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To Jacob “Wingman” Miller


IT specialist


Thank you, Son, for your limitless patience.
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Prologue


In the seventeen years Claire Keim had been on this earth, she had seen only one movie—a horror film. It gave her nightmares for weeks. Her Rumspringa, her “running around” time, began and ended in one miserable night spent at the movie theater in the company of Englisch friends.


Yes, Claire had only seen one horror film—but at the moment, she felt like she was living in one.


“Where is that boy?” Aunt Beulah, hard of hearing and apparently under the impression that she was whispering to Claire’s mother, was shouting the very question that was on everyone’s mind.


Where on earth was her groom?


Enough food had been prepared to feed upward of three hundred people. Chickens, butchered at her uncle’s farm, had been cooked to tender goodness. At the moment, carefully made stuffing baked in the ovens. Vats of potatoes boiled on the stoves, ready to be mashed by the dozens of women who, in order to finish preparing the food, would voluntarily miss the wedding that was to start in—Claire glanced at her mother’s kitchen clock—that was scheduled to start right now!


She gazed out the living room window, willing Matthew to hurry up. From her vantage point, she could see the sea of black buggies that flooded her father’s hay field. Two white sixteen-passenger vans, noticeably out of place, sat among them, hired to bring relatives all the way from upper New York State.


All of these people sacrificing time and money to get here now milled around the Keim farm. Some, ignorant of the fact that the groom had not yet arrived, were already seating themselves on the benches in the barn. From the window, she could see them through the maw of her father’s dark red barn, men and women demurely facing one another. Waiting.


Her parents, not wealthy by any means, had sold some of the timber from the back of their farm in order to pay for this wedding. It was a sacrifice worth making, her mother said.


It was a sacrifice worth making. That is, assuming the groom ever showed up!


She intended to be a gute Frau, a good and obedient wife, but before the day was over, Matthew would be hearing her thoughts on being left to worry about whether or not he would come to his own wedding!


A clear, early-morning October sun broke through the fog, promising a lovely day. The threat of rain that had kept her awake all night had lifted.


She did not think she needed all that teaching in order to become a faithful wife to Matthew. A life without him was unimaginable. Even when they were apart, she spent every waking minute thinking about him. She knew they were going to have a wonderful future together. How could she not have a wonderful future with Matthew as a husband?


To an outsider, she would have looked like any other Amish girl; but this morning, she felt like a princess. Her dress was brand-new, handmade for this occasion by her grandmother, who had insisted on sewing it for her in spite of arthritic hands.


“Has that oldest boy of Jeremiah’s run off?” Aunt Beulah shouted into her mother’s ear, and thereby to everyone else sitting in the living room lined with older women. “What did he do, head back West? I told you those two were too young to get married.”


Claire’s face grew hot. The wall clock, which struck a chime every fifteen minutes, announced to everyone in the room that Matthew was now a full fifteen minutes late to his own Hochzeit.


This was unheard of. He should have been here before dawn helping her father, brothers, and uncles set up the church benches in the barn and taking care of any other last-minute things that needed to be done.


Matthew’s father, a widower, was the most punctual man in their church, but he was not yet here, either. Nor was Matthew’s brother, Tobias, or his little sister, Faye. It was not like Matthew’s family to be late. Their buggy was always the first to show up on Sunday mornings.


“I’m going to saddle Pansy and ride over to their house to see what’s holding them.” Claire’s older brother, Eli, patted her on the shoulder. “Someone should make certain they have not been in an accident.”


“Thank you.” Claire gave her brother’s hand a squeeze. “I will pray that nothing bad has happened.”


Claire dutifully did pray that everyone in Matthew’s family was safe and sound, but in her heart she was beginning to wonder, along with Aunt Beulah, if Matthew had run off.


They had not gone together all that long. Their Swartzentruber church did not approve of long courtships, and with good reason—too much temptation. Could it be that Matthew had changed his mind? Could it possibly be that he had gone back West, to that ranch he had worked at last year? Sometimes his voice held a note of longing when he spoke of the great open spaces he had seen in Montana. Had she made a mistake in trusting him?


There had never been, in the collective knowledge of the people of their church, a groom who was late for his own wedding. She knew that to be a fact because Beulah, not only the deafest but also the oldest woman in their church, had just now trumpeted that particular piece of information to her mother.


The kitchen clock struck nine o’clock. The comfortable chatter that usually swirled around a bride died out. People were silent now, as the awful realization that something had gone terribly wrong settled over everyone. Claire saw one of her uncles take out his pocket watch and check the time.


Claire’s twin sister, Rose, put her arm around her waist. “Henry is not here either,” Rose said. “I’m worried about him as well.”


Until this moment, Claire had not noticed that Henry, the boy who was courting Rose, had not arrived. He was supposed to stand up with them as a witness to her and Matthew’s wedding.


Not for the first time, Claire wished their people were allowed to have a telephone shanty near their home. The liberal Old Order Amish thought nothing of having a telephone at the end of their driveway. Not her people, though. The Swartzentrubers would have excommunicated any member who attempted such a thing.


She stiffened. A lone rider, bent low, galloped toward her house. It was Matthew! He had come!


She ran out into the yard to greet him, overjoyed. Perhaps the ministers could shorten their sermons a bit so that everyone’s dinner would not be late. She would soon be a married woman after all!


But it was not Matthew. It was Benjamin, a young neighbor of the Troyers, who leaped off the slavering horse.


“There’s been an accident,” he said. “The state patrol was just at the Troyer house. Jeremiah and Faye have gone to the hospital. Tobias and Henry are injured, and Matthew is”—he gulped for breath and her heart stopped—“Matthew is . . . gone.”


