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    Annie lay on the quilt-covered bed tucked up in her cozy, tiny attic bedroom. She held up the snow globe and shook it, watching the little snowflakes inside swirl and swirl and then float gently down to cover the skyscrapers of New York City.


    It was her favorite Christmas present ever, brought back from the big city by her mamm when she went to see her editor years ago. After she’d received the globe with its tiny glimpse of the city, Annie had borrowed books from the library and studied the photos and read everything she could. New York City seemed like such an exciting place, filled with such towering, fancy buildings, its streets lined with so many types of people from so many places. Stories were everywhere, stories of hope and joy and death and loss and—well, her imagination was soaring just thinking about them.


    She might be twenty-one now, a woman and not a child, but she was no less interested—some might say obsessed—than she’d been with the city than when she first received the globe. Her one big wish had become to visit New York City, and now it was finally coming true.


    Life here in her Plain community of Paradise, Pennsylvania, wasn’t boring. Not exactly. She loved everything about it. But she’d always been a seeker, endlessly curious about even the tiniest detail of life. She’d been like that even before her mamm had moved here and married her daed. Before she became Jenny Bontrager, her mother had been Jenny King, a television news reporter who specialized in traveling around the world and showing people what war did to innocent children.


    Annie thought the work sounded amazing. All the travel—it sounded so exciting. Meeting all kinds of people. Telling the stories of people who needed attention to their story to help them. Annie had never lacked for a meal. She’d always had a comfortable bed.


    And even though she had lost her mother at a young age, she’d always had so many people around her to love her and make her feel safe and happy. The children her mother had seen overseas in war-torn countries had often lost parents, their homes—even been injured or killed themselves. And sometimes there was little food.


    She looked up when there was a knock on the door frame.


    “Hi. May I come in?”


    “Of course.” Annie moved so her mother could sit on the bed with her.


    When she saw her mother’s gaze go to the snow globe she held, she handed it to her. Jenny shook it and watched the snowflakes settle on the skyscrapers inside just as Annie had done.


    “I remember when I gave this to you.”


    “You came back from a trip there and told us you were going to have a baby.”


    “Seems like just yesterday.”


    “Seems like he’s been around forever to drive me crazy.” She grinned. “Don’t worry, I don’t mean it. He’s a good little brother.”


    “You mean when he’s not being a little terror?”


    Annie laughed and nodded. “Right. He’s not afraid of anything. Must have some of the adventurer spirit you have inside him.”


    Her mother glanced down at her traditional Amish dress and laughed self-deprecatingly. “I’m not much of an adventurer now.”


    “You have a spirit of adventure in your heart,” Annie told her.


    She studied her mother, who looked so slim and pretty in a dress of deep green; her dark brown hair tucked neatly under her snowy white kapp still showed no gray. Jenny never missed the fancy clothes of the Englisch—never missed anything from that world from what she said. Annie wondered how she would feel visiting the city she’d made her home base for so many years.


    “Getting excited?”


    “It’s going to be so amazing!” She looked at her mother. “I’m still surprised Daed said he wanted to go.”


    She sat up and hugged her mother. “But I’m glad he did. He’s so, so proud of you. We all are.”


    “I appreciate it,” Jenny told her. “But we’re not going to the event for them to make a fuss over me. You know that’s not our way.”


    “I know.” Annie pretended to roll her eyes. “It’s because the organization is helping children. And because your friend, David, is being honored too. ”


    “Exactly.” Jenny paused and grinned. “Of course, it doesn’t mean we can’t have some fun while we’re there.”


    Annie reached under her pillow and pulled out a handful of brochures. “I sent off for these. Look, the Statue of Liberty, Rockefeller Center, Times Square . . .”


    “And the New York Times?” Jenny looked over the information packet for the newspaper. “Hardly a tourist attraction.”


    “Please?” Annie bounced on the bed like a kid. “I want to go so bad. Badly,” she corrected herself.


    Jenny chuckled. “I guess it would be attractive to someone who wants to be a writer.”


    She glanced over at Annie’s small desk. “I remember when you started keeping a word journal. How you loved finding new words to tell us about.”


    “So this is where you went.” Annie’s father appeared in the doorway.


    He filled the doorway, this tall and handsome father of hers. She and her brothers and sister had gotten their blond hair and blue eyes from him.


    “Matthew, look! Annie’s gotten all sorts of brochures of places to visit for us to look at before we go to New York City.”


    “The New York Times?” he asked, sounding doubtful. “I’m not sure your brothers and sister are going to be thrilled with going on a tour of a newspaper.”


    Annie looked imploringly toward her mother.


    “Maybe we can think of someplace you and the rest of the family would like to go while Annie and I go on the newspaper tour, maybe the television studio where I used to work,” Jenny suggested.


    “It’s no surprise the two of you would want to go there.” He picked up the brochure of the Niagara Falls. “This looks amazing. Amos and Esther went there last year and said the boat ride was exciting. Bet Joshua would love this.”


