had helped her clean up the lunch tray she had accidentally knocked out of Karen’s hands, they ended up bonding over war stories.

“What’s going on?” Karen asked.

“My neighbor, Claire Shetler. Age forty-one.” Grace gave the information in short, clipped sentences. “Gunshot wound to the upper right thigh and lower abdomen. According to her son, she has no allergies. Is there a surgeon on call?”

“Yes. Dr. Allen.” Karen rounded the desk. “I’ll page him. Follow me. Room two is open.”

As Karen and other staff members crowded around and took over Claire’s care, Grace found herself backed up against a wall. It felt strange not to be in the thick of the battle for Claire’s life, but this wasn’t her turf.

“We’ve got this, honey,” Karen said over her shoulder. “Go help yourself to some coffee.”

Grace watched for a few more minutes. They seemed competent and there really wasn’t much space. Reluctantly, she left the room as the familiar adrenaline rush began to drain away, leaving her limp and shaky. She leaned her forehead against the coolness of the hallway wall for a moment and then found her way to the waiting room.

As she passed the coffeepot that Karen had mentioned, the smell of scorched coffee made her stomach churn. She had practically lived on the stuff during her first year in Afghanistan and had permanently lost her taste for it.

Instead of coffee, she chose an empty chair in the far corner of the waiting room and closed her eyes, still trying to quiet her spirit and the pounding of her pulse. This was not what she had planned for the day—but this is what God had apparently planned for her.

She prayed for Claire, for the unborn baby, and for those now working to save their lives. Prayer came easily for her, but leaving things in God’s hands did not.

That was her grandmother’s strength.

Speaking of which . . .

She pulled out her cell phone and dialed, breathing a sigh of relief when she heard her grandma’s voice.

“Are you okay, Grandma?”

“Right as rain, sweetheart. I’ve just been sitting here in the living room on the couch behaving myself and waiting for your call. Is Claire all right?”

“So far.”

“Do you think the baby will make it?”

“Possibly, but that family could really use your prayers right now.”

“Oh, honey. I haven’t stopped since the moment Levi rode into our yard.”

After their brief conversation, Grace picked up a magazine and flipped through it. Someone had thoughtfully dropped off their private stash of People—but only after carefully cutting off the address. She wondered what, exactly, they expected someone to do with those addresses—drive up to their homes and stare? Knock on their front doors and complain that they had not donated a higher-quality magazine?

The country she had fought for was getting more paranoid every day. After what had just happened to her neighbor, she couldn’t say she blamed Americans for their fear. There was a lot of crazy floating around.

She tossed the magazine back onto the table. Movie stars’ divorces and personal dramas felt unimportant in the cold light of an emergency room. Besides, she had been out of the country so long, she didn’t even know who most of the people in the magazine were—and furthermore, she didn’t care. Her efforts to watch TV since coming home had been met with little success. It was just too hard to concentrate on the silliness of a sitcom after all she had seen.

She closed her eyes again and leaned her head back. The disconnect between the reality of an Afghanistan battlefield and the culture to which she had returned was not something she had been able to bridge in the two short weeks she had been home. Outside of her grandma’s farm, she felt like an alien in her own country. She couldn’t help but wonder if that feeling of alienation would ever go away.

“Does my mother live?”

Her eyes flew open. The sudden sound of Levi Troyer’s voice startled her so badly that she almost dove for cover. Struggling for equilibrium, she took a deep breath and studied the small family group standing before her. Levi, in his dark blue pants and sweat-stained blue shirt, towered over her. In his arms, he held a towheaded little girl wearing a dark gray dress and a black bonnet. The child’s eyes were as blue as the sky but also red from weeping. A piece of straw clung to a wayward curl in the process of escaping the bonnet. Standing solemnly beside Levi were two small boys who were near-replicas of their older brother. Both had the same gold-streaked brown hair and dark eyes. She judged them to be somewhere between eight and ten years old. They wore identical straw hats, with brims so wide, the hats looked too big.

“Your mother is with the surgeon right now, but I haven’t heard anything.” Because of the worried-looking children, she forced a cheerful note into her voice. “Who do we have here?”

Levi laid his free hand on the smaller boy’s hat. “This is Jesse.” Then he rested his hand on the older boy’s shoulder. “And this is Albert—my Bruders.”

“Hello, Albert and Jesse.” She solemnly shook the boys’ hands.

Levi noticed the straw in the little girl’s hair and plucked it out. “This is Sarah, our sister. She spent too much time in the hayloft this morning.”

“Hello, Sarah,” Grace said. “You have pretty eyes.”

The little girl gave her a shy grin before laying her head against her big brother’s shoulder.

“Sarah does not have many Englisch words yet,” Albert informed her.

“I do,” Jesse volunteered. “I have many Englisch words.”

She had no idea what they were talking about.

“Our children usually speak only German when they are small,” Levi explained. “They don’t learn Englisch until they go to school.” He gently tweaked the little girl’s nose. “I think Sarah understands some of what you said, but she is being bashful.”

“Oh.” She absorbed that information. That would explain why the few small Amish children she had spoken to on the street since moving here had given her sweet smiles but not answered.

“How did you get here?” she asked.

“The sheriff came after you left. He called a driver for us after he finished asking questions.” Levi looked worried. “I—I did not refuse. It would have been hard on our horse to come so far and it would have taken a long time.”

At that moment Dr. Allen entered the room. He was an older man and his face was gray with fatigue. He did not look happy.

“Are you Claire Shetler’s family?” he asked.

“We are.” Levi swallowed hard. “Does my mother live?”

“Yes.” Dr. Allen glanced at the children clustered around Levi and forced a smile. “She’s . . . fine.”