“Matthew is gone? Where did he go?”


“He’s . . . gone.” Ben fidgeted, looking around at the crowd forming around them. “He was racing a new horse of Henry’s and now he’s dead. I don’t know anything else.”


“How badly hurt is my Henry?” Rose asked.


“I don’t know. All they said was that it was bad.”


Rose burst into tears.


Claire stared at her sister, wondering why she was crying. Certainly Rose knew that this was nothing more than a bad wedding joke. Matthew’s friends loved playing pranks. No doubt they had “kidnapped” Matthew early this morning just to tease her. She smiled, relieved to have a reasonable explanation for Matthew’s absence. In fact, if she knew Henry, he was probably at the bottom of this. Sometimes Henry took things a little too far. “Ben, go tell Henry and the others that this isn’t funny,” she said. “And tell him it’s time to bring Matthew back. The bishop isn’t going to be happy about this, and neither are my parents.”


Ben looked at her and she saw real pity in his eyes. Oh, he was a good pretender, he was!


There was a long, long silence among the people grouped around her. She kept waiting for Ben to burst into laughter and for Matthew and Henry to come walking around the corner of the barn, but not one person moved. They all seemed to be waiting for something. Even Rose had quit crying and was now looking at her, puzzled.


Claire glanced around at her friends. She realized that she was the only one smiling. A knot began to form in the pit of her stomach.


“Henry!” she yelled. “You stop this right now! You bring Matthew out from wherever you’re hiding him. I have worked too hard on this wedding for you to spoil it with your tricks!”


Once again there was nothing but silence. Many of her friends were staring at the ground. News had somehow traveled all the way up to the women preparing food, and they had stopped their work beneath the kitchen canopy. Everything seemed frozen in time.


“It is not a joke, Claire,” Ben said. “With all my heart, I wish it was.”


This comment infuriated her. How dare he continue to pretend about this! She had never realized before that Ben had such a streak of cruelty in him.


“Where is he?” She grabbed the front of his shirt in both hands and began to shake him. “Where is my Matthew? What have you done with him?”


Two hands grabbed hold of her and pulled her away from Ben. “Calm yourself, child,” Bishop Weaver said, and gave her a slight shake. “The Lord has promised not to give you more than you can bear.”


That was the moment she knew Ben’s words were true. Bishop Weaver was the most humorless person she had ever known. He would never agree to be part of such a prank. This was not a joke. The unthinkable had happened. Her glorious, laughing, beautiful Matthew was dead.


Unlike Rose, Claire did not cry. Her emotions were too deep and tangled for her to be able to cry.


One of the Englisch van drivers volunteered to take her and Rose to the hospital. As he drove off, she pressed her face to the window and saw the women starting the process of putting the food away. There would be no wedding feast today. Instead, the stalwart people of their church would begin preparations for a funeral.





chapter ONE



Twenty-seven years later . . .


Time had slowed to a crawl for Captain Tom Miller. The minute hand on the hospital clock seemed to take forever to make it around the clockface. Finally the big hand hit eight o’clock, and he congratulated himself for having made it through another hour. The almost imperceptible tick-tick-tick of the clock had become a constant companion, ticking away the seconds of his life.


The nurse kept her eyes averted as she fussed with taking the lids off the various containers of his breakfast tray. He didn’t blame her. There was a mirror on the underside of his bed tray. He had seen the damage. If he were her, he would keep his eyes averted, too.


Evidently it had fallen on her to feed him today. She must have drawn the short straw.


“The weather?” His voice was raspy. Inhaling the heat from the explosion had caused damage.


The nurses had learned to have the answer ready to that question before they came through the door in the morning. The weather had become a small obsession with him. It reassured him that the outdoors still existed.


“Cold and snowy,” she said.


“How cold?” he asked. “How snowy?”


“Maybe four or five inches fell overnight,” she said. “I don’t know the exact temperature, but it was so cold this morning, I had to wear my heaviest coat.”


From his room at the Walter Reed Army Medical Center, he could see the sky . . . but only the sky. There had been a heavy layer of nimbostratus clouds yesterday evening, and he had silently predicted that there would be anywhere from three to six inches of snow accumulation before morning. It gave him a small feeling of pride that he had predicted correctly. A man didn’t spend as many hours in the air as he had without being able to read the clouds.


“We have some yummy peach yogurt today.”


The nurse was young. She had no idea how emasculating the word yummy sounded to him. He shoved his pride down as she tucked a napkin beneath his chin. He was forty-four years old. A captain in the U.S. Marines. A decorated war hero. He had been trained to withstand torture and avoid capture, and had the skills to escape if incarcerated. The one thing necessary to his survival that he had not been taught was how to keep his ego intact while being fed like a baby.


His hands were still bandaged from instinctively shielding his face when the bomb detonated. His body was covered with multiple shrapnel wounds, and he’d had reconstructive surgery on his left jaw and cheekbone.


“Do you want a sip of milk?” The nurse opened a carton and inserted a straw into it.


Actually, he would prefer a cup of hot, black coffee, but that was not an option. The chances of getting scalded by some clumsy nurse were too great, and he refused to sip his coffee through a straw. Instead, he swallowed the milk and waited for a spoonful of—what was it she’d said? Peach yogurt?


Good grief.


Eggs and bacon would have been his first choice. Fried crisp. The eggs scrambled in real butter. Half a loaf of homemade bread, toasted, with a pot of his mother’s good strawberry jam. Now, that would be a breakfast, but until his throat healed, he was reduced to eating only those things that were easy to swallow.