    They heard a crash downstairs.


    “The Bontrager children are never quiet,” Jenny said, sighing. But she wore a smile. “I’d better go see what they’re up to.”


    She patted Matthew’s cheek as she passed him. “Supper in ten.”


    “Smells wonderful.”


    Laughing, she shook her head. “I’m making baked pork chops.”


    “One of my favorites.”


    She glanced back. “And something easy I can’t mess up. Well, at least when I set the timer.”


    Matthew waited until she left the room and then he looked at Annie. They laughed.


    “I heard you!” Jenny called back.


    He struggled to suppress his grin. “It’s still fun to tease her about her cooking.”


    “You have to stop,” she told him sternly.


    “You do it too. It’s just so easy to tease her when she makes comments first. But she’s become a good cook. Not that I’d have been any less happy to be married to her if she hadn’t.”


    Tilting his head, he studied her. “So I guess you’re going to miss Aaron while you’re gone.”


    She frowned at him. “Don’t tease.”


    “He’s a nice young man.”


    With a shrug, Annie gathered up the brochures and tucked them under her pillow.


    “Annie? Is there a problem?”


    “No, of course not.”


    “We used to be able to talk about everything.”


    She looked up and felt a stab of guilt. He looked genuinely disappointed.


    “He’s afraid I’m going to stay there,” she blurted out.


    Matthew pulled over the chair from the desk and sat down. “You’re not, are you?”


    She frowned. “Of course not.”


    But oh, to stay longer than the four or five days they planned to visit. There was so much to see, so much to write about . . .


    “Gut,” he said, looking relieved.


    She stood. “I should go down and help Mamm with supper.”


    He nodded. “I’m right behind you. She might need me to get the apple pie I smell baking out of the oven.”


    “Men!” she said, laughing as she walked from the room. “All you think of is your stomachs.”


    “Hey, a man works hard, he needs to eat.”


    When she got downstairs she saw her mother didn’t need her help—Mary was visiting and staying for supper. She stood at the counter slicing bread while Johnny set the table. Joshua was no doubt out in the barn finishing his chores. There was nothing he liked better than to feed and water the horses.


    She’d known her siblings would be doing their evening chores. But it had been a good excuse for getting out of a discussion of Aaron with her father. She hadn’t liked what Aaron said about her going to New York City. And there was no need to be getting into it with her father in any case. Such things weren’t discussed with parents until you actually knew you were getting engaged, and right now, she and Aaron were just friends.


    It was fun going to singings and church activities and things with him, but she wasn’t ready to get married yet. Fortunately, her parents wouldn’t dream of pressuring her to do so. Many of her friends were waiting a little longer than their parents had before they married. After all, marriage was forever in her community.


    At least, until death did you part.


    Annie had been so young when her mother died that Jenny had been the only mother she’d ever known. Although Jenny moved with only a trace of a limp from the car bombing she’d suffered overseas, she’d experienced problems recovering from it that had affected her speech. Annie had bonded with her when her father had offered to drive Jenny to speech therapy on the days Annie went for help with her own childhood speech problem.


    But maybe Annie was closer to Jenny, too, because Jenny had lost her mother when she was young and knew how it felt.


    Their shared interest in writing came as her mother helped her with schoolwork and found Annie loved to put her active imagination on paper. Now her tiny room was full of boxes of journals and bound collections of poems and short stories.


    Annie watched the way her family worked together in the kitchen getting the family meal on the table—especially loving the way her parents got along. Her father had come down the stairs and insisted on checking on the pie. Her mother shooed him away from the oven, insisting it needed five more minutes. She smiled at the way they pretended to argue, all the while teasing each other and loved seeing them occasionally sharing a kiss when they thought their kinner weren’t watching.


    They were different than the parents of most of her friends. Jenny’s father had been born Amish but had decided not to join the church, so she was familiar with the Amish ways and had visited her grandmother here for years. Although Jenny and Annie’s father had fallen in love as teenagers, Jenny had left one summer to go to college and her father had married Annie’s mother some time later.


    But then the terrible bombing overseas years later had an amazing result: Jenny’s grandmother had invited her to recuperate at her house and Jenny had been reunited with Annie’s father. After she joined the church, the two of them had gotten married. So they were different from the parents of her friends in that respect. Annie always wondered if they seemed more in love than other married couples because of all they’d been through. Then again, Amish couples didn’t usually indulge in public displays of affection.


    “Go tell Phoebe supper’s ready,” Jenny told her.


    It was a simple thing to do—just a few steps across the room and a knock on the door of the dawdi haus.


    Phoebe opened the door with a smile. “No need to knock, child. Mmm, something smells so good.”


    “Matthew thinks the pie should come out,” Jenny said as Phoebe stepped into the kitchen. “I think it needs five more minutes. You decide.”


