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Now He was telling them a parable to show that at all times they ought to pray and not to lose heart saying, “There was in a certain city a judge . . . and there was a widow in that city and she kept coming to him.”

—LUKE 18:1–3 (NAS)



chapter ONE


Hope Schrock had never met a bull she liked. This three-year-old Jersey eyeing her husband was no exception.

“Is he not a beauty?” Titus stood on the bottom rung of their board fence and admired the sleek, fawn-colored animal that the Englisch dairy farmer had delivered in his livestock truck. “He’ll make many strong calves. Dairy farmers from all over the county will be lining up to pay me for his stud services. His granddam sold for eighty-five thousand dollars at public auction.”

“Very impressive.” Hope wished Titus had chosen a different way to add to their income. “How much did he cost?”

Titus ignored her question. “His granddam was judged All-American Grand Champion. Owning this bull assures us of a prosperous future.”

The animal snorted, pawed the earth, and stared at Titus.

“I think he wants to eat you first.” Hope gripped the hands of five-year-old Carrie and four-year-old Adam to keep them far away from the fence. “How much did he cost?”

Titus laughed and jumped backward off the fence. He was as agile as a young buck. Then he picked up Carrie, grabbed Hope about the waist, and whirled her around in a forbidden dance, giving her a quick kiss before he released her. Little Adam looked on, grinning at his father’s foolish behavior. Titus could act quite naddish sometimes.

“This bull will help us buy a real farm instead of these two acres we’re renting. We will build a wonderful herd of cows. In a few years we’ll have one of the most prosperous dairy farms in Holmes County.”

“Lord willing,” Hope amended.

“True,” Titus said. “Lord willing.”

She adjusted her prayer Kapp, which had gone awry from Titus whirling her around. He had always been more openly affectionate than most Old Order Amish and she was not sure what to do about it. She enjoyed being loved by her husband, but his delight in her was sometimes embarrassing.

Now, however, they were in their backyard, a private place, assuming their Englisch neighbor, Mr. Lemon, wasn’t looking out his window. The man did seem to spend an inordinate amount of time watching their comings and goings. She supposed it was because they were his first Amish neighbors. People did seem to stare.

Or Mr. Lemon might simply be lonely. They’d only just recently rented this place and hadn’t gotten settled in with neighbors yet. It had belonged to an Englisch couple who had gotten too old to be left on their own. Their son, who lived in Cleveland, was renting it to them. He’d already sold off all the land except for the two acres that included the house and the small barn.

She and Titus had disconnected the electricity and brought in a generator. All this was apparently fascinating to Mr. Lemon, who watched from his back porch—much like her people bird-watched.

“Be careful!” She glanced over her shoulder, worried. “Mr. Lemon might be watching.”

Titus smiled and laid a hand on her barely swelling stomach.

“With another babe on the way, Mr. Lemon might guess that your husband finds you irresistible.” He nuzzled Carrie’s creamy neck with his beard, making the little girl giggle.

“I am a blessed man,” he said. “It is no small thing to have a fine wife, two healthy children, another on the way, and a strong new bull in my pasture.”

Hope once again glanced at the animal. It had been shorn of its horns, but its massive neck and shoulders rippled with power. It was large for a Jersey. She guessed it to be nearing eighteen hundred pounds. Only a board fence separated them from all that simmering power.

“I do not like the looks of that animal,” she said. “He has a wildness in his eyes that worries me.”

“All bulls have wildness in their eyes,” he scoffed. “You can’t expect a bull to have eyes like a kitten.”

“I suppose not.” She hesitated, then asked, “How much did it cost?”

Yet again, her husband ignored her question. Whatever it had cost, she wished he had not purchased it. The feeling she got from the bull was malevolent in the extreme. She could almost feel its black thoughts focusing on Titus, and that frightened her. It was clear to her that the animal hated him.

“He’s turning his side to you,” she warned.

“And what does that matter?”

“My father taught me that bulls do that right before they attack.”

“Why?”

“To let you admire how big and powerful they are.”

“Oh, Hope.” He laughed. “I respect your father’s knowledge of livestock, but how could he possibly know—”

The bull charged.

Titus turned pale, and stood rooted to the spot with Carrie in his arms. Hope screamed as the bull hit the top board with its massive head and bounced back, then shook the pain away and charged again.

“Oak.” Titus was visibly shaken. “Good, solid oak. It’ll hold.”

“Hold or not”—Hope grabbed Carrie out of his arms and strode toward the house, pulling Adam behind her—“I want you to call the man you bought him from and sell him back.”

“He won’t let me sell him back,” Titus called. “He gave me too good of a deal.”

“How good of a deal? What did you pay for that animal, Titus?” Once she’d deposited the children inside the house, she came back onto the porch and stood her ground. She was not going to stop asking until he told her.