“And the babe?” Levi’s voice sounded strained.

“We are airlifting him to Children’s Hospital in Columbus.”

“My mother had a boy?”

“She awoke long enough to name him Daniel. We had to do a C-section because of . . . complications, but he does have a fighting chance.”

“Did the bullet—?”

“If I were you”—Dr. Allen threw a glance at the children— “I would concentrate on caring for these little ones for now.”

“Can we see our Maam?” Jesse asked.

Karen approached them with a clipboard in her hand. “Mrs. Shetler is asking to see”—she gave Grace a strange glance—“you.”

“Me?”

“Yes. She specifically asked for you, even though I told her I thought her family had arrived.”

“Then I’ll go see what she wants.”

As Grace got to her feet, Karen handed Levi the clipboard and a pen.

“While he fills these papers out, I’ll take you to her,” Karen said.

After they had walked far enough away for Levi and the children not to hear, Karen filled her in.

“The bullet managed to miss the uterus,” Karen said. “But all the trauma compromised the pregnancy. Dr. Allen had no choice than to take the child by C-section. We had to use three units of blood to stabilize the mother. It was very close. If you hadn’t been there to help . . .” Karen shook her head. “I’ve lived here my whole life and I admire the Amish for so many things—but those ultraconservative sects that don’t allow any type of telephone at all . . .” Again Karen shook her head. “None of my business, of course. It’s a free country.”

“None of my business, either,” Grace said. “Except that today it suddenly became my business.”

When Grace arrived in the recovery room, Claire was so pale that she nearly blended in with the white sheets. Even her blond hair, still pinned closely to her head, seemed colorless, harshly illuminated by the hospital lights.

“How are you feeling?” Grace took hold of Claire’s hand lying limply on the sheets. It was ice cold.

“The babe . . .”

“Dr. Allen says he has a chance.”

“A chance.” Claire gave a great sigh.

“Children’s Hospital is one of the best in the world. He should be there soon. They will take good care of him.”

“My Abraham is gone?”

“Yes.” Grace’s heart broke for the woman. “I am so sorry.”

“I thought that is what I heard you say in the ambulance.”

“We thought you were unconscious.”

“The words got into my mind anyway.” Tears silently crept down Claire’s cheeks and neck, dampening the front of her hospital gown.

“Was there something you wanted me to do?” Grace grabbed a tissue and handed it to her. “Is there some way I can help?”

“I wanted you to come because I cannot yet be strong for my children.” Claire took the tissue and wiped her eyes. “I need more time before they see me.”

“I don’t think anyone is expecting you to be strong. You have been through a terrible ordeal today.”

“A mother must be strong for her children, and I—I cannot be strong. Not yet.”

“Do you want Levi to come in to see you? I can stay with the children.”

“No,” Claire said. “My Levi does not need to see me like this.”

Grace was at a loss. “Then what do you want me to do?”

“You own a vehicle?”

“I do.”

“Could you take my children to my sister’s home? Levi will tell you how to get there. They will be well cared for if they are with Rose. And then, please take Levi to my little Daniel. The babe will need someone beside him as he fights for his life. He should not be alone.”

“I’ll be happy to do that, but your baby won’t be alone. There are wonderful doctors and nurses there.”

“The babe will need someone who loves him—someone whose voice he knows.”

“What about you? Don’t you need someone to stay here with you?”

Grace vividly remembered recovering from the broken arm and collarbone, fractured ribs, and internal injuries she had sustained when the MRAP in which she was riding had taken a direct hit. Those mine-resistant vehicles were good at absorbing the blow of a homemade bomb, but if the explosion was a large one—and the roadside bomb Grace’s MRAP triggered had involved nearly three hundred pounds of explosives—they sometimes overturned with troops inside.

That hospital stay had felt awfully lonely with no family beside her.

“You are not familiar with Amish ways.” A wisp of a smile crossed Claire’s face. “I will not be alone for long.”

“I’m glad to know that.”

A fresh-faced young deputy entered the room.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Shetler, but I need to find out what you can tell us about the person who shot you and your husband. Did you see his face?”

“No. He wore a mask, and gloves.” Her eyes were haunted, remembering. “Somehow he knew about the horse that Abraham had taken to auction the day before, and even though we gave him everything we had, it wasn’t enough. He thought we were holding back.”

“But why you?” Grace asked. “Why on earth would he shoot a pregnant woman?”

“I had a little money upstairs in my purse. Not much. I told him I would go get it. He followed me up there, but when he saw how little it was . . .”

“He shot you because there wasn’t enough money in your purse?” Grace wished she could get her hands on the man—whoever he was.

“He was disappointed.” Claire’s voice sounded weary. “And very angry. I think er is weenich aub—he’s a little off in the head. Or perhaps that is what people act like when they are on drugs?”

“I don’t know what the man’s problem was.” The officer’s voice was grim. “But we’re going to do everything we can to find him.”

“I’ll take your children to your sister’s and Levi to be with little Daniel,” Grace said. “Don’t worry about a thing. Just concentrate on getting better.”

It wasn’t until she was passing the nurses’ station that she remembered she didn’t have a car. She had left it back at the Shetlers’.

“Is everything okay?” Karen stopped typing and looked up from her computer.

“As okay as it can be. She asked me to take her younger kids to her sister’s and her oldest son to Children’s, but I came here in the ambulance. Is there a car rental place here in Millersburg?”

Without missing a beat, Karen reached into an oversized purse sitting at her feet and pulled out a ring of keys. “Here. Take mine. It’s the blue minivan in the side lot. Hit the button and it’ll beep.”
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