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CHAPTER 1
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THE INDOOR-OUTDOOR THERMOMETER ON THE HIGH SHELF IN THE kitchen registered minus four. The sun had not yet broken the frigid, creaking darkness as Edna snapped the cheap cotton sheets, threw them across the line, and tugged, arranging them hurriedly before they turned into stiff unmanageable fabric crusted with ice. As she reached into the clothespin bag tied snugly about her waist, her red, chilled fingers fumbled for one wooden clothespin out of the dozens all rolled together along the bottom. She found one and clipped it expertly to the already hardening sheet.

Icy wind was the best thing for getting rid of any germs that clung to the sheets used in childbirth. They had been washed in scalding water with a glug of Clorox, rinsed in sweet-scented Downy, and now frozen stiff in the merciless, battering wind that roared across the Indiana landscape, as level as a cookie sheet.

Jutting her chin forward, she yanked at the ends of the soft black kerchief tied around her head. Cold. It was seriously cold. Steam swirled around her as she opened the washhouse door, closing it quickly behind her, shivering slightly.

She may as well get used to it. Winter was here and laundry took up a large portion of her life, being a maud, or maid, for any young couple blessed with a squalling newborn, in need of a housekeeper, housecleaner, babysitter, cook, dishwasher, or anything that included the care of the new mother, the older children, and the husband.

Edna Miller was twenty-nine. She would turn thirty in July. All her life, from the age of fifteen, she had been hired out to any Amish family that needed her, whether at childbirth, for spring or fall housecleaning, or for keeping the home fires burning when someone went away for a vacation or to visit an ailing relative.

Short, dark-haired and dark-eyed, soft and round and capable, Edna was crackling with a zest for life. There was no job too mountainous for her. She had no husband or children, and had never had a date in her life.

She was Edna, take her or leave her.

The wringer washer chugged along with its air-powered motor undulating beneath it, the agitator jerking back and forth, creating a distinct waving motion as it scoured the whites.

She wanted a mug of steaming coffee, but knew she wouldn’t have time to drink it. Besides, she didn’t want to risk waking the sleeping, exhausted mother, or the newborn snuggled on the recliner with the grandmother who slept in her dress and black knee socks, her feet encased in men’s lined moccasins.

Poor thing. The grandmother was too old for this; covered haphazardly with an insufficient throw, her mouth hanging open as she eclipsed all the snores Edna had the misfortune to encounter.

She had a feeling this one was a bupp. The buppa were the babies whose eyebrows were raised in anxiety, who whimpered and gasped at the slightest discomfort, whose mother spent more than one long night trying to soothe them to sleep, whose father hovered with monumental attempts at fixing everything, but eventually slunk out of the house in bewildered defeat.

Edna fished a steaming towel out of the swirling, sudsy water and fed it into the wringer, then another. She hummed beneath her breath, remnants of songs heard at the New Year’s Eve hymn-singing at Atlee Rabers. Now that had been some serious party mix. She’d have to ask Atlee Katie for the recipe, perhaps make a batch. Maybe it would help to cheer up this brand-new mother, so tired and overwhelmed. Edna had been watching the rapidly receding euphoria that was the sure-fire harbinger of a grand display of baby blues, that unexplained quagmire of hormones and self-exhaustion and negative thoughts. She would do everything she could to help pull her out of it.

Leona Mast had been a beautiful highflier who had driven around with the more disobedient boys in their flashy cars or trucks and finally married her match in a wedding that had been the talk of the town. Spoiled, protected from most of life’s prickliness, this was a real waker-upper, Edna knew. Pushing any judgmental thoughts away, she resumed her humming, carried the basket of wet towels out the door, a wave of steam immediately obscuring her view.

Edna hung up the last of the towels, hurried back into the welcoming warmth of the washhouse, and decided to let the white underwear wash for fifteen or twenty minutes while she snuck around the kitchen to make a pot of coffee. Coffee was a necessary pleasure in life. Edna preferred hers with a dollop of flavored creamer, but she would settle for milk and sugar. She never drank it black.

She carried the yellow and black DeWalt battery lamp, checked to make sure it was on the lowest setting, and pushed up on the “on” button. A dim white glow bathed the kitchen in its white light and Edna began opening doors close to the gas range, fumbling to find the familiar handle of the Lifetime drip coffee maker. Ah. There it was. She drew it out slowly, careful to hold it level so it would not slide noisily, or knock the lid off. She opened the top cupboard doors, searching for the familiar blue Maxwell House container. Or the red Folgers. If she were really lucky, she’d find Starbucks or Dunkin’ Donuts. Maybe Green Mountain.

“The coffee is in the green canister with the cork lid,” came the gravelly voice from the grandmother on the recliner.

Edna jumped, thoroughly startled.

“Didn’t mean to wake you.”

“It’s alright, as long as Leona gets her rest.”

She poured the water into the top portion of the coffee maker and set it to drip, checking the time as she did so. Six-thirty. The sun would be painting white streaks on the black horizon soon. Good. Made it easier to finish hanging out the laundry. Quietly, she opened the refrigerator door, searched for the anticipated red and blue bottle of Coffeemate, discovered there was none.

From the recliner, “Leona doesn’t use creamer.”

Again, Edna jumped. Didn’t the woman miss anything? The disgruntled irk in her throat kept her from a reply.

Ah well, time to push back the irritation. She couldn’t allow it. She was here for two weeks, so Christian love was in order.

Oh God, hear my prayer. Give me a sweet, loving heart.

She went back to the washing machine, disgusted by the milk that was as bland as chalkwater, that 1% crap. Watching the figure, Leona was.

Hear my prayer, Heavenly Father.

Edna mopped the floor and rinsed the washing machine, glancing out at the clothes on the line, stiff as armor in the steady gale as winter’s icy fingers spread across the land. The wind would freeze all except a few stubborn corners of the heavy towels. Socks would need to be hung from the PVC ring in a warm corner of the washhouse, but that was normal in winter.

She flung open the kitchen door, the sunrise washing the beige walls in an orange glow, the double windows above the sink on fire with the brilliance of it. Edna surveyed the perfectly crafted oak cabinets, faux ceramic tile linoleum in a blended shade of brown, the best hutch and matching table and chairs. It was every new mother’s dream kitchen. She was grateful for the toasty warmth as she set out to prepare breakfast. New mothers needed fiber, so she began preparing a dish of baked rolled oats with apples and raisins, making only a minimum of noise.