Titus’s eyes did not quite meet hers. “Ten thousand dollars.”

The amount took her breath away. It was every dime they had to their name! It had taken her six frugal years to save that much.

“Then sell at a loss.” Hope’s teeth were practically chattering from fear. Jersey cows were known for their gentleness, but Jersey bulls could be crazy mean, and this one was off the charts. She would never have agreed to the purchase if Titus had told her what he was intending.

“Please, Titus. Get rid of that animal. I’m begging you.”

“He’ll settle down. Eventually. You’ll see.”

“Titus . . .”

“I will not try to sell him back to the man I bargained with. I looked that animal over good before I bought him. For me to say that I want to change my mind because my wife told me to . . . well, I’d be a laughingstock.”

“Better a laughingstock than injured or killed.”

“Silence!” His voice grew stern. “I do not want to hear another word.”

Titus was an easygoing, loving man, but he was a man and the head of their home. Therefore the final decision about the bull was his. He’d heard her protests, and chose to ignore them. There would be no more protests allowed. She swallowed her fear and her anger and went inside.

It was time to be an obedient wife, no matter how loudly her mind screamed that Titus had made a terrible mistake.

It was so frustrating. For as long as she could remember, she had enjoyed outdoor farmwork more than the domestic chores inside. Oh, she was competent enough in housework, sewing, and cooking. Her mother, Rose, had seen to it, but it was the running of a farm that fascinated her. It always had.

There was an age gap between her, the eldest, and her two younger brothers and two sisters. Because of that, she’d gotten to spend more time than most with her father as he worked his land and cared for their animals. He had often commented about what a wonderful farmer she would make . . . if she were a man.

If she were a man, Titus would have listened to her. Because she was a woman, her kind and loving husband frequently dismissed her advice. It was not fair, but she had learned to accept it. Like so much that her people did and believed, it simply was the way things were and always would be.

It was difficult to do her housework, though, knowing that Titus was outside going about his chores with that animal watching him. She kept glancing out the window, nervous as a cat, checking, wishing Titus would come inside where it was safe.

The window over the sink overlooked the farmyard. From there she could see the barn, the pasture, the chicken coop, and even the lean-to in which they kept the family buggy.

She could also see the bull, and he was still upset. At the moment, he was on his front knees pounding his head into the ground in anger. She’d seen other bulls do that and it always frightened her. One local farmer had been crippled when he tried to run away from a charging bull. He tripped, fell, and was nearly pounded to death.

She gave Carrie and Adam their Saturday-night baths, tucked them into bed, and had just set the supper dishes in the sink when she saw Titus entering the small pasture with a rope in his hand. She did not know why he felt the need to go in there, especially while the bull was still riled up, but she knew it was a mistake. A fatal mistake.

From her kitchen window, she screamed a useless warning as that thundering, flesh-and-blood locomotive tore across their small pasture, straight at Titus.

She went running out the back door just as it knocked him over and began to pummel him with its massive head. Titus was not a large man. He looked like a rag doll to her as she leaped off the porch. Then she heard a gunshot.

Mr. Lemon shot the bull again and again, trying to keep it from further savaging her husband’s crumpled body.

•  •  •

“Cardboard characters. Predictable plot. Drivel disguised as dialogue. I expected better from a Nate Scott novel.”

Logan Parker, aka “Nate Scott,” gulped down his shock and dropped the New York Times onto the floor. The review felt like a sucker punch. He had gotten a handful of bad reviews in the past, but like most authors, he had trained himself to ignore them. The enjoyment of books was a subjective thing. People had different tastes. What one enjoyed, another person might hate.

Ignoring reviews was part of his job. If his self-esteem rose and fell on the basis of a good or bad review, he would never have been able to write the past twenty-three novels, nine of which had risen to New York Times bestseller status.

This last one had netted him an advance that was more than some people made in a lifetime. “Nate Scott” was a name publishers were willing to bet big money on, so why did this one review hit him so hard?

Perhaps it was because this particular reviewer was a friend and someone whose opinion he respected. More likely, it was because it verified what he already suspected. The characters of his latest novel were cardboard. The plot was predictable. The dialogue was drivel.

He rose from his chair and paced the floor. He wanted a drink. After that review, he needed a drink. Unfortunately, it was only eight o’clock in the morning and his personal discipline involved having nothing stronger than coffee until noon. As long as he could wait until noon, he felt like he was still in control of his need for alcohol.

He sat back down, picked up the newspaper, and read the review again. It still stung. Deep down, he’d known his writing was tanking and this confirmed it. Somewhere along the way, he’d lost something critical to his writing and he did not know how to get it back.

There was a bit of magic involved in writing well, a sort of self-hypnosis that a good fiction writer fell into when the “movie” began to play in his head—that moment when his fingers could hardly keep up with the plot and dialogue. There was an addictive being-in-the-zone feeling that beckoned him to his home office every morning.