The nurse glanced over her shoulder at the silent television hanging on the wall. “Do you want me to turn it on for you?”


He had been asked that question so many times.


“No.”


“It would make time go faster.”


“No.”


She shrugged and scraped the last bit of yogurt from the plastic container. “Suit yourself.”


The television had been blaring when he first came to this room. At the time, his throat had not healed enough to tell them to turn it off. He had lain there, fighting against the most intense pain he had ever felt, wondering if he would live, wondering if he wanted to live, while being forced to listen to the canned laughter of some silly sitcom when nothing was funny.


The first whispered, raspy words out of his mouth had been “Turn that thing OFF!”


Post-traumatic stress disorder. That’s what the hospital shrink called it. PTSD.


He didn’t buy it.


In his opinion, PTSD was one of those catchphrase mental illnesses that the medical establishment used to pigeonhole and categorize people. Wrap up all the pain, shove it into a neat file folder, and tie it up with a bow.


Oh, that guy? The one with all the bandages. The one sensitive to noise. He has PTSD. Classic symptoms. Understandable under the circumstances. Okay, next patient.


He did not believe that he had PTSD. What he had was a perfectly reasonable desire for quiet. Raised voices, canned laughter, stupid commercials—noise of any kind made his nerves fizz with anxiety and irritation.


Now, at least, he could lie in blessed silence—or as close to it as a hospital could get—dozing in a drug-induced stupor after the morphine shots, enduring the minutes after it had worn off until the next shot was due.


He did not complain. Marines did not complain, and even though he was battered and broken, what was left of him was still every inch a soldier.


He was not a man who often prayed unless the helicopter he was flying was under fire. Then he would toss off a quick prayer during evasive maneuvers. More often than not, that prayer included a few curse words.


Since the explosion, a set of very specific prayers began running through his head.


If you’ll pull me through this, Lord, I promise to go back home and make things right with my father and Claire. Please let me live. Please let me heal. Please let me walk out of here on my own two feet. Then a scrap of Scripture, vaguely recalled. Remember not the sins of my youth.





chapter TWO



A valentine, a man’s work handkerchief, and a lock of hair. After twenty-seven years, that’s all she had left to remember Matthew by. She touched each item gently, remembering.


If she were Englisch, she would have old photos. There would be an engagement picture clipped out of the local newspaper, perhaps a yellowed wedding dress hanging in the closet, maybe an engagement ring.


As much as she wished she had a picture of Matthew, she did not disagree with their Amish leaders’ decision to forbid cameras. Graven images, they called them, and had she owned a photo of him, it probably would have become a graven image for her. Something to worship. Something to hold close to her heart.


“You aren’t asleep yet?” Her sixteen-year-old niece, Maddy, stood in the open doorway in her long nightgown, brushing her hair.


Claire’s first instinct was to shove the items out of sight, but she stopped herself. With her husband, Abraham, gone now, there was no one left to hide them from. She had been a good wife to Abraham. He had no cause to be jealous of Matthew—but he would have been furious had he ever come across her looking at these things.


She did not pull them out often, but every once in a while she took them out just to reassure herself that Matthew had actually existed—that he had not been some glorious figment of her imagination.


“Sure,” Claire said. “Come in.”


“What are those?” Maddy sat down on the bed beside her.


“Some things I probably should have thrown away a long time ago.”


Maddy picked up the valentine and read it. “Who is Matthew?”


Claire hesitated. “Matthew was Levi’s father.”


“Oh.”


Claire could tell that Maddy wasn’t sure how to respond. Many in the community still struggled with the fact that Levi had been born out of wedlock.


“Did you love him a great deal?”


“When I was seventeen, I thought I could not take a breath without him.” Claire folded the handkerchief into a neat square. “Then one day I learned that I had no choice.”


“Is that a lock of his hair?”


“The day he died, I asked the nurse at the hospital for a pair of scissors. I wanted something of him that I could keep with me always.”


“But you had Levi to remember him by.” Maddy’s voice was tentative, as though she didn’t know whether or not this was a forbidden topic.


“I did not know that at the time.”


It was not the Amish way to speak of intimate things with children—or even with other adults, if it could be avoided, and yet, as a midwife, Claire believed there were things Maddy should know. The girl had just turned sixteen. Her Rumspringa would be starting soon. She needed to be taught that there were consequences to decisions.


“Levi was conceived two days before Matthew and I were to be married. We loved each other very much, and with the wedding so close, we thought it would be . . . safe.” She brushed a strand of loose hair behind Maddy’s ear. “Until one is married in the eyes of man and of God, it is not right to express one’s love too passionately. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


“Yes.” Maddy glanced down at her hairbrush, as though embarrassed. Claire wondered if she had said too much. The girl was still so innocent, and yet . . . Claire was trying to raise her brother’s two girls with as much wisdom as she could muster. There was more to her responsibility to them than just food and clothes.


“Why did you keep the handkerchief?” Maddy asked.


“I cut my foot on a jagged rock one day. A group of us were having a picnic. It was summer and I was barefoot. There were others about, but it was Matthew who knelt, took this handkerchief out of his pocket, and bound up the cut. He was so tender and kind. That is when I fell in love with him.”


“He sounds wonderful.”


“He was.”


“What do you keep to remember Abraham by?”


The girl’s question was innocent, and yet it hurt. The truth was, her marriage to Abraham had not been a success, but Maddy did not need to know that.


She smiled brightly. “I have this house, and this farm, and my four other children to remember Abraham by.”


“Didn’t you want a lock of his hair?”