    Phoebe opened the oven door and nodded. “Jenny’s right, Matthew. You know you’re just impatient to be eating it.”


    He sighed and pulled out her chair. “You’re right.”


    She patted his cheek before she sat. “Be patient. Even after it’s done you’ll need to let it cool a little.”


    Joshua came in from the barn, letting in a cold blast of wind. He took off his jacket, hung it on a peg, and went to wash his hands.


    The wind picked up and rattled the kitchen window. “Hope it doesn’t snow early this year,” Phoebe said. “It’d make travel to the big city hard.”


    “It wouldn’t dare snow and interrupt Annie’s trip,” Jenny said as the family took their seats at the big wooden kitchen table.


    “Annie’s trip? I thought it was Jenny’s trip,” Matthew remarked.


    “I think she’s even more excited than I am.”


    She grinned. “You’re right.”


    They were just about to thank God for the meal when they heard a knock on the door.


    “We know who it is,” Joshua said, rolling his eyes.


    “Be nice,” Jenny told him with a stern look. But Annie saw the smile playing around her mother’s lips.


    “I’ll get it,” Annie said, but there was no need. No one else was getting to their feet.


    She opened the door and found Aaron standing there, wearing a big smile and holding his hat in his hands.


    “Good evening,” he said smiling as he stepped inside and took off his hat. “Sorry I’m late.”
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    Aaron bent his head in prayer with the family and when it was over, he looked up and glanced around the table at Annie’s family.


    His family, he corrected himself. Each person here—Jenny, Matthew, Joshua, Mary, Johnny—had become so dear to him in these past months he felt they truly were already his family.


    He didn’t dare say so to Annie just yet. He wasn’t a stupid man. He knew she didn’t return his feelings yet.


    Yet, he told himself. He was a determined man and she was the perfect woman for him, so he’d bide his time and see what happened. When you considered marriage was forever, having to wait months to date and become engaged wasn’t so long.


    “Aaron? Pork chop?” she asked as she handed him the platter.


    He took the platter from her and as he did their eyes met. She smiled at him and he bobbled the fork. It clattered to the floor.


    “I’ll get a clean one for you,” she said and started to rise.


    “I can use this one,” he told her, bending to lift it.


    “Don’t you dare!” Jenny cried.


    “Your floors are clean,” he insisted, but Annie snatched the fork from him and handed him a clean one.


    “Mamm has better things to do than keep the floors clean enough to eat off of,” she told him, frowning.


    “I’m sorry,” he said quickly. “I didn’t mean to offend.”


    Jenny shook her head and smiled at him. “You didn’t. I’m afraid I’ve been busy with a deadline and just don’t have as much time to clean these days.”


    Aaron found himself glancing at Matthew to see his reaction, but the man was calmly eating his dinner. If he had any feeling his home wasn’t up to par he certainly wasn’t showing it—or appearing to hide it. Wives in the community often had jobs they performed inside or outside the home, but Aaron didn’t know anyone who wrote other than Jenny.


    And Annie seemed to want to follow in her mother’s footsteps. She wasn’t aware of it, but he had watched her daydream when she was supposed to be doing her lessons and had seen her delight in writing exercises. Just how she was going to be doing the writing she spoke of here in their Plain community of Paradise he wasn’t sure. He knew Jenny wrote books, but he didn’t know if it was something you had to go to college for like Jenny had. And Annie had never said she wanted to go to college, something that wasn’t done by the Amish.


    He knew Jenny’s father had left the Amish community and Jenny had been raised Englisch and gone to college. She’d even traveled overseas in countries he hadn’t heard of to cover stories for the television. She’d been hurt there, and then she’d come back to heal here. She and Matthew had been attracted to each other as teenagers, but she’d gone off to college and then to her work. When she came to Phoebe’s house after her injury in the car bombing, Jenny had been a broken shell of a woman. But she’d recovered, learned to walk again, and ended up walking down the aisle at her wedding.


    Aaron glanced over at Annie. He knew not to look at Annie the same way her parents did with each other.


    “Mamm has an appointment with her editor while we’re in New York City,” Annie informed him as she passed him a bowl of mashed potatoes. “After, I’ve been invited to take a tour of the publishing offices.”


    The mashed potatoes he’d been spooning onto his plate landed with a wet plop on his plate.


    “I can’t wait,” she said, her voice animated. “I’m hoping to talk Mamm into going to the New York Times building.”


    He’d never heard of anyone he knew going to visit the New York Times or a publishing company. Niagara Falls, some national parks—those were the kinds of places Plain people visited when they took a vacation away from home. He wondered how a building where books or newspapers were published could be interesting.


    His own mother had asked him if it was wise to be seeing someone so different from the “usual girl” as she put it. When Aaron had asked her if she didn’t like Annie, she’d blustered a bit and then said, of course she liked Annie.


    “Jenny keeps to herself a lot,” his mother explained. “To do her writing thing. Have you thought about if Annie goes after the same thing how it will affect you?”