Or at least it used to. These past two books were dogs. He had hated the process of writing them. Which was lethal to a career.

He rose again and opened the door to his personal liquor cabinet. A small shot of whiskey might help take some of the edge off the gnawing feeling that at the ripe old age of thirty-four, he was a has-been.

Noon, he told himself firmly and shut the cabinet door. In his mind, if he could just wait until noon to take his first drink, he would continue to prove to himself that he wasn’t a drunk. He locked the cabinet against himself, put the key in his pocket, and tried to forget that the key was there. In his earlier days as a writer, after his young wife, Ariela, died, he had not needed alcohol to deaden the pain. Instead, he quit his job as a journalist, and holed up in their small apartment, writing obsessively out of the darkness of his soul in order to hang on to his sanity. He was as shocked as anyone when his bleak, psychological thrillers began to sell . . . and sell well.

Now he was locked into a genre he was sick of, but he was making entirely too much money to quit. He continued to limp along, putting words on paper, hoping no one would notice that he had lost interest in something that had once been his passion.

It was then that he had fallen back upon the hack writer’s crutch. He was drinking heavily and his fiancée, Marla, kept riding him about it.

“What are you still doing back here, Logan?” Marla entered his office sanctuary and proceeded to open the wooden blinds, allowing sunlight to stream in. She was always doing that, and Logan hated it. He squinted, a little hungover from the night before, shielding his eyes from the bright light with his hand.

“You have that meeting this morning,” she said. “And I have to get to work.”

Brunch with his agent. He’d forgotten. What a jolly meeting that was going to be after this morning’s review! His agent tended to be a little on the morose side even when things were going well. He was also a teetotaler, which Logan had recently begun to find annoying.

“You’re going in on a Saturday?”

“Saturday is the only time this client can meet with me,” she said. “Don’t worry, I’ll be back early.”

The open blinds revealed a view of Central Park that would make even the most jaded Realtor salivate. He had worked hard for this view. It now occurred to him how little he enjoyed it.

“Did you take your meds this morning?” Marla stopped fussing with the blinds and studied him, her head tilted to one side.

The question bothered him. Marla was very big on medication. She had a doctor who, from what Logan could see, happily prescribed a pill for anything—real or imagined. She had recently talked him into taking an antidepressant because she said he had been acting more “down” lately than usual.

Well, she was right. He was down. Very down.

Perhaps that was why there were a lot of bad people in his novels. He had found the act of thinking up new ways to kill them quite therapeutic.

“Yes,” he grumped, “I took my meds.”

“Good,” Marla said, brightly. “So did I.”

That would be the weight loss pills that Dr. Have-Prescription-Pad-Will-Travel had given her recently. He really didn’t think weight loss pills were healthy for Marla. Sometimes he secretly compared her to one of those plants that thrive on air alone. Marla did not cook, nor did she eat more than a few bites of food a day.

On the other hand, she managed to hold up her end of the interior design firm where she was angling to become a partner. She believed that she needed to be thin to be taken seriously in her field.

She had recently set a wedding date for next October. He did not remember proposing to her, but for all he knew, he might have done so one drunken evening. He’d been losing his memory recently, which was a worry.

He was grateful for Marla. She was beautiful, competent, and cheerfully took care of the details of their life, freeing him to concentrate on his books. She had also been his wife’s roommate and closest friend when they were all in college together. Ariela had majored in political science. He was set, at that time, on becoming an investigative journalist. Marla had been the artistic one of the three. She had redone her and Ariela’s dorm room to the point that other students began to rely on her style and creativity. The three of them had joked about how Ariela was going to change the world, he was going to write about it, and Marla was going to make everything pretty.

Marla had mourned with him during the darkest days of his grief. Becoming a couple and living as a couple had evolved slowly over a period of several years. It might not be a grand passion, but Marla was a comforting presence in his life and he appreciated her.

What he did not understand was why she bothered with him at all. Living with a writer was no fun, especially during deadlines. He felt lucky that someone as attractive and intelligent as Marla cared enough about him even to stick around, let alone be willing to marry him.

He wished they could spend more time together, but Marla was climbing the very slippery slope of becoming a well-known interior designer in New York City, and he was trying to hang on to his slot as a bestselling author.

Hanging on that slot was assuredly not easy. There were many hungry young writers snapping at his heels. It was frightening to wonder if he would have to retire before he was forty because he was already used up. What on earth would he do with himself if he could never write well again?

He sat, sunk in his own misery, while he watched Marla flit around his office, straightening up and moving decorative items a fraction of an inch here or there. Ever since she started taking those weight loss pills she seldom sat still. Of course, she also had a big hand in decorating his office, and she did not want the effect spoiled by his tendency to scatter notecards, pens, and piles of research books about.