“I was fighting for my life when he died. It did not cross my mind.” The random intruder who two years earlier had shot and killed her husband and deliberately wounded her had ripped all their lives apart.


“Do you ever get scared that something bad like that might happen again?”


She pondered the question. It was understandable why the girl asked. But she had determined early on that she would not allow the evil they witnessed that day to define who they were.


“No. By the grace of God, I do not fear that will ever happen again.”


It was true. It had taken a great effort of will and much, much prayer, but by God’s grace, she no longer trembled every time she heard a vehicle pull into her driveway.


For a moment, there was only silence as Maddy pondered her words. Then Maddy’s head lifted. “Was that the telephone?”


They both grew silent and listened—yes, the phone in their outdoor phone shanty was ringing. It was faint, but they could hear it. This late at night, a phone call usually meant only one thing.


“Whose baby is due?” Maddy asked.


“Nancy and Obed’s.”


“I will get your birthing bags.” Maddy, a veteran of many late-night phone calls, rushed out the door.


Claire grabbed her birthing dress and pulled it on over her head. She had been expecting this call. Thank goodness she and Maddy had been awake and heard the phone ring. With all her heart, she wished she didn’t have to rely on such an unreliable form of communication between her and the women she served. The shanty was far enough away from her house that she often missed calls altogether. Too many times, fathers had had to leave their laboring wives to come pound on her door.


By the time she had pinned up her hair, rushed outside to check the message on the answering machine, returned Obed’s call to assure him that she was on her way, and hitched Flora up to the buggy, Maddy had placed her birthing bags and a few sandwiches in the backseat of the buggy.


“I put fresh batteries in,” Maddy said, handing Claire a flashlight. “Be careful.”


Claire put a foot on the one metal step attached to the buggy and sprang in. “What would I ever do without you?”


“The question is,” Maddy answered, “what would Amy and I do without you?”


Claire clucked to the horse, and the buggy lurched forward.


“I will be gone awhile.”


“I will be praying for you.”


“Please do so,” Claire said. “I’m afraid this birth might be difficult.”


As she drove the three miles to Nancy and Obed’s, she gave thanks once again for the gift of each of her children. Her two nieces, competent and kind Maddy and thirteen-year-old Amy, who was crippled in the same accident that had taken their parents. Her oldest, Levi, now grown and living next door with his new wife. And the four precious little souls who were the fruit of her marriage with Abraham. There had been hints lately about a couple of available men in two other nearby church districts, in whom she had adamantly expressed no interest. She could not imagine ever wanting to marry again. Her children were her life. To watch after and care for them was all she asked. The fact that she had a skill, with which she could support them and help others, was a gift from God.


She prayed again for Nancy and Obed and hurried down the road.


•   •   •


Claire could not wait to tell her sister, Rose, about the baby girl she had just delivered. This had been a special birth, indeed! Nancy and Obed, both in their forties, had been married eighteen years. Until today, only a succession of heartbreaking miscarriages marked their desire for a family. Claire had held her breath these past nine months, doing everything in her power as a midwife to make this a safe pregnancy, praying daily that it would be God’s will for Nancy to carry this baby full term.


It had been a long and difficult labor, lasting nearly nineteen hours, but late this afternoon, the Lord had allowed her to hand that deserving couple a perfect, healthy, safely delivered baby girl!


All children were miracles, but this babe was maybe a little bit more of a miracle than most. Rose would want to know this wonderful news, and Claire was dying to share it with someone.


The way home from Nancy’s took Claire directly past Mrs. Yoder’s restaurant in Mt. Hope. It was Rose’s night to work, and Claire knew that no one at the restaurant would mind if she stopped in to tell her sister about the successful birth. It was that kind of a place—a true family restaurant.


As she tied her horse to the railing provided, she wondered again why Rose had taken this job. Henry had inherited a fine farm and was healthy and strong.


As she went in, two plump, gray-haired women tourists were leaving the restaurant. One was wearing bright yellow shorts, a top printed with purple roses, and yellow hoop earrings. The other woman had on plaid shorts, a cherry-red blouse, and white-rimmed sunglasses. Compared to the subdued shades Claire was used to seeing, this clothing almost hurt her eyes. The two women seemed unaware of the jarring effect of their colors. Each had a big smile, and they were obviously having a grand time visiting Amish country.


“Get the special,” the woman in yellow shorts confided on her way out. “The pot roast is to die for.”


“Thank you.” Claire was amused. It was not exactly a secret that Yoder’s had delicious slow-cooked pot roast. “I will remember to do that.”


It usually took a couple visits to Holmes County for out-of-town Englisch to figure out that it was okay to speak to the Amish. This must not be these women’s first trip here. Claire was startled by a sudden whoosh of air behind her and saw a large, chartered bus opening its doors. Several more tourists walked out of the restaurant and piled into the bus.


It made Claire happy to know that Gloria Yoder’s gamble in establishing a restaurant in this small village was giving people so much pleasure. It had certainly been a boon to the town. Money coming in from the outside world was a welcome thing, indeed.


Margaret Hochstetler, the hostess for the night, greeted her with enthusiasm. “Claire! It is good to see you!”


“And how is our little James doing?” Claire had delivered three of Margaret’s children. The last one, tiny James, had been especially tricky.


Margaret, a robust Old Order matron, laughed. “Not so little anymore,” she said. “He is helping his father plow this spring. Four horses at a time, that boy can handle.”


“And him only ten,” Claire marveled.


“His father says he is a born farmer.” Margaret grabbed a menu. “Are you eating with us or have you come to see Rose?”