She heard the recliner’s soft release, turned to see the grandmother sitting upright, holding the swaddled newborn.

“Can you hold her a while, till I go to the bathroom?” she asked, her voice thick with fatigue. Edna knew she had barely slept for the second night in a row and felt a dash of sympathy.

“Just lay her down, she’ll be fine,” Edna replied with all the confidence acquired from years of working with mothers and babies.

“She’ll wake up, I’m afraid. Come take her.”

So Edna went, lifted the baby carefully, and lay the sleeping baby on its side, drawing the blankets up to cover her ears.

This one was a cutie, with all that dark hair and round face. Of course, both parents were nothing to sneeze at, so you could expect a cute one from this couple.

But all babies were cute, every one. Innocent little gifts of God, for sure.

Edna loved the babies, loved to bathe and cuddle and swaddle them. It was a joy to hand them, clean and fresh, to the appreciative mothers, the benevolent fathers.

Most of the time.

As with many other jobs, this one had its downsides, which she figured was completely normal, so her ambition never wavered. Her enthusiasm to meet another family, another newborn, another washing machine, was what kept life interesting.

Edna was the youngest of six children. Her three brothers and two sisters were all married and lived in Indiana, in various homes with various children in various stages of finances and acquisitions. Edna had worked as maud for all of them at various times. The sisters-in-law were good friends, all of them amiable, easy to accommodate, and her nieces and nephews were like bright flowers dotting her existence. There were seventeen of them—eight girls and nine boys.

Her aging parents were a growing cause for concern. They were in their seventies, with health problems cropping up like unwanted dandelions in an otherwise well-kept garden.

But there was no time to think of all that now. The toast was done, eggs scrambled, juice poured. The table was set with yellow Fiestaware, like individual spots of sunshine on the snowy tablecloth, the orange juice in the glasses reflecting more of the golden glow. She placed the steaming casserole of baked oatmeal on a cast-iron trivet near the butter dish and a tiny pot of strawberry jam.

Edna stood back, pleased.

“Breakfast!” she sang out, the old elation rolling over her as she waited to see the happy faces, the appreciative words. It was what she loved to do.

The grandmother scuttled into view, a forefinger to her thick, chapped lips, her eyes bright with warning.

“Shh. Don’t wake Leona.”

“I thought she was awake.”

“She was. But the baby is sleeping so I told her to get her rest. She’s not going to sit up at the table yet. She’ll need a tray.”

She lifted her chin to peer through her bifocals at the baked oatmeal.

“Do I see raisins?” she asked in a churlish tone.

“You do. You do see raisins,” Edna replied, a stiff smile drawing her lips away from her teeth.

“Leona won’t eat raisins. You’ll have to eat it yourself.”

“Oh. Well, I can. What about you? Will you join me?”

“I don’t eat raisins.”

“Oh. Will you eat the toast and scrambled eggs with me?”

“White or wheat?”

Edna thought she was trying to be funny, making up a bird tune, “whit a wheet, whit a wheet.” She laughed, her faced wreathed in happiness, so glad to find a rare spot of humor in this serious, careful house.

She finished laughing, said “Uh, Huh! Yeah,” and was pinned to the wall with angry darts from the grandmother’s eyes.

“I fail to see what’s so funny. I asked if the toast was made with white bread or whole wheat. I don’t eat whole wheat.”

“I see. Actually, it’s white.”

“Then I’ll eat.”

“Good.”

They slid into chairs simultaneously, bowed their heads with unspoken agreement born of years of tradition, and prayed in silence to thank God for the food. Edna added a plea of deliverance from judgmental thoughts.

Being the soft, round little person she was, Edna needed sustenance after hanging all those wet clothes out in the arctic chill, so she heaped a sizable portion of fluffy scrambled eggs onto her smooth yellow plate. She reached for a slice of toast and proceeded to spread it thickly with butter, while the grandmother picked at the crust on her toast, then lifted a cup of black coffee to her lips with one pinkie held at a fashionable angle.

“I don’t care much for scrambled eggs. I eat mine poached.”

“Is that right?”

“You don’t need to use sarcasm.”

“Oh, of course not. Didn’t mean to sound sarcastic at all. I have never heard of anyone who doesn’t eat scrambled eggs.”

She held up a finger. “Leona?”

There was a weak wail from the bedroom, and the grandmother knocked over her chair to get to her long-suffering daughter quickly. Edna glanced at the sleeping baby as the grandmother sailed past on small, tapping feet.

She shrugged, figured this was a good time to dispatch of the scrambled eggs, which were absolutely wonderful with a glug of homemade ketchup and a slice of buttered and jellied toast. She paid no heed to the low murmurings from the bedroom. She reveled in every bite, washing it all down with copious amounts of orange juice.

“Edna!” came the grandmother’s panicked voice from down the hall.

“Yes?”

“We need your help.”

“Coming.”

Two pale faces greeted her entrance, one with fatigue, the other with anxiety.

“She needs help. There. Lift her from the other side. Careful now, she has a sore shoulder. Ready, Leona?”

A weak gasp escaped Leona’s lips before she sagged back on the bed.

“It’s alright, Leona. Take your time.”

To Edna, “She’s been through so much.”

Edna tried to stop the thoughts, but they barged right through and made themselves known.

Oh for crying out loud. Did she now? No worse than thousands of other women before her and no doubt thousands after.

The baby grunted and began a high-pitched yowl of hunger, sending Leona back against the pillows with a shuddering sigh. Fat, glistening tears of hopelessness slid down her porcelain cheeks, sending the grandmother shuffling off to the recliner, shaking her hands as if ridding herself of an ant invasion.

Disaster Alert. All units deployed. Edna hid a maniacal grin and went to relieve the grandmother of the howling infant, sending her hurrying back to her despondent daughter. She took the baby to the adjacent nursery, decorated in beige and turquoise.

She unwrapped the little girl and changed the tiny Pamper, a chore she never tired of. The tiny, delicate, perfectly formed limbs, the rounded velvety stomach, the ten fingers and ten toes. Miraculous. Truly angelic.

With sure fingers, she zipped up the warm sleeper with the purple giraffes all over it, tucked her back in the soft blanket, and carried her to Leona.