    He shook his head, as if to clear the thought of that conversation. He couldn’t fault his mother—he’d wondered the same thing. But he and Annie had something in common in a way. Some people thought his carpentry was just making things out of wood. They saw him build a cabinet for a kitchen, a dresser to store clothes in. Sometimes they didn’t see the workmanship, the way he tried to make something beautiful, not just practical.


    Jenny spoke up. “Aaron? You’re being quiet tonight.”


    “Man can’t eat and talk at the same time,” Matthew said, smiling slightly at him as he buttered a piece of bread.


    Aaron nodded. “My mamm said don’t talk with your mouth full. Especially when you’re a guest.”


    “You’re not a guest. You’re family,” Mary said, brightening. She gave him a gentle smile.


    He smiled at her. She was so sweet, but so much quieter than Annie. Maybe it came from being older and married—and having a husband who had to work long hours in the next town.


    “How is schul going?” he asked her.


    “It’s my favorite time to teach,” she said. “The Christmas play is coming along so well.”


    When he glanced at Annie, though, his heart sank. She was frowning.


    He wondered if she didn’t think of him as family. That hurt more than he thought it would.


    “Aaron? Another pork chop?” Jenny asked him.


    “No, thanks.”


    Annie stood, picked up his plate and hers, and took them to the sink. He watched her, admiring how she looked against the fading light coming in the kitchen window. Annie had grown prettier and prettier.


    When she turned, he quickly looked away and found himself watched by Matthew.


    Aaron’s glance slid to Jenny, and he felt a little better when he saw the kindness in her gray eyes. She placed a scoop of vanilla ice cream on a piece of pie on a plate, then, as an afterthought, added another scoop and handed him the plate.


    She saw Annie’s lips quirk in a sort of smile, but she didn’t say anything, just sat and ate her slice of pie. And kept glancing at the clock.
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    “Thanks for coming. Don’t let the door hit you on the way out.”


    Annie jumped at the sound of her mother’s voice at her side.


    “What?”


    “Just an old saying from my Englisch days,” she responded with a wry smile. “You don’t think you hurried Aaron on his way a little abruptly tonight? He barely had a chance to finish his dessert and you were saying we had a lot to do to get ready for the trip.”


    “We do.”


    Her mother’s lips twitched. “Are we going to do that now?”


    Annie tried to come up with a response, but under the steady gaze of her mother, she couldn’t.


    “I know what you’re up to.”


    She was grown up, but Annie suddenly felt like the little girl she’d been when she first met Jenny. “Where’s Johnny?”


    “Your father’s upstairs letting Johnny read to him. I know a twelve-year-old like Johnny isn’t thrilled about doing that, but Mary says it’s the only way he’s going to improve his reading.” She leaned in. “And you’re changing the subject. I know that look. You’re plotting.”


    “Plotting?”


    “Yes, which story did you get an idea for at supper? I could almost see your brain whirling at the table.”


    Relieved, Annie leaned against the door. “You made it sound like you thought I was up to something a lot worse.”


    “Well, you’ll never live down some of the wild stories you used to tell. Like the one about the burglars and the chocolate chip cookies that you told me when you were little.”


    Annie pushed away from the door and started for the kitchen. “It was true.”


    Now that she was older, Annie was surprised her parents hadn’t laughed her out of the room for telling them burglars had broken into the house and eaten all the cookies in the cookie jar. Her father had pointed out nothing else had been stolen. Annie had insisted the burglars weren’t interested in anything else once they found out how good her mamm’s chocolate chip cookies were. Joshua had nodded emphatically, backing her up in her wild tale.


    “Right,” her mother drawled.


    Annie laughed and slipped her arm through her mother’s and walked with her into the kitchen. Her father had returned from his bedtime routine with Johnny. He looked up from the cup of coffee he was drinking as he sat at the table.


    “What are the two of you up to?”


    “She still thinks I’m going to believe the story she and Joshua told about cookies.”


    Matthew chuckled as he folded the newspaper and stood. “Annie, you didn’t even fool me with that story and I always thought you were this sweet little girl who never did anything wrong. Poor Joshua. I think he took the blame for some pranks you pulled.”


    Annie did her best to look innocent.


    Her parents exchanged a look and shook their heads. “One of my Englisch friends said I have it lucky because my children are raised Amish. I told her kids are kids wherever they are.”


    Annie glanced at the sink where the dinner dishes waited, unwashed. “Where’s Mary?”


    “I sent her up to her old room to lie down. She said she wasn’t feeling well.”


    “Oh, I hope she’s not coming down with a cold.”


    “I don’t know. I don’t like to ask too many questions. You know.” He reddened.


    “I’ll go check on her.”


    Annie sighed and rolled up her sleeves. “Guess I‘m doing the dishes.”


    Funny how Joshua was always at the table to eat but managed to vanish when it was time to do the dishes. She was tempted to go get him, but he was probably in the barn and it would just take more time.