“I was hoping for a minute with her.”


“That is no problem. Now that the bus has left, we are not so busy tonight.” Margaret lowered her voice. “I saw Rose taking some aspirin a few minutes ago.”


“I hate to hear that,” Claire said. “My sister has dealt with a bad back ever since giving birth to her first child.”


“Oh, the poor thing,” Margaret said.


Claire agreed. It wasn’t as though Rose enjoyed the work. She had always fought lower back pain, and carrying those heavy trays of food took a toll on her. She acted tired all the time these days—weighed down, instead of her usual happy and confident self.


And Rose didn’t look like herself these days either. She had always dressed well, making her dresses from the best grade of fabric that she was allowed within the confines of their church Ordnung. She bought new shoes more often than Claire thought necessary. In fact, Rose had always stepped a little close to the sin of pride, but not anymore. Now her shoes were worn, scuffed and run down at the heel. Some of her dresses had been worn until they were beginning to fade. Either her sister no longer had the money to purchase the things she needed, or she had simply stopped caring about her appearance. Claire’s attempts to talk to her about it had not been welcomed.


Claire saw her sister wiping off a table and went over to her. “Do you have a minute? I have something wonderful to tell you.”


Rose winced as she straightened up.


“Is that old back bothering you again?” Claire put her hand on the small of her sister’s back, wishing she could make the pain go away. She hated to see anyone hurting, but especially Rose.


“I’m fine,” Rose answered, but Claire knew she was lying.


There was a time when Rose would not have pretended to be fine with her. These days it seemed like her sister was pretending most of the time. Others probably couldn’t tell—but she certainly could.


“Rose, please tell me what is wrong.”


“I said I am fine.” Rose’s voice warned her to leave the subject alone. “What is it you want to tell me?”


Claire saw that it would be unwise to press her sister any further, at least here and now. Instead, she hoped that telling Rose the good news might make her sister feel more cheerful. It was certainly making her own heart sing!


“Nancy just had her baby. Obed is over the moon.”


A soft, happy smile bloomed on Rose’s face—the first Claire had seen in far too long.


“What did she get?”


“A baby girl. Full term. Eight pounds, ten ounces.”


“Ach!” Rose said. “And Nancy no bigger than a mouse.”


“She did well,” Claire said. “Obed was a great help. I think he will make a good father, and he is such a good provider. That is one child who will never want for clothes or food.”


She saw a shadow pass over Rose’s face, and wished she could take back her words.


“I hope, for Nancy’s sake, that you’re right,” Rose said. There was a hint of bitterness in her voice as she bent to finish wiping off the table.


“I will leave you to your work now,” Claire said. “Come visit soon. I will make that clover and mint tea you like so well.”


There was a slight glitter of tears in Rose’s eyes. “I would like that very much. I—I am sorry for being sharp with you. I am not myself these days.”


“You must not try to be anything special for me,” Claire said. “You know that, no?”


“Jab, I know.” Rose glanced away. “But I must get back to work now.”


As Claire left the restaurant, she wished she could hold on to that good feeling she got after each successful birth, but it had evaporated into a cloud of worry about her sister.


•   •   •


Squinting at the foggy road was taking a toll on Tom. Staying hair-trigger-ready to swerve every time he saw a piece of trash or a dead animal took an even bigger toll. No matter how hard he tried, he could not turn off the training that reminded him not to let down his guard for a second.


The doctors at the hospital had warned him that he might struggle with this. They told him that a lot of returning soldiers battled the need to be ultravigilant when they came home. They told him to try to relax.


Easy to say. Hard to do. He had been hardwired to suspect anything on the road to be booby-trapped. Inattention could be deadly. Underpasses were especially threatening. He swerved abruptly as he passed beneath one. A truck driver honked at him, but in Afghanistan and Iraq, a soldier never knew when someone would be hiding there, primed to fire at you.


The Honda Civic that the rental place had given him felt small and insignificant compared to the heavily armored troop transport vehicles he was used to. He planned to turn it in when he got to Holmes County and buy something more substantial. With any luck, Moomaw’s over in Sugarcreek would still be in business. He intended to check them out in a day or two and see what they had in stock.


When the bright lights of a gas station appeared to his right, he pulled in, grateful for a chance to fill his tank with gasoline and his body with coffee. He needed a stiff shot of caffeine to counteract the stupefying effect of the painkillers he had taken to make it this far. The stronger the coffee, the longer it had simmered on the burner, the better.


Talking his doctor into discharging him early and placing him on convalescent leave was not the smartest thing he had ever done, but his doctor had seen that he had reached a point when he could not stand one more day of being there. His irritation had grown with every day he got stronger. There came a moment when he could not abide one more nurse, one more question, or one more bland hospital meal.


He never dreamed that driving from Bethesda, Maryland, to Mt. Hope, Ohio, would be so taxing, but he did not want to stop. After an absence of more than two decades, he felt like a crippled homing pigeon winging its way back, but he had no intention of stopping until he reached his destination.


He sat the coffee on the counter and handed his credit card to the multipierced, gum-chewing cashier. She glanced up from a magazine and caught a glimpse of his face. Her eyes widened at the damage she saw there.


“You shoulda seen the other guy,” Tom joked.


The cashier did not seem to think the comment was funny. Perhaps it was because he wasn’t smiling. He needed to remember to smile next time.


“It was a bomb,” Tom said. “Afghanistan. I asked the plastic surgeon to make me look like George Clooney, but he said no one was that skilled.” This time he remembered to smile.


Still staring at him, the clerk automatically started to blow a bubble, thought better of it, and sucked it back into her mouth.