“Time to eat, Mama!” she trilled brightly, her intention of lifting some spirits falling flat as Leona glared and the grandmother scowled.

“I can’t nurse her now. I need to eat first.”

Unbelievable.

A hot thrust of outrage thrust through Edna. Never one to mince her words for the sake of others, she could not help herself, opening her mouth to deliver a firm, well-meaning lecture that folded itself like plastic wrap around mother and daughter.

“You can and you will, Leona. You have just brought this innocent angel into the world, and now it is your duty to provide for her to the best of your ability. Your life is no longer your own. You will make sacrifices for this child, and you may as well start now.”

They both looked as if they might suffocate, but Leona dried her tears and sat up while Edna arranged pillows behind her back, brought a snowy white burp cloth, and helped her get the baby situated and latched on.

“Now sit back, try to relax.”

Turning to the weary, harried grandmother, Edna said she was going to make arrangements for her departure, hushing Leona’s protests.

“No. Nope. Time Momma leaves now. After three days visitors stink like fish.”

The grandmother’s mouth opened and closed like a fish, but no words came forth.

After the baby was settled, Edna made a perfect cup of poached eggs for Leona. She delivered them with freshly buttered toast and sat watching with pity as Leona suppressed her ravenous appetite by taking small, careful mouthfuls under the watchful eye of her mother. Edna dug into the baked oatmeal, heaping a cereal bowl with it. She washed it down with a cup of coffee laced with sugar and more of the thin, chalky milk.

“I hurt,” Leona moaned.

“Normal thing to do. I’ll put a clean sheet on the recliner and you can rest. Time you got out of that bedroom, O.K.?”

Her mother opened her mouth to protest, but Edna waved her away.

“Call a driver. Time for you to go.”

Edna could tell there was no love wasted between them, but that was alright. She’d seen it too many times. Overprotective mothers only enhanced the daughter’s symptoms, besides robbing them of the ability to draw on their own reserves of confidence.

Time to go, Momma Bear, she thought.

The pretty house was bright with winter sunshine. The wind hummed around the eaves, sending snow spray cascading down from the spouting, whirling it away in a diaphanous curtain across the front lawn.

The wooden bird feeder swung crazily, emptied of birdseed, the bewildered winter birds twittering in the white pine by the tall fence.

Edna softly hummed and whistled as she washed dishes, polished the stove, then swept the kitchen floor. She found a yellow can of Lemon Pledge and sprayed it liberally on a rag cut from a T-shirt, dusted the furniture, and Swiffered the hardwood floor in the living room. She searched every closet, every drawer, for birdseed or suet cakes, but came up empty.

She saw Leona crack open an eye from where she lay on the couch.

“Good. You’re awake. The birdfeeder is empty.”

“Who cares?”

Alrighty, then. Edna said nothing and turned away to hide her rush of annoyance. She ironed two shirts she found in a basket, sewed a button on a pair of trousers, then tiptoed past the resting Leona and went to her room upstairs. Edna tucked her hands under her cheek and fell asleep for a much-needed midafternoon nap.

It was the cold that awakened her, so she sat up, yawned, smoothed her hair that was pinned to the stiff, white bowl-shaped covering to her head, and slid quietly down the stairs.

Leona opened one eye.

“I’m thirsty.”

“Certainly. You will be.”

She returned with an insulated tumbler of ice water.

“It’s 32 ounces. You can drink three or four of these, and it will do you good. It’ll increase your milk supply, keep you hydrated. . .”

“I know all that.”

“Of course you do.”

“I’m hungry.”

Edna sat on the sofa, crossed her arms, and observed Leona like a bright-eyed little bird; her head shifted to one side.

“You know this is not a time to watch your weight. You need the calories to help your milk supply.”

“That’s not what Mam says.”

“Really? What does she say?”

“If I’m careful now, the weight will drop off easily, the hormones helping me to regain my figure. But I’m so hungry.”

Her voice ended high, in a little girl wail of pleading.

“Then you shall eat. What your mother doesn’t know won’t hurt her. You need your strength.”

With that, she marched to the kitchen, whipped up milk, eggs, and cinnamon, dipped stale sourdough bread in the mixture, and toasted it in a skillet with a tablespoon of butter.

She made a brown sugar and corn syrup mixture to drizzle across it, sliced a banana over the top, and served it on a tray.

Leona’s eyes flew open in surprise.

“Oh my goodness!”

And she ate. There was no extension of the pinkie, no minced chewing, and small bites. She ate without reserve and washed it all down with gulps of ice water. Edna watched her eyes brighten and her cheeks flush. Leona even laughed a little as she started to tell Edna about how the midwife had gotten confused with directions and almost didn’t make it in time for the birth.

When the baby cried that jarring yowl of indignity, Leona smiled hesitantly, but reached for her and looked down into her face with something like motherly concern.

It was a beginning. Just as Edna had predicted. It worked every time, didn’t it? Get rid of the sticky tack visitors and give the new mother some good food, plenty of water, a little rest, and she starts to perk up.

“I’m still worried about the birdies. It’s fierce out there.”

Leona looked up.

“Oh, yeah. You said something. Did you check the basement?”

So Edna was filling the feeders, half hidden by the looming white pine, when Leona’s husband came home early. She finished squeezing suet cakes into the cages before wading through the powdery snow and into the washhouse.

Keith, Leona’s husband, had already shucked his outerwear and was kneeling beside the recliner, his arms around his wife and sleeping daughter.

It was a scene straight from Heaven, and Edna turned away to hide the quick tears that sprang to her dark eyes.

Oh indeed. She’d passed judgment quickly and without tenderness on this selfish, spoiled young woman and her exacting mother, but here was love in its purest form. Keith loved his wife, spoiled or not.

Edna sniffed and wiped her eyes with a corner of her white apron.

Edna had been a maud for so long, to so many families, that she knew how to handle nearly every situation that could come up. Yes, she had done the right thing by kicking Leona’s mother out, and now she could bask in the joy of seeing this young couple step into the world of parenting together, unfettered by the mother’s critical eye. Edna wasn’t a proud woman, but she knew she was good at this job and she loved it. It was a huge reward to give of yourself over and over to these families, to let the blessings pile up like sacks of coin in a bank vault.