    “I’ll help,” her father said. “Wash or dry?”


    “I’ll wash,” she said. “You always dried when we used to do this when I was a little girl, remember? ’Cause I was too short to reach the cabinet to put away the dishes.”


    His eyes took on a faraway look. “Seems like yesterday.”


    “You’re not going to get all mushy on me, are you?” she asked, pretending to sound exasperated.


    “Me? Never.”


    As much as Annie enjoyed washing the dishes—it was a chore where she could let her mind wander and ideas simmer—she just wanted to be done so she could go to her room. So she washed the dishes quickly, and if her father noticed he didn’t say anything. She was relieved a few minutes later when she heard her mother’s footsteps descending the stairs.


    “Is Mary okay?”


    “She’s fine. I was afraid she was having cramps—”


    “Here,” Matthew said, handing Jenny the dish towel. “I’ll leave the two of you to your girl talk.”


    “Honestly, Matthew, you don’t need to be embarrassed.”


    “I’m not. Joshua is still out in the barn. I think I’ll see if anything’s wrong.”


    Her mother took his place at the sink but put the dish towel he’d handed her on the counter. “Honestly, you’d think he’d be used to it after having us girls in the house for years.” She sighed. “I talked Mary into spending the night. No sense going home to an empty house. Ben will be back tomorrow and he can pick her up then.


    “I’ll finish. You go write.”


    “It wouldn’t be right,” Annie prevaricated. But even she could hear the insincerity in her voice.


    Her mother bumped her hip, pushing her out of the way.


    Laughing, Annie vacated the space in front of the sink. “Thanks. I’ll owe you.”


    “Don’t stay up too late,” her mother called as she headed for the stairs. “We have a lot to do for the trip, remember?”


    Laughing, Annie climbed the steps two at a time. She paused for a moment to look in on her sister but found she was already asleep. Once inside her own room, she threw herself on the bed. Reaching under the pillow, she pulled out her notebook and began scribbling madly.
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    Annie had never had enough to drink to get drunk—she’d only tried a beer or two during rumschpringe and hated the taste—but she thought maybe she knew what a hangover must feel like. Her head pounded, her eyes felt gritty, and every bone in her body ached.


    She opened her eyes and daylight speared into them, making her moan and roll over to bury her head under her pillow. Her fingers encountered paper. She pulled it out and sat up, staring at the notebook in her hand. Page after page was covered with her scrawl. She sat up and squinted at it. Read a page. Then another.


    And found herself smiling. Not bad. She’d written for two hours after she’d come upstairs last night, fallen asleep, then woken up at three a.m. to write in a blazing, white hot frenzy until she fell asleep again a couple hours later.


    “Annie!”


    She collapsed on her bed and pulled the pillow over her head again.


    “Annie!”


    Johnny tugged on the pillow. “Annie. Mamm says time to get up now.”


    She pulled the pillow off her face and stared at him. “What?”


    “Mamm says time to get up.”


    “Okay.”


    He stood there, staring at her.


    “You can go now.”


    He shook his blond head. “Mamm says stay here until you get out of bed.”


    Her mother knew her too well. “Fine.” She sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed. “I’m up. See?”


    “’Kay.” He started for the door, then turned back. “She said to tell you we’re having pancakes.”


    She nodded, watched him walk out of the room, and immediately fell back onto the bed.


    The story unfolded like one of the movies she’d seen. Annie watched her characters come alive like a dream, laughing and crying and acting like real people living real lives. She watched them, fascinated, listening to the dialogue she’d written coming out of their mouths.


    “Annie!”


    She jerked awake. Her mother’s face loomed over her. “Why aren’t you up? Aren’t you feeling well?”


    Sitting up, Annie yawned and shook her head. She held out the notebook. “I tried not to stay up too late, but I woke up with ideas I had to write down.”


    “Been there, done that.” She sighed. “How many times have you and your brothers and sisters come downstairs and found me asleep at the kitchen table? Well, you’d better hurry or you’re going to be late for work.”


    Annie sighed and got to her feet. A day in the life of Annie Bontrager, she thought as she pulled out her clothes and began to dress. She wanted to just stay here in this room and write and not have to go to her day job.


    As she walked downstairs, she wondered how often her mother had felt that way. Instead, she not only cheerfully took care of her family responsibilities but also genuinely cared about them. Annie had never once felt she was a “step” kid to Jenny.


    She glanced at the clock when she walked into the kitchen and grimaced. “Where is everyone?”


    Her mother gave her a look as she piled dirty dishes in the sink. “Off to start the day. There’s some oatmeal on the stove for you.”


    “I thought we were having pancakes.”


    “You snooze you lose.” But her mother sighed and turned back to the stove. “You’re lucky. There’s just enough batter for two more. Mary couldn’t eat much. Said her stomach didn’t feel well again.”


    Annie wrapped her arms around her mother’s waist and squeezed her. “Thanks.”