Ever since he’d left the hospital two days ago, he’d found that a joke and a quick explanation made it a little easier on the civilians he interacted with. They could file the information neatly away in their brain, probably along with a new determination never to let a relative of theirs set foot inside of Afghanistan for any reason whatsoever.


“Sorry.” The girl ran his credit card through the machine, handed him a receipt, then studiously went back to her magazine.


The plastic surgeon had said that the scars would fade with time. He wished the fading would hurry. He was not a vain man, nor had he ever considered himself particularly handsome, but having people steal sideways glances at him wherever he went got old real fast.


Hunger was gnawing at his stomach by the time he neared his hometown. This was not the kind of hunger that could be filled at the window of a drive-through. As he got closer to home, he began to crave a meal that would fill the emptiness in his heart as much as his stomach.


He wanted comfort food—Holmes County soul food. Homemade egg noodles. Slow-roasted chicken. A custard pie with a crust so light it melted in your mouth. Whipped potatoes that didn’t come out of a box. Gravy made from honest-to-goodness meat drippings. Home-canned green beans seasoned with onions and bacon. A mile-high apple pie topped off with a piece of the best-tasting cheddar cheese in the world—prize-winning cheese made with milk produced right there in the heart of Ohio.


If he was lucky, every bite would be seasoned with the soft, comforting sound of Pennsylvania Deutsch being spoken all around him. It would be a nice contrast to the Farsi he was used to hearing until the day he had been flown out of Afghanistan with an IV in his arm and a sling holding his jaw in place.


As he drove through Mt. Hope, he was a little surprised to discover that a large restaurant had been built in the middle of the small village. Mrs. Yoder’s Kitchen, the sign said. He wondered exactly which Mrs. Yoder had decided to start this establishment. The name was so common here, it could have been any one of a hundred Mrs. Yoders.


It was exactly the kind of place he’d been hoping for, and the minute he walked in, he knew he was finally home. Many of the patrons were Amish, and he knew that the Amish spent their hard-earned money only at restaurants where they knew the food to be good and plentiful.


The specialties appeared to be broasted chicken and slow-cooked roast beef. He ordered the chicken, asparagus with cheese and bacon sauce, and bread dressing.


The Amish waitress brought his order, and he sat at a table near the window, consuming crispy, moist chicken, along with homemade bread slathered with his people’s favorite condiment, Lattvarick, slow-cooked apple butter. He had healed enough to swallow real food again, and was grateful for every bite.


The sight of buggies trotting past the front windows brought on a wave of homesickness so strong it nearly took his breath away.


“Can I get you anything else?” The waitress laid the bill down on his table. There was something familiar about her. He took a good look at her face.


He realized the tired-looking, worn-around-the-edges waitress was Rose. He had known her since they were both in diapers. She was Claire Keim’s twin. They’d come within hours of being in-laws. He almost greeted Rose by name, but some instinct stopped him.


“I’m trying to decide between the pies.” So many memories he had of Rose and Claire. He remembered playing baseball with them during recess. Those two girls had been able to run bases like colts, even in their long dresses.


“The Dutch chocolate looks good—but I’m also partial to custard. It’s hard to decide.”


“They’re all good.” She showed no sign of recognition, nor did she show any interest in his order. She seemed to be a woman from whom the drudgery of life had stolen all signs of the high spirits he remembered when they were young.


“Custard, please.”


Without a word, Rose headed back to the kitchen.


Not once, through the entire exchange, did she show any sign that she knew him. To her, he was just another tourist wandering through Amish country. It was a little disturbing to discover that the change in his appearance was that profound.


He had not considered the possibility of coming back to Holmes County and not being recognized. From Rose’s reaction, it appeared that he might have a choice whether or not to reveal his identity.


Rose brought the pie, and as he cut through the thick custard with his fork, he noticed that a woman had come in and was talking to Rose as she wiped off tables. The woman was the same age and height as Rose. She turned just enough that he could see the side of her face. It was Claire. It had to be Claire. So she was still here.


He had driven all the way here to talk with her, but he couldn’t do it here. There were questions to ask, and apologies to make, but not yet. Not until he had rested and washed the long trip from his body.


In fact, his need for rest right now was so great, it was making him a little light-headed. He needed to pay his bill and concentrate on getting to the hotel. This was not the time or the place to talk with the woman who had haunted his dreams for most of his life.


In a few days he would go see Claire. If Claire would speak to him, he would tell her that he had once been Tobias Troyer, the younger brother of the man she had expected to marry. He would explain that he had spent a lifetime regretting his part in his brother’s death. Most important of all, he would ask forgiveness for having made her a widow before she could become a wife. Maybe, if he was very lucky, she would make it possible for him to meet his brother’s son.


He also planned to check in with his father and sister, assuming that either of them were willing to speak with him. There was no guarantee they would. He did not hold out a lot of hope that his uncles, aunts, and cousins would talk with him. They would probably simply follow his father’s and sister’s lead. When Swartzentruber Amish banned someone, they were banned indeed.


If he was very lucky, she would grant him the forgiveness he’d craved for a lifetime. Or she might unleash all the words she had saved up all these years to say to him.


That would be her decision. All he knew was that in order to live the rest of his life with any measure of peace, he had to tell the people he cared about how sorry he was for causing such pain.


•   •   •


Claire noticed a tall, broad-shouldered man rising from his table as she talked to Rose. His hair was short. There was an angry scar running along the entire length of his jaw, and another one directly above his left cheekbone. As he pulled money from his billfold for a tip, she saw that he used his hands with some difficulty—hands that appeared to have been badly burned—and when he walked away, he walked with a limp.