She was blessed, she told herself, over and over to the point of becoming like a broken record stuck in a groove. Blessed, blessed, blessed. Happy, happy, always happy. She was always looking forward to the next house and the next mountain of dirty diapers and sour-smelling bibs and socks. The next frigid morning, hanging the frozen sheets with purple fingers that will never know the feeling of my own newborn, never grip the hand of my husband.

She caught herself, shaking her head. One moment I rejoice in a family’s perfect circle of love, the next I slide down the ravine of self-pity. She would not allow herself to wallow in the swamp of “what ifs” and “why nots?”

She was satisfyingly single. Happily unattached. A leftover blessing. There were so many well-meaning names for the single ladies. Wasn’t there a song about “all the single ladies”? She’d heard it once.

She grabbed the Swiffer, dipped her head, squeezed her eyes tightly, and prayed to God for a new and right heart, and none of these selfish thoughts.

She started thinking about Leona’s mother again. A rare bird, for sure. She was attentive, but she could hardly qualify as a nurturing mother. Leona was probably doing very well, considering what she’d grown up with. Keith was a treasure.

They’d named the baby Lucinda. Poor thing. What was wrong with them? Lucinda Raquel.

Ah well, none of her business. None at all.

She set to work peeling potatoes, hoping Keith was among the ranks of the ninety and nine who loved a heaping mound of mashed potatoes with a glob of thick chicken gravy sliding down around it.





CHAPTER 2
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THE TWO WEEKS WITH KEITH AND LEONA PROVED TO BE WHAT SHE could honestly label “good.” There were ups and downs, but all in all, given Leona’s liberal upbringing, Edna decided little Lucinda was off to a good start in a mostly well-adjusted home.

Edna left the young family and headed home on a cold, starlit night, as still as death and about as bright. Going home meant the usual headshake, a rattling of all her mental capacities, a rearrangement of her thoughts and responsibilities.

It was always good to see her parents, even though their aging bodies demanded a new and strong perspective from Edna.

She paid the surly minivan driver, waited till he pressed the button to release the back door, and swung her luggage out in one powerful swoop. She shouted “Thanks” back over her shoulder as she headed toward the low front porch built along the front of the white stucco ranch house.

The smell of peroxide and Pepto-Bismol assaulted her nose. Without thinking, her hands came up to wave at the air.

Her father, round-faced with a white beard and matching cap of silvery hair, smiled at her from his deep seat in his chair. His stomach was a perfect imitation of a well-stuffed sausage, his broadfall denims stretched to the limit.

“Home again, Edna. Like a well-trained homing pigeon, you always return. And if you didn’t, Mam and I would surely miss it.”

Edna smiled, and thought that was a nice way of saying he was the one who benefited from having an unmarried daughter, but knew, too, that he spoke the truth. There was never a doubt that she was loved and cherished.

Her mother made an appearance from the bedroom door, tying a clean apron around her own ample waistline.

“Oh, it’s you, Edna. I heard Dat talking to someone. How was your stay with the young couple?”

Edna nodded, said it was good.

Did she ever say anything otherwise? Why burden them unnecessarily with tacky accounts of the selfishness of youth?

“I baked bread,” her mother said, “so there will be a fresh loaf for our evening meal. We haven’t eaten yet. Have you?”

“No. I put a casserole in the oven for Keith and Leona, but I left before it was done. I’ll take care of my luggage and then join you.”

The long hallway ended in a spacious bedroom complete with a seating area, a large kneehole desk with a marble top, a bookcase groaning under the weight of her many novels, a cherry four-poster bed stacked with pillows on an eiderdown quilt, a tall chest of drawers, and a low dresser with a tall mirror. The walls were decorated with pictures of country landscapes, done in muted colors of gray, beige, and white, and a bulletin board containing homemade cards from various young nieces and nephews who mostly thought she was awesome.

She shivered, then turned the gas wall unit to the highest setting and was rewarded by the familiar whoosh of the sharp line of blue flame.

She glanced in the mirror as she threw her luggage on the tufted gray sofa. Ugh. What a bleached potato.

She needed some sun, which she knew was not possible in winter unless she spent an entire day sled riding. Perhaps she should consider skipping church to find some slope and turn her face to the sun.

Ah well, it was what it was.

She left the door of her room ajar, carrying an armful of soiled clothing to be distributed in piles by the washing machine. She’d take care of it on Monday morning.

She found the source of the strange odor, an oversized bottle of pink Pepto-Bismol, the black cap askew, sticky rivulets drooping from the top, like sweet, pink mucus. Beside it, on the windowsill loaded down with Campbell’s soup cans and Maxwell House coffee cans containing geranium cuttings in different stages of growth, was a white plastic lid filled with a clear liquid. Edna knew instinctively that was the odor of peroxide. Her mother’s pharmacist told her a capful of peroxide among geraniums would keep pests away, which was now her mother’s undisputed law.

Every time her mother made a trip to Henry’s Pharmacy in Odin, she came away with another truth written in stone, the laws by which she lived. Grimacing, Edna picked up the pink bottle, grabbed a dishcloth, started wiping up the gooey mess.

Ugh. Disgusting. She quietly took the cloth to the washhouse door and threw it in the general direction of the soiled laundry. She wiped down the bottle, replaced the cap, asked who had an upset stomach.

“Why, me. You know how my lower intestines fizz like a can of pop,” her father answered. “Nothing beats that pink stuff.”

Her mother nodded in agreement.

“Good stuff. Harry from the pharmacy says it’s the best.”

Edna moved every tin can to wipe the scattered dirt and curled brown leaves, the dead, dehydrated houseflies upended with legs like waxed thread. She chased a stinkbug into a corner with an edge of a paper towel, then flushed him down the commode.

“Oh now, he wasn’t hurting anything,” Her mother commented, inserting an arthritic finger in the potato soup to check the temperature, then licking it thoroughly.

“Mom, use a spoon,” Edna said, suddenly weary.

Her parents were so old and senile, like overgrown children. She needed to be here for them; to clean, monitor blood pressure and heart rates, keep tabs on her father’s diabetes.

A quick irritation zigzagged through her veins. Where were her sisters? Her sisters-in-law? The minute she stepped in the door, there was everything to be done at once.

“Wasn’t Fannie here this week?” she asked.