    Jenny stirred the batter and seemed lost in thought.


    “Mamm? Something wrong”


    She started. “Oh, no. Just daydreaming. You don’t suppose . . .”


    “What?”


    “You don’t suppose Mary could be pregnant?”


    Annie bobbled the plastic container of lunch meat and cheese she’d just pulled from the refrigerator. She grabbed at it and set it on the counter. “I don’t know. Did she say anything?”


    Jenny shook her head and poured the batter on the hot griddle. “But they’ve been married a year now.”


    “Just can’t wait to be a grossmudder, can you?” Annie teased as she quickly made herself a sandwich. A few cookies, an apple, and a bottle of juice and she was done.


    “No, I can’t wait,” Jenny admitted softly.


    She set the plate of pancakes on the table, poured syrup over them, and began cutting them into pieces. Then she looked up and caught Annie’s wry smile. “Just saving you time.”


    “Okay. Thanks.” Annie sat at the table and began shoving the pancakes into her mouth.


    Jenny poured coffee into a travel mug, added a little cream and one teaspoon of sugar, and screwed on the top. She set the mug next to Annie’s lunch tote, poured herself a mug of coffee, and sat at the table.


    “These are good,” Annie said between bites.


    “They’d be even better if you weren’t inhaling them,” her mother said mildly.


    “Sorry.” She finished, wiped her mouth on the napkin, then got up to put her plate in the sink.


    She grabbed her jacket, lunch tote, purse, and travel mug, kissed her mother on the cheek and was halfway out the door when her mother called her name.


    “What?”


    “You forgot your notebook.”


    Rolling her eyes and shaking her head, Annie dropped everything on the kitchen table.


    “Thanks!” she gasped. “Only another writer would think of that!”


    She ran up the stairs, taking them two at a time, grabbed the notebook off her bed, then ran back down the stairs. Halfway to the door again, she heard her name called and glanced back to see her mother pointing at her things on the table.


    “Honestly, where is my head this morning,” Annie said, grabbing them up. She stopped once again to kiss her mother’s cheek before dashing out the door.


    The day was a little cool for the first week of December, but Annie didn’t mind. She walked briskly and felt plenty warm after a few minutes. There was little traffic, but she made sure she stayed to the right.


    When she heard the buggy behind her, she didn’t bother edging toward the grass at the side of the road. People in her community were careful of pedestrians since they were so often walkers themselves.


    “Annie!” a familiar voice called.


    She turned and saw Aaron smiling at her from within his buggy.
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    “Good morning!”


    Annie looked up at him, and her big blue eyes were a little unfocused. She blinked and then appeared to recognize him. “Oh, hi.”


    “You okay?”


    She nodded. “I was just thinking about something as I walked.”


    “Oh. Well, let me give you a ride to work.” When she hesitated, he gave her a big smile. “What, you won’t take a ride to work?”


    After a moment, she climbed inside. “I guess it’s silly not to accept a ride.”


    He wanted to agree with her, but he was feeling good about having Annie sitting in his buggy.


    “Beautiful day.”


    Annie nodded. “You’re in a good mood today.”


    “Why wouldn’t I be? Every day is a gift from our Father.”


    She looked at him, surprised. “Why, Aaron, I’ve never heard you talk like that.”


    He felt himself redden. “It’s nothing special.” He tucked down his chin. “It’s not like I can come up with fancy words like you.”


    “I don’t think I come up with fancy words,” she said slowly. “I spend a lot of time finding the right word, but it’s not always a fancy one—a complicated one.”


    He shrugged. She’d always seemed to shine at the school they’d attended. He’d wondered if she would follow in her mother’s footsteps and go off to get more education after they graduated. Of course, her mother had been Englisch then, but still, maybe with Annie’s interest in writing she’d want to learn more.


    And to learn more she had to leave the community. The day she’d learned she would be going with her family to New York City she’d showed such excitement. He’d blurted out his worry that she might stay, and she’d just dismissed such thoughts.


    A car passed them, and a woman leaned out the window to take a photo.


    “They’re so curious about us,” she mused.


    “Admit it: you’re curious about them.”


    “Some. But it makes me think. There haven’t been a lot of Amish writers who write about our life.”


    He turned to look at her. “Are you thinking about writing about your life?”


    “I think a writer needs to consider all sorts of things. Try all sorts of writing. I’ve done some fiction, some nonfiction.”


    “Where do you get your ideas?”


    She turned to him and rolled her eyes. “Why do people ask writers that?”


    “Do they?”


    “Yes. Drives my mamm crazy.”


    “Oh, so what does she tell people?”


    She let out an exasperated laugh. “She says writers just see ideas where other people don’t because our minds are wired differently. Kind of like the way you see things in a piece of wood, I imagine. Why are you asking?”


    “Just trying to understand you, that’s all.”


    “Really?” Her eyes were wide and very blue. “Why?”