She knew of poultices that might draw some of the pain from those wounds. Had the man been Amish, she would have considered approaching him and offering a suggestion or two, but he was not Amish. In fact, there was something about him that made her think he might have been a soldier at one time.


No, she would not be talking to that man anytime soon. Of all professions, that of soldier was one of the most alien to her culture. Quickly, she turned away before he caught her staring.





chapter THREE



Room 214 of Hotel Millersburg had a king-size bed, an antique desk, and three large windows that overlooked the historic hotel’s brick-lined courtyard. The brochure said that live entertainment would perform there during summer months, but in May, the only entertainment Tom could see was two hardy little sparrows quarreling over a scrap of bread.


He smiled when the drab little female won and flew off, the male following close behind her.


He was contemplating the possibility of driving somewhere for lunch when there was a soft knock on the door.


“Housekeeping,” a voice called.


He unlocked the door. A worried-looking woman stood on the other side. The sixtyish housekeeper, her gray hair done up inside a white prayer Kapp, apologized.


“I am sorry to disturb you. It’s just that . . .”


“I need to let you do your job,” he said. “I’ll go get some lunch and give you time to do whatever you need.”


He knew that she would change the sheets, open the windows to the spring air, and give the room the kind of good cleaning any self-respecting Amish woman would.


He had missed his people.


Once he got on the road, he realized that his leg had started to throb again. He fumbled in his pocket, brought out a small pill bottle, flipped open the lid, shook out four pills, tossed them into his mouth, and swallowed, chasing them down with a swig of cold, leftover coffee.


Soon, the pills began to work their magic and he could relax a little and enjoy the scenery. He marveled at the timelessness of the area. No electricity poles or wires marred the sky. No mobile homes dotted the landscape. Silos thrust up from the earth as though they were organic things growing straight out of the soil. The very number of them was a witness to the richness of the land.


Farmers walked behind their patient, glistening workhorses, their boots and homemade denim pants stained with the earth from which they wrested a living.


The smell of that earth being split open with steel plow points, now exposed to the air and sunshine, wafted in through his open window and tickled his senses. He well knew the feel of leather reins in his hands, the tug of the horses, the smell of horse sweat. It almost made him want to stop the car and ask to plow a few rows.


Almost.


Nostalgia aside, he had no desire—no true desire—to trudge along staring at the rear end of a horse.


He turned his mind back toward his goal. Perhaps today he would see Claire and apologize for having killed the father of her child.


•   •   •


Maddy was sweeping the porch when Claire arrived home from her second birth that week.


“You’re back from Kathleen’s so quickly?” Maddy greeted her. “That was a short labor.”


“Four hours,” Claire said. “She even fixed me a cup of tea before I left.”


“You let her do that?”


“She insisted. Oh, and she had a basket of boys’ pants sitting beside the bed so that she could mend them while she was in labor. Kathleen does not allow any grass to grow under her feet.”


Maddy grinned. “She is a bit of a show-off, that one is.”


“True.”


Maddy’s competent presence freed her to take on more maternity clients than she could have managed otherwise—especially with two-year-old Daniel at home. In her opinion, taking in her brother’s two orphaned daughters had been an even greater blessing to her than to them.


“I cautioned Kathleen about trying to do too much too soon.” Claire stepped out of the buggy and began to unhitch old Flora. “I doubt she will listen.”


Her married son, Levi, appeared in the doorway of the nearby workshop wiping his hands on a rag. “I’ll do that for you, Maam.”


“Denke, Son.” She gathered the two shoulder bags in which she kept the supplies she needed to attend a birth and headed for the house.


Amy, Maddy’s thirteen-year-old sister, looked up from a small table on the porch where she was busy practicing her newest hobby, calligraphy. “We had some tourists stop by today.”


“Oh?”


“They saw the signs down by the road and came in to buy one of Levi’s baskets. The woman said one of his big ones would be perfect for storing the quilts they had purchased.”


Amy, with her freckled face and sweet smile, tried hard to be enthusiastic about life, in spite of being confined to a wheelchair. Claire appreciated the girl’s valiant spirit. It would have been hard on everyone if Amy gave in to the despair Claire knew she sometimes felt.


“Is that all they wanted?”


“No. Once they got inside the house and saw all the jars of honey and maple syrup on the shelves, they bought some of that, too. And . . .” Amy liked to draw good news out and savor it. “The wife saw the greeting cards I made and bought all of them!”


“All of them?” Claire said.


“Every last one. I had a dozen made up at two dollars apiece. She gave me two twenties and refused the change because she said my cards were worth more than I was charging. She and her husband were from Arizona. They were nice.”


“Did you mark it on your map?”


“The Englisch lady did it for me,” Amy backed her wheelchair away from the table and maneuvered it to a large map of the United States tacked to a board. She pointed out where the woman lived. “And she told me all about their hometown. She says it’s very dry there right now.”


“So what are you going to do with your riches?” Claire asked.


“I’m going to save up until we can go to Walmart and get more supplies. I’m in great need of card stock and a fine-point paintbrush.”


Claire had not loved the idea of setting up a corner of her living room as a store, but it did give Amy an outlet for her homemade greeting cards and a steady stream of new people to talk to. In spite of her disability—or perhaps because of it—the girl was usually as sociable as a puppy. Every day was an adventure for Amy as long as someone came to purchase something. One customer had been thoughtful enough to send her a postcard of a Florida beach, which now adorned the wall of the bedroom she shared with Maddy.