“No. I don’t believe she was. Sadie stopped in to borrow my pinking shears on her way to town. Come, Edna, leave that now. Put your dishcloth away. We want to eat.”

The tablecloth was peppered with food, dried to rough flakes. It smelled worse than the dishcloth. The Melmac soup bowls were stained and scratched, with the spoons and forks thrown haphazardly across them.

Edna compared this table to the one she had left earlier, then berated herself for the comparison. These soup bowls held many childhood memories, of fresh blueberry pie in summer, homemade strawberry ice cream in winter. Spoons clattering, children laughing and talking at the dinner table when it still held four leaves to accommodate eight of them.

No, this was fine, this sour tablecloth with watery potato soup her mother had forgotten to thicken.

After her mother had carefully ladled it into their bowls, she looked puzzled, then asked what was wrong with the soup.

“It’s fine,” her father said.

“It’s good,” Edna told her.

Satisfied, her mother smiled happily and ate the thin potato soup and served the crusty homemade bread with the same wide smile of satisfaction she always had at mealtime.

“Good bread, Mam,” her father commented, buttering his fourth slice.

“Your sugar,” she warned, pointing with her fork.

“Ah, I’ll be careful tomorrow.”

All of the normal everyday chatter crashed down around Edna with a tightening sense of portent. In the two weeks she had been gone, they had seemed to age years.

But in the morning, after a long winter’s night of deep sleep beneath layers of quilts, Edna felt a renewed sense of optimism, sniffing the familiar smell of frying cornmeal mush and strong coffee, her father singing some off-key version of plainsong as he clattered the lid on the cookstove.

Edna washed, brushed her teeth, and combed the heavy dark hair up and away from her face and secured it with clip barrettes. She shrugged into a dress of deep burgundy, arranged her white covering on her head, and went forth to address the day.

“Morning, Edna!”

“Morning.”

“How was your night?”

“Slept like a log. Hardly a dent in the covers.”

“Good, good. Nothing like your own bed.”

Edna smiled at her father. Clean, his face shaved, beard trimmed, he was still a handsome old man.

“Message for you. Dave Chupp’s wife had their baby. Another son.”

“Really? Alright, then. I’ll go there tomorrow morning. Church today, though, and thought maybe we could visit Chip and Fannie this afternoon.”

It was another bright day in January, the air sharp with the cold, the sky a deep shade of blue with puffy gray clouds woven through.

Old Dob, their faithful horse, stood with his neck outstretched, his eyes half-closed as he waited till everyone was safely tucked into the buggy, blankets wrapped securely, gloves pulled on, reins taken up. Then he was off on a reluctant two-step as the steel wheels squeaked and crunched across the frozen snow.

“Close the window now,” her mother said. It was what she always said in winter. In the heat of summer it was, “Can’t we open both windows, Dat?” In the back seat, Edna smiled before tucking the plaid buggy robe more securely around her legs.

Yes, her parents were alright. And they would be for another ten years. The next job had already presented itself, which meant more money in her already sizable bank account. Edna felt satisfied, accomplished.

When they arrived, they joined the other women in the kitchen where there was already a lively discussion about all the latest happenings in the community. She wished someone would ask her about her own life, but no one ever did.

They were discussing vacations. Florida. Pinecraft. Who was leaving, who was staying for months. The bus schedule and travel mishaps. Edna pursed her lips, lowered her eyelids to half mast, and let her chest heave with disapproval. Plain people frittering away their hard-earned money on worthless pleasure should be verboten. Why the ministers allowed these rampant travels was beyond her. Everyone knew the things that went on in Florida.

Her nostrils flared, quivered with anger. These folks chased after Florida’s sun, spent their money in expensive restaurants and on pricey bus fares, stayed in luxurious houses with killer rent.

Well, it wasn’t for her, that was sure. She would do the right thing, sock her money away in the fashion of her forefathers, then disperse it to some charitable cause as she saw fit. All this senseless spending to go on vacation would rip the Amish church straight down the seams.

Pleased at her own steadfastness, she walked lightly, with sanctimonious tread, following Verna to her place on the varnished wooden bench. She picked up the heavy, black Ausbund, the book of German songs, and laid it carefully across her lap. Yes, she would take up her cross and carry it, be a follower of Jesus by denial of the flesh. She would be a true disciple in serving her Lord. Let others follow the frivolous paths of pleasure. Her lot in life was a glad sacrifice, to travel alone, but not alone, with Christ by her side.

Verna smoothed the pleats in her skirt and leaned over to ask if she’d heard about Orva Schlabach’s wife’s cancer?

Edna bent her head to catch the words, shook her head, then drew back, wide-eyed, when Verna said it had spread to her liver.

“It’s nothing but a death sentence,” she whispered.

“How old is she?” Edna breathed.

“In her thirties, I think.”

Edna made the expected sympathetic sounds, then opened her songbook, carefully leafing through it to find the announced page.

She opened her mouth and sang, knowing she was contributing to the health and well-being of the Old Order Amish church. A single girl, doing what she could to make life easier for others, being a maud, a good example to the young mothers like Leona. The world tried its best to push and shove its way into the homes of those who instilled time-honored traditions into their children.

Take this practice of having a maud. Many of the young mothers had a sister helping out a few days a week, and that was it. They did not “take care” after a baby arrived the way their mothers had. It was a shame. But mauds were an expense, so many young women did without.

She let her thoughts wander, the way they tended to do in church. Everyone was married, bore children, and belonged to a bearded man who was concerned for his wife and children. Good men who followed the ways of our Lord and fulfilled His will, marrying one woman and staying faithful till death parted them. Having been in so many homes, Edna knew there were many men who truthfully gave their lives for their families. Praise God.

Edna felt downright pious this morning. Filled with a sense of accomplishment and righteousness. But not self-righteous, she hoped. She shouldn’t have been so judgmental about folks taking vacations. She bowed her head to pray for a better heart.

As always, she watched mothers hand over griddlich, fussy babies to adoring fathers, caught the look of love and caring between the parents, and wondered for the thousandth time why no young man had ever chosen her.

No matter how many times she assured herself that God saw the need for a maud in the community, it was still a Band-Aid over the wound that never quite healed.

It hurt.