    How unaware could a woman be? he wondered.


    The morning was so quiet the clopping of the hooves of the horse seemed to echo in his head. He wasn’t an impulsive person, but maybe it was time he was more direct with her.


    He jerked on the reins and signaled to his horse to pull over on the shoulder of the road.


    “What are you doing?”


    “We need to talk.”


    “Aaron, what are you thinking? I’ll be late to work.”


    “This’ll just take a minute.” He turned to her. “Annie, I want to be more than friends with you. I’d like us to date.”


    Her eyes widened. “You do? You would?”


    “Yes, I wouldn’t be asking if I didn’t.”


    She pulled her eyes away to look out the window of the buggy for a moment, and then she looked back at him. For the first time since he’d known her, she looked speechless.


    “Well,” he said. “The fact you’re looking so surprised makes me think I haven’t been handling this right at all.”


    He stared ahead, looking for the right words. He wasn’t a fumbler with women. Well, it wasn’t like he was skilled with them, either. He’d just spent a lot of time training for his trade and he hadn’t wanted to rush into things.


    Then one day there’d been something that made him take a second look at Annie . . .


    She touched his hand, and his gaze shot up as if he’d touched electricity. “Look, don’t blame yourself,” she said. “I’ve been kind of preoccupied since I learned about the trip.”


    The trip. He got this . . . uneasiness every time it came up.


    A car drove past and he forced his attention back to the matter at hand. “You need to get to work, and I have a delivery. Could we have supper tonight and talk?”


    “Well, it’s kind of hard to talk during supper at our house—” she began and then she stopped and shook her head. “Sorry, you meant have supper somewhere.”


    He laughed. “Ya. Like at a restaurant.”


    She blushed. “Okay, you don’t need to make fun of me.”


    “I’m poking fun at both of us, Annie.”


    He got the buggy back on the road, and it wasn’t long before he was dropping her off at work.


    “How about I pick you up after work and we go then?”


    She nodded. “I’ll call home and let my mother know. I’ll be ready to go at five.”


    He nodded. “Have a good day.”


    “You too.”


    He felt a surge of excitement that he’d made a date with her for supper. It was the first step—and wasn’t the first step the biggest one in whatever you did in life? You made the decision, stepped out, and started the journey. He’d looked for a trade and given it a lot of thought. His father was a carpenter and he’d always enjoyed watching him build things. In time, since he’d shown an interest, his father gave him his own tools, which he still used today.


    There was a lot to do before he returned to pick Annie up. The delivery first, then installation. It would take a big chunk of the day.


    Then back home to work on several custom orders. An Englisch friend had set up and was running a website for him, so his handiwork was traveling outside the Paradise community. The reputation the Amish had for excellence in carpentry was well-known and Aaron wanted his work to reflect that reputation. It wasn’t a question of pride but of value—he wanted those who bought the chests of drawers and bathroom vanities and all the other items he crafted to be valued pieces in their homes.


    His business had grown, and he knew he’d be working some long hours to fill new orders. It was one of the toughest things about running his own business—trying to learn how to avoid taking on too much work. Charging too little to cover expenses was also a problem. He’d learned a lot about the business side of carpentry, not just the craft.


    He unloaded the kitchen cabinets he’d custom-crafted for a local builder, ran his hand over the cherry wood, and thanked his Maker for giving him the desire to build something that mattered to him. A man’s work was a part of his heart.


    And the woman God had chosen for him was another.


    He hoped he’d know he had found the one when he talked to Annie in the evening, hoped he wasn’t listening to his own inner feelings instead of divine guidance.
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    As jobs went, Annie’s wasn’t big or exciting. She didn’t save lives or anything, although the people she worked for always acted like they didn’t know what they’d do without her.


    All she did was bookkeeping for a family furniture store. She’d always been good with numbers, not just with writing. Her mother said she was probably whole-brained, which had startled Annie the first time she said it. Didn’t everyone have a whole brain? Her mother explained some people were right-brained—they mostly used the side of the brain responsible for creativity, for nurturing, that sort of thing. She’d read a third of people were right-brained like her.


    The left side, the logical, scientific side, was the one you used to do math and such. The people who used the left side the most made up another third. And the people who used both sides equally, they were good at math and English.


    Her mother knew things like that. It was like she was like a walking encyclopedia. Annie supposed it came from all the education her mother had had. She hadn’t been raised Amish, so her father had sent her to college. She’d traveled all over the world, too, and picked up all sorts of things. Stuff about cultures and languages and religions.


    It all sounded fascinating to Annie, who had thought about college. She and her parents had even talked about it. But Annie liked figuring out things herself, and so she pursued her own journey of discovery at the library, spending hours there and lugging home books by the dozen until her father teased that she’d read every one the place had to loan.


    Of course she hadn’t—there were some books she just didn’t care to read—but one of the librarians had been delighted in an avid reader and even suggested some books she got through something called an interlibrary loan.