She supposed the little store—really just some shelves Levi had put up in one corner of the front room—was the equivalent to Amy of what a television would be to an Englisch child, except the store brought in a small stream of cash.


Maddy joined them on the porch. “I’m glad you’re home. Rose is down in the back worse than usual, and the restaurant gave her permission to see if I could come in and take her place. Do you mind?” Maddy worked at Mrs. Yoder’s Kitchen a few hours a week, and the income she brought in was very much appreciated.


Claire sat on the porch swing, took off her shoes, and massaged the arch of her right foot. Standing for hours, helping a laboring mother-to-be, took its toll. “If you like, as soon as Flora has a short rest, it would do you good to get out.”


At that moment, little two-year-old Daniel toddled in from his favorite napping place, the front-room couch. He did not like being tucked away upstairs in his bed because he was too afraid of missing something. He reminded her of a hummingbird, buzzing here and there all day, involved in everything, until he would suddenly stop and nap, and then get up and start buzzing around again.


“And how is my Danny?” she asked, as he climbed up onto her lap for a quick cuddle.


He held up one little finger with a Band-Aid on it.


“Ah, you put your finger where you should not?”


Maddy laughed. “No, I nicked myself on a knife and when he saw me putting a Band-Aid on my cut, he had to have one, too.”


Claire kissed the nonexistent hurt. Oh, how she loved this child that she had come so close to losing!


Daniel, having received all the attention he desired for now, clambered off her lap, scooted carefully down the porch steps, and was off and running in the front yard. One of the chickens had gotten out, and Daniel thought it was his duty to catch it. The chicken thought otherwise.


“Shouldn’t the boys and Sarah be home from school by now?” Claire asked.


Amy looked up from the swirls of her calligraphy practice. “Albert and Jesse brought Sarah home and then went back to help the teacher clear some big limbs that fell yesterday during that thunderstorm.”


Twelve-year-old Albert, stalwart and steady, could be trusted with as much responsibility as most adults. He would watch out for Jesse, who, at ten, with his quicksilver laughter and tendency to be distracted by a passing butterfly, was not quite as trustworthy. Fortunately, Albert would watch out for his little brother and Sarah.


“I am pleased they are being helpful, but I wish they were home.”


The sweeping finished, Maddy hung the broom in its wooden holder in a corner of the porch.


“They are obedient children, and will be careful, as you have taught them.”


“Oh, I trust the boys, but you never know when a car might come around a curve too quickly.”


“Then we will trust the Lord with their safety,” Maddy reminded her.


She needed the reminder. The older she got, the more protective she felt about her family. She had seen enough bad things happen in her forty-four years that she had lost the blind optimism of her youth.


“Where is Sarah now?”


“Grace came by to get her,” Amy said.


“Grace?”


Claire was not thrilled with Levi’s choice of a wife. Grace was a good person, but . . . she was Englisch. “What did she want with Sarah?”


“She said that she was learning how to bake cookies from scratch today and needed a child to practice on.”


“Well, Sarah won’t mind that,” Claire said.


“Yes . . . if she does not come home with a tummy ache.”


The expression on Maddy’s face was studiously innocent, but Claire hid a smile. Her niece’s gentle dig at the quality of Grace’s cooking was as close as the sweet girl would ever come to saying anything negative about someone.


“Grace tries to embrace our culture,” Claire said. “It’s a shame she will not go all the way and actually become one of us.”


“She tries so hard to act Amish, without becoming Amish, Amy and I have made up a new name for her.”


“Oh?”


“We call her our Old Order Englisch relative.”


Claire chuckled. “That well describes our Grace.”


“She sent over some beef stew this morning with Levi.”


“Have you eaten any of it?”


Maddy paused. “I thought perhaps I would wait. I would hate not to share Grace’s efforts with the rest of the family.”


“Ah. You prefer that we all face it together. Who knows, perhaps it has turned out well this time.”


“One can hope.”


Now that all of her chicks were accounted for, Claire could relax. She knew where each of her children was, exactly what they were doing, and all was well.


Six was such a nice, full number of children with which to fill a home. She hoped she would never have to live in a house that did not ring with the sound of children’s laughter.


“I need to go inside, change my clothes, and shower,” Claire said.


She found herself savoring the word shower. It had been only a little over a year since Levi put in plumbing for her. Leaving the conservative Swartzentruber Amish sect for the Old Order Amish had been an agonizing decision, but it had allowed some amazingly welcome additions to her life—like a bathroom, and a windshield on her buggy for when it rained.


“Supper is on the stove,” Maddy said. “I made chicken stew.”


“If your hands prepared it,” Claire said, “I know it will be wonderful good.”


She had started up the stairs to her room, when she heard a man’s voice on the front porch. It was the kind of voice that sounded rough, as though ruined by too many years of smoking cigarettes, and it held no hint of the Germanic lilt of her people.


She did not mind the women tourists who stopped. They were almost always polite and considerate, but a lone man worried her.


The shower would have to wait until the man was safely gone. It was comforting to know that Levi was only a few yards away, in the workshop.


She hurried into the front room as Amy wheeled herself into the house. A tall man with short, salt-and-pepper hair held the door for her. This was the person she had seen at Mrs. Yoder’s a few days earlier.


“Can I help you?” she asked.


The moment the stranger saw her, his expression changed. There was a look of recognition there that disturbed her.


Once, long ago, when she was a young woman, she had received many unwanted glances from men. Now, as a middle-aged Amish woman, she was used to being overlooked, nearly invisible, which was something she fervently welcomed. No decent Amish woman wanted to attract the notice of an Englisch man.
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