There were single ladies who chose to be without a man, perfectly content to live their life alone, and they were the ones who had been asked by many young men. They could saunter down life’s path secure in the knowledge they were attractive to someone. They had been looked upon as desirable in some man’s eyes, even though they chose to stay single.

But not Edna Miller. Not once.

She shrugged her shoulders to relieve the stiffness in her back, as if to rid herself of the encroaching stabs of self-pity. No sense in it, she knew, but still. Sometimes it was downright hard.

There was a resounding clunk, followed by the outraged wail of the small child who had been unruly and fell backward off the bench. A rustle as hands reached for the little one, the shrieks drowning out the voice of the minister for a short time. An older child made her way along the benches with a snack sent by the mother to console the little one.

Young girls bent their heads and giggled, traded hard candies, and acted as if they couldn’t sit still for one second. Edna was momentarily annoyed, but then remembered her own youth.

This was her church, her way of life, a dear place. She was seated among those she loved. She could not imagine anything other than the traditions with which she had been brought up. Looking around at all the dear faces, the elderly, the middle-aged, the pillars of trust and example, she felt a deep gratitude.

Would she grow old, with snow-white hair, an increase in her already ample girth, her cape pinned only a bit haphazardly, a larger white covering, still alone, still making her own way financially? She pushed back the foreboding, the undisclosed, frightening future of being encumbered with health problems of her own, saddled with fading parents, unable to work.

Well, only God knew, so there was no reason to live in a state of anxiety. She turned her head to the minister, her face a smooth mask of devout observance, glad to be able to conceal the inner workings of her mind.

She wondered if most women really appreciated their husbands. She had seen plenty in her work as a maud. Appreciation for the husband’s paycheck was often sadly lacking, but then, she tried to be fair in all her judgment, so she smoothed over the outrage to understanding. For how could these women know, if they never had to make their own way? She pursed her lips, finding contentment with her calling, glad she could feel a sense of elevation.

In the buggy with her parents, a warm lap robe tucked around her legs; she had a clear view of the road, the oncoming traffic, so she took it on herself to be her father’s eyes and ears.

It was cold and windy, but clear and bright. Edna looked forward to being at Fannie’s house, warm and comfortable, with children dashing through the rooms in every stage of growth and development. Nine of them, cherubic, blond, and red-cheeked, flowing with good health and happiness, encouraged to speak their mind, every opinion considered carefully by loving parents, especially their father, Johnny Troyer, who had always been known as Chip.

“Dat, there’s a tractor-trailer coming this way,” Edna offered.

“As if old Dob would notice,” her father stated drily.

“Well, you never know what might scare him in his old age.”

“Now, Edna, you sit back and relax. I am perfectly capable of driving my own team.”

Edna crossed her arms and thought, But for how long?

As she had anticipated, a cloud of warm air scented with the rich smell of popcorn, coffee, and ham in the oven enveloped their chilled noses. Children flung themselves into her welcoming arms, shrieking her name.

Fannie, flushed and bright-eyed, hurried to the door with an arm going around her mother’s rounded shoulders.

“Well, hello! It is wonderful seeing you again. You’ve waited too long to come for a visit.”

Edna smiled and nodded as she tugged at her bonnet strings.

“Hello yourself, Fannie.”

Chip greeted them from the laundry room door, where he stood buttoning his denim overcoat, a wide smile wrinkling his pleasant blue eyes.

“Chip, how are you?” Mam responded.

“Couldn’t be better. How are you, Mother?”

“Oh, I’m good. Still able to do for Dat and myself, which is a blessing,” she answered, sliding the heavy woolen shawl off her shoulders, handing it to Fannie’s outstretched hand.

“We have baby bunnies,” yelled Cindy, the rotund little four-year-old who spoke with a lisp, her straight blond hair tucked into her small black covering.

“Seriously? We’ll have to go see them,” Edna responded.

“Now? Can we go now?” five-year-old Delbert shouted, jumping up and down as if his legs were on springs.

“Let Edna warm herself, Delbert. O.K.?”

They moved to the warmth of the coal stove in the living room, holding out their hands to the cheery glow from the glass door. Edna rubbed her hands, shivered, then turned her back to the stove to chase away the goosebumps. Fannie drew up a glider rocker, helped her mother into it, then hurried away to bring a fleece throw to cover her legs.

“Can’t have you catching a cold, Mam.”

“Oh, this feels so good.”

Her mother gazed up at her eldest daughter with the light of adoration in her eyes. Fannie returned the smile, patted her shoulder, asked whether she would like coffee or tea. Edna lifted the smallest child, a little boy of eighteen months, and asked what he received for Christmas. He looked into her face, thinking for a few moments before his face lit up and he wriggled himself out of her grasp, onto the floor, and toddled away to bring a stick horse wearing a bridle. He pressed a button, and the horse whinnied and made galloping sounds.

“Horse!” he announced proudly. “A horse!”

Dolls, doll beds, a distribution of puzzles and games, skates and trucks were all brought for Edna’s approval by a ring of eager, blond-haired, blue-eyed children who were all talking at once. Her father and Chip entered with gray mugs of steaming coffee and bowls of popcorn seasoned with brewer’s yeast and plenty of melted butter.

Edna watched her sister upend the sugar pourer into her father’s coffee mug, hand him a bowl of popcorn along with the salt shaker, then watched the liberal scattering of salt into the already salted dish.

Blood pressure, she thought. She opened her mouth to ask him to stop, then closed it, decided to stop being a worrywart.

“You do make the best popcorn, Fannie,” he chortled, the glistening of melted butter on his well-rounded cheeks, already staining his white beard.

“Nothing like popcorn on a cold Sunday afternoon, right, Dat?” Chip boomed.

“Oh, absolutely. You didn’t grow this, did you?”

Ach, Dat, Edna thought. You know he did. You know he gets top price for his six different varieties of popcorn. You just want to hear it again, the huge success old Chip has, selling the stuff to buyers who will, in turn, sell it to higher-up companies like Williams Sonoma. She’d seen the Amish popcorn in the Martha Stewart Living magazine, for an exorbitant price, too.

Her mother beamed her approval from her rocker, a handful of popcorn thrown in her gaping mouth, half of it dribbling onto the fleece across her lap, a few kernels rolling onto the floor at her feet.

Mam, one kernel at a time.