    Annie got out the big ledger, a big book that held all the important information about how much money came in and where it went out, and began her work. Time passed quickly in the little office at the rear of the building. Tomorrow, she’d have paychecks ready for the half-dozen carpenters who worked in the back as well as a few who did part-time work. So today, it was important to make sure all bills were paid and there was money in the store checking account for paychecks.


    Someone rapped on the door frame, and she looked up, squinting for a minute until her eyes adjusted from little numbers on a page to the woman standing there smiling at her.


    “Lunchtime already?” Annie asked her, glancing at the clock.


    “Break time,” Leila said. “I made tea.”


    Annie smiled and stood, stretching to unkink muscles tightened a little from sitting too long and working without moving.


    “I talked to your mother the other day,” Leila told her as she pulled a chair up to Annie’s battered desk. “Are you getting excited about your trip?”


    “You know I am. Remember how the first couple of days after I found out you’d walk in here and catch me daydreaming.”


    Leila laughed and nodded. “I was so surprised. You’re always this studious little mouse in here working on the books. I walked in here a few times and found you doodling and staring out the window.”


    Annie took a sip of her tea and carefully set the mug down on the desk. “I’m grateful you and John didn’t fire me. I wasn’t a good employee.”


    “Now, now,” Leila said and reached across the desk to pat Annie’s hand. “Everyone has a little slip now and then. You’ve been a dependable, hard-working employee for us from the day we hired you. Why, you haven’t ever even taken a sick day.”


    “We need to set some time aside before I leave to show you what will need to be done while I’m gone.”


    “We’ll do that.” Leila leaned back in her chair. “So, I saw you got a ride into work today.”


    Annie felt color flood her face. “Aaron’s just a friend.”


    Leila nodded. “It should start out that way.”


    “It?”


    “Marriage.”


    “Leila, I don’t want to get married for a long time.” Annie drained her mug, set it aside, and pulled the ledger toward her, hoping her boss would take it as a sign she needed to get back to work.


    The woman stood and collected the mugs. “If you say so.”


    Annie watched her leave the room and shook her head. Why did people start trying to plan your life for you just because you got to a certain age? she wondered. She wasn’t the only maedel who wasn’t rushing to get married. Lots of her friends were getting married later.


    She turned her attention back to paying bills, and the next time she glanced at the clock, she saw it was lunchtime. Closing the ledger, she slid it into the drawer of the desk and then reached for her lunch tote. Sometimes, depending on the weather, she ate at one of the wooden picnic tables at the back of the store. Today, though, the sky was overcast, and the wind had been a little chilly on the ride in. So she arranged her lunch on a napkin she’d brought and opened her notebook.


    She took a bite of her sandwich, chewed, and began writing her three pages. It was one of the things she’d done ever since she brought home some library books on writing. One had recommended keeping a notebook as a sort of journal entry and sometimes brainstorming place. You were supposed to just write without conscious plan and let your mind flow. What Annie had noticed is she often started out writing about how her day began and what project she was working on—sometimes a problem she was having would emerge on the page and she’d write that she didn’t know how to solve it—then, by golly, at the end of the three pages, there would be the solution.


    She always let out a happy sigh when that happened.


    So today she wrote about how she’d felt a little off-kilter at waking late and then rushing out the door, and suddenly, there had been Aaron asking her if she wanted a ride. And asking if they could date.


    She paused and stared at the word date on the page. It wasn’t as though she hadn’t gone out a time or two with a boy before this. Well, she’d mostly just gone to some singings with Ben Stoltzfus and a picnic and a few church youth activities with Henry Zook. But none of them had come to anything. Those dates felt like going out with a brother. There certainly hadn’t been any of the chemistry she’d heard other girls talk about feeling.


    Her pencil slowed and she stared down at the last thing she’d written and surprised herself: Aaron Beiler.


    Okay, so there was a lot to like about Aaron or she wouldn’t be friends with him, wouldn’t let him invite himself to supper with her and her family a couple of times a week—yes, she had become aware he was good at charming his way to their supper table. But he was harmless and her family sometimes invited him when she didn’t and everyone liked him. So no harm done.


    Except now he’d changed things by asking her if they could date.


    Annie found herself setting up two columns on the page in front of her: Pro on one side, Con on the other. Hmm. Doing this was logical, left-brain stuff. Maybe she really wasn’t all right-brained? Sure, there were positives to dating Aaron: he was a good friend she could talk to, she’d discovered he loved to read too, and they’d talked at length about books they’d discovered they both liked.


    She couldn’t come up with any negatives, any reasons she shouldn’t at least talk to him about dating.


    Except she wanted something more . . . the spark she heard others talk about. The something she saw in her parents . . .


    She pushed the pad aside, nowhere near the revelation she often had, the solution to a problem or something bothering her personally or in a writing project.


    Thoughtful, she took another bite of her sandwich and chewed it. Clearly, she needed to think about this more.
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