Edna turned away, trying not to supervise her mother’s popcorn inhalation. She didn’t eat popcorn the way normal people enjoyed it. That mouth was like a vacuum, sucking up kernels on high speed, after which she’d sit and pick her teeth with a straight pin taken from her belt, complete with a few appreciative belches before hitching herself up and replacing the pin. Then she’d crack “old maids,” the unpopped kernels, with her teeth until the bowl was empty. That was when she’d hold the bowl out to Fannie with a compliment and request for a refill.

Chip launched into a lively account of neighbor Myron’s frozen water pipes in his hog barn and the ensuing flood which turned into a sea of ice.

“They were in Geauga for the weekend. I guess her brother got married that Thursday, the way I heard it.”

“Geauga?” her mother asked, her words tangled around a mouthful of fresh popcorn. “I didn’t know she had freundshaft in Geauga.”

“Yeah, a couple of brothers. They had to get the hogs into another barn. Couple broken legs, them fat things sliding all over the place. You know those hogs don’t have strong leg muscles to begin with, stuck in those feeder pens. You couldn’t pay me enough to raise them things,” Chip laughed, leaning back in his chair, plying a toothpick between his teeth.

Irritation raked itself across Edna’s mind, but she caught herself just in time, shut her mouth after a deep breath.

What was wrong with her today? Chip was the most likable of the two brothers-in-law, so why would his description of his neighbor’s hog barn bring on this narrow-eyed meanness?

Her father laughed, his mouth open wide, with wet, chewed kernels strewn across his tongue.

“Not much profit for those poor hog farmers. I saw in the Farm Journal that the prices hit the lowest mark in five and a half years.”

Edna was relieved when it was time to see the bunnies. She helped the little ones bundle up, bending over to tug sturdy little Muck Boots on resisting feet, buttoning coats, tying scarves, and pulling little gray beanies onto tousled heads. There was relief in the fresh air, the lisping voice of four-year-old Cindy laughing at Delbert’s antics, and in holding mittened little hands as they slipped and slid to the barn.

“You can’t put your hand in the cage,” Cindy warned.

“She bites and scratches,” Delbert agreed, puffed up with his own wisdom.

The bunnies truly were the most adorable creatures, mere ounces of fluff with almond-shaped eyes and velvety ears, their noses twitching.

“Aww, they’re hardly even real. They look like stuffed animals,” Edna gushed, and was rewarded with avid agreement.

“Dat said this one, over here, this white one?”

“Yes?”

“He said she’s going to have babies in a few weeks. You’ll have to come see them when they’re born. You will, right?”

Edna nodded. “I will try!”

But she knew she likely wouldn’t be able to since soon she’d be firmly entrenched in the Dave Chupp household, which held six boys and one girl under the age of ten. It certainly wasn’t her first time at the Chupp home, so she knew that the mother insisted on cloth diapers and Gerber plastic pull-ups, the elastic slightly acrid no matter how often they swirled around in steaming hot water with a cupful of cheap liquid detergent.

Edna’s heart sank in spite of herself.





CHAPTER 3
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THE SMELL OF UNWASHED CLOTHES, DIRTY DIAPER PAILS, AND SLOP buckets under the sink greeted Edna when she arrived at the Chupp home the following morning. She felt the rush of adrenaline as her eyes took in the unbelievable mountain of dirty dishes stacked any old way in the sink, all over the countertops, spilling onto the floor and scattered across the table. A very young child was crying inconsolably somewhere in the region of the bathroom, followed by gruff commands from none other than Dave Chupp himself, who made a wild-eyed appearance from the doorway.

“Oh, it’s you. Well, praise the Lord!” he called out happily. “This mess is out of control.”

Edna waved a hand as she set her duffel bag on a stack of newspapers.

“It’s alright,” she trilled, a smile widening her tight features. “This is to be expected. We’ll have everything set right in a few days. No problem.”

Dave raked a hand through his messy hair. Hasn’t showered in a while, now has he? Edna thought. But she kept her smile in place as she shook hands with the pale Emma sagging on the recliner, holding the newborn baby.

Her dress was open, revealing a tattered slip, the baby wrapped in a blanket that must have been handed down seven times, the satin binding in loose slivers, the color somewhere between pink and green.

Edna lifted the sleeping infant, turned him on his back, exclaimed at the thick thatch of dark brown hair, the button nose, saying he was the cutest one yet, the same thing she always said.

She’d been here for every one. All seven of them.

Emma smiled up at Edna. “You think so?”

“Oh, definitely.”

Emma fairly shone with pride. Dave emerged from the bathroom, a squalling one-year-old tucked beneath one arm, for all the world like a twenty-pound sack of sunflower seeds, crimped in the middle.

“Sorry, Edna, there’s a messy diaper beside the commode. I don’t wash them out. I can change a baby, but that commode part, I don’t do.”

“I’ll get it,” Edna chirped, and handed the baby back.

She hurried to the bathroom, bent over the commode and thought, oh no. Her search for a bottle of toilet cleaner produced nothing, so she upended the green container of powdered Comet into the water, grabbed the stained toilet brush from its container in the corner, and proceeded to slosh it around as furiously as if she was killing a rodent, followed by a yank on the lever to flush. She bent to pick up the messy diaper, lifted it by two corners, and brought it up and down to rid it of its contents, flushed again, rinsed, wrung it out and looked around for a diaper pail. None at all. Only a heap of soiled diapers in the corner. Edna wished she could curl her fists and roar her frustrations, but she knew that was not what this situation required. It was their refusal to change that was the hardest to take. She could work her fingers raw, whip the place into shape, and without fail, a year or so later she’d come back, and everything would be a wreck again. If anything, this time it was even worse than before.

She went to the built-on lean-to that served as a room for the rusting Maytag wringer washer, galvanized rinse tubs, and a green shelf (or one that had been green years ago) containing an odd assortment of mismatched Tingley rubbers, old green hunting boots, and children’s sneakers encrusted with last fall’s mud and manure. Puddles of melted snow contained flecks of straw and jagged mats of yet more manure like smashed stinkbugs. She surveyed broken plastic buckets, empty fly spray containers, bags of garden dust closed and clamped shut with wooden clothespins, trowels and graying cardboard strawberry boxes, a shoebox with black banana peels hanging over the side as if an octopus had somehow died in there. There was a torn halter hung from a broken shovel handle and various bits of blue baler twine scattered amid green tennis balls and worn-out baseball gloves.

Edna stood, her hands on her hips, and let out a long slow expulsion of air before rocking on her heels. She wanted to bring in a contractor’s garbage bag, hang it from a doorknob, and throw everything into it, including the washing machine and wobbly rinse tubs. Then she would take a pressure washer to this disgusting lean-to and watch it turn to ice, like the neighbor Myron’s hog barn. If only she could.

She found an unused five-gallon plastic bucket, peered inside, and recoiled. It was half full of rancid lard peppered with mouse droppings.

Looks like cookies and cream ice cream, she thought sourly, before turning to a chipped granite dishpan containing only dust. She whacked it against the side of her leg to empty it.

Good enough.

She carried it to the bathroom, flung the diapers into it, and marched back out, then returned to start moving dishes out of the sink. Thank goodness for a large sink, and yes, plenty of Dawn dish detergent. She filled it, picked out all the plastic tumblers and coffee cups first, then the utensils, the dinner plates, various bowls and quart jars rimmed with applesauce or bits of deer meat.

Children yelled, ran, screeched, and whined like little cars on a private interstate highway, the exhausted mother in their midst; her eyes closed, her face like a pale moon, and the baby asleep on her chest. Edna turned to start on the kitchen table, startled to find Dave Chupp stretched out on the couch, his work boots propped on a limp frayed pillow.

Emma opened one eye and discovered Edna staring. “He’s tired,” she said apologetically. “Didn’t get much sleep.”

Edna nodded, smiled, assured Emma she understood, though she didn’t. Was he really so tired that he couldn’t wash a few dishes? He thought he was worn out. Huh. What about Emma? Eight children in ten years.

Outwardly, she remained the good and faithful maud, speaking only what was expected, working with flying hands, strong arms, and a kind expression she had mastered over the years. She had a highly polished veneer, beautiful to behold, but she was beginning to realize there was a knothole of bitterness underneath, weakening the structure of her life. She prayed to God on a daily basis, knowing the irritation could be mastered with His help, and yet, it always crept up.

Did Emma know the day she was a blushing bride? Did she ever suspect her handsome groom would turn into . . . well . . . into that lump on the couch? Could anyone know, or did poverty and laziness simply creep up on a couple like the changing seasons, and suddenly they looked, and everything was rusty or loose or broken or filthy?

Edna remembered both of them as single young people, clean, well-respected, soft-spoken. They always had a circle of friends, and they dated three years which was no longer than some other couples.

Well, stop, Edna. None of your business. You can’t figure out the whole world.

So she worked, finished those dishes, swept and scoured, yanked the rope on the wheezing gas engine till she thought she’d popped a hernia in her stomach, hung out the three loads of yellowed prefold diapers with rows of plastic pants like little shower caps, her fingers red from the damp and the cold.

She cooked a mishmash of macaroni, peas, and deer meat and served it with applesauce and a jar of limp dill pickles she found amid the unmentionables on the bottom shelf of the refrigerator. The family ate with relish, Dave smacking his lips as he spooned in the good, hot food, Emma with her white face bent over her plate, the baby lying on a pillow on the corner of the couch.

Dave asked for jelly bread. Edna’s first impulse was to blurt out, “Get it yourself.” But she didn’t. She pushed back her chair, found a loaf of sliced store-bought bread (as white as snow and about as nutritious) and set it on the table, with a smile, asking the children if they would like jelly bread, too.

She spread the dark purple grape preserve, the cheapest brand and in an enormous jar, halved the slices, and handed them out, while Dave spread two slices for himself and wolfed them down.

After everyone was finished, he hooked his thumbs in the right belt of his trousers and praised her cooking warmly.

“We do appreciate you, Edna. You deserve a gold medal as the best maud in all of Indiana.”

“Why thank you. I try my best, but you know as well as I do, I’m not perfect.”

“Very close, Edna. Very close.”

Edna swallowed self-consciously. What if a banner unfurled from her tongue, with all her thoughts written on them for everyone to read? He would never praise her then. There was not one thing in her thoughts worthy of praise.

She looked up and smiled. He returned her smile, followed by a slow, meaningful wink. Shock spread from her fingertips to her toes.

She blinked furiously, her face red with suffusing heat. She rose to her feet, pushed back her chair, and busied herself at the sink.

Emma’s whining voice cut into her confusion.

“I’d love some dessert, Edna. Why don’t you bake this afternoon and let the cleaning go? I need my coverings washed, too, and there’s a basket of ironing. Ach my, come here, Joshua. Yes, he’s poopy. Edna would you clean him? I don’t believe there are any clean diapers, so maybe you can just use a tea towel for now.”

Edna obeyed immediately, welcoming the distraction. Her hands shook as she went about her business, trying to convince herself it was nothing, it was only Dave’s way. She had been here many times before, every year, in fact, and he had never given her a reason to distrust him. He never once came across as creepy.

Ugh.

That was her own unspoken rule. If there were even a hint of questionable conduct, she’d walk right out, no matter what. But she had never thought herself attractive, never had a problem, or remotely expected one. Perhaps it was her smile. She should have been more circumspect.

She put the incident out of her mind and busied herself baking with the ingredients she was able to find. A greasy plastic pail with a lid proved to be half full of flour; another contained a spattering of damp, lumpy sugar. There were a few bags of confectioners’ sugar half full with a wire twisty keeping the contents in the bag and brown sugar spilling out of a “Yoder’s Bulk Foods” bag. In the chaotic drawers, she found coconut and a sticky bottle of vanilla, and there was plenty of Blue Bonnet margarine in the door of the refrigerator.

She mixed a batch of Grandpa cookies, a brown sugar and cinnamon cookie with a vanilla frosting. She cooked cornstarch pudding, after finding an immense container of cornstarch. Milk seemed to be plentiful as well.

Halfway through her rummaging and baking, Emma made her limp appearance at the kitchen table, draping her thin, despaired form into a kitchen chair. Edna tried to paste the kind smile in place, but couldn’t help comparing her to Gumby, the rubber stick man you could bend in any pose.

Emma ate three cookies, licking the vanilla frosting from her fingers, which seemed to perk her up.

Eyeing Edna with a malevolent glint, she remarked on her ample figure. “You work so hard. I don’t see how you can be fat.”
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