He ran a hand over his unshaven face. Being around Marla always made him feel a little grungy. An early Saturday morning and she was already in full makeup and heels. Her hair was done in an elaborately disheveled bun. Her skirt was so tight it looked uncomfortable, but he knew she didn’t think twice about comfort if it meant looking good. For lunch, she would purchase a bagel with cream cheese from a street vendor, take two bites, and drop the rest in the nearest trash can. He’d seen her do it dozens of times. It worked well for her. Marla was a head-turner. Every man he knew envied him.

Speaking of food, he needed coffee.

He wandered into the kitchen and grabbed a jar of instant Nescafé. The shiny, new latte machine was too complicated for him to manage this early in the morning. He tended to need a cup of coffee before he was alert enough to make coffee.

“By the way . . .” Marla’s high heels clicked smartly on the tile floor as she walked into the kitchen, where she plucked the instant coffee out of his hand and put it back in the cupboard. “I have to go to Ohio this week.”

“Ohio?” This got his attention. The Midwest wasn’t exactly Marla’s cup of tea . . . or his. “Why on earth would you want to go there?”

With relief, he saw that she had switched on the coffee machine monster and was preparing to make him a cup of high-test. He sat down at the table and waited expectantly.

“A client is insisting on Amish-made goods only. Apparently she’s addicted to those Amish romance novels everyone is reading these days. My boss decided one of us should go to the source. Apparently there are Amish furniture factories in Ohio. She thinks it might save us several thousand to deal directly with them.”

“And you drew the short straw?”

“Yes, I did. Do you want to come with me?”

“To Ohio?” He grimaced. “Not particularly.”

“By the way, I was up early this morning and I read the review.” She sprayed something on a cloth and started polishing the counter. “I know why you are in such a foul mood. It might do you good to get away for a few days.”

He took a sip of black ambrosia. Ohio was the last place on earth he wanted to go.

“No.”

“But I don’t want to go alone,” Marla said. “My birthday is coming up next week. You could consider it an early present. You won’t have to get me another thing.”

“Promise?” he asked.

“I promise. Just come with me. That will be present enough.”

He considered the offer. Driving her to Ohio seemed like a small price to pay to avoid having to shop for a gift. He hated wandering around department stores trying to find something she’d like. “Sure,” he said, staring into his coffee cup. “Why not? When do you want to leave?”



chapter TWO


Like most wives, Hope Schrock had wondered what it would feel like if she ever had to bury her husband. Would she be stoic and strong, or would she fall apart?

Being Amish, she knew she would be expected to bow to God’s will, but deep down, she could not imagine continuing to breathe without the man she loved. She expected to feel a blinding grief from which she would never fully recover.

Now that which she had feared had come to pass. Titus was gone. She was a widow, her children fatherless, but her mind was not reacting like it should.

The blinding grief had not hit. So far, all she felt was a wild and raging anger . . . at Titus. Oh, how she would love to give that man a good talking-to!

This made no earthly sense, but the fact remained—she could not will away the fury that smoldered in her breast. Oh, how badly she wanted to tell Titus that she was not a child or stupid. She had known what she was talking about when she begged him to sell that bull. If he had only listened!

Bishop Schrock, her father-in-law, walked through the door. She kept her eyes down, fearful that he would look into her heart and see the anger she felt toward his son. Her father-in-law had his own great grief to carry. He did not need to deal with her anger on top of his own sadness.

Titus had been such a happy-go-lucky person, especially for one with roots deep in the Amish faith. He always looked on the bright side of things. It was as though he thought nothing bad could ever happen to him or his family. It was probably that very optimism that killed him. Or his pride.

Yet again, she remembered how he had sent her back into the house when she begged him to send the bull back, and her anger welled up yet again.

This was not good with Bishop Schrock approaching her. He and his wife had always been kind to her, and the last thing she wanted was to hurt either of them.

“You know you are welcome to move in with us,” he said. “Thelma and I have plenty of room. We would welcome having young ones beneath our roof again.”

“Thank you.” She twisted a handkerchief around and around a finger. “But I would like to stay in the house that Titus and I shared together. I am grateful for your offer, though.”

It was the truth. She was grateful, but as kind as the Schrocks had always been to her, she did not want to live with them.

Little Adam tugged at her apron, wanting to go to the bathroom. At four, he was much too young to grasp the fact that they had just put his father in the ground.

Tears started in Hope’s eyes when she thought about Titus, only four days earlier, sitting in the front yard, enjoying the sight of Adam playing with a toy tractor.

Her mother, Rose, caught the little boy up in her arms and took him out. Adam had been difficult to potty-train. Her mother knew it was critical to get him out of there before he had an accident.

A wave of morning sickness hit just as her twelve-year-old sister asked if she could bring her something to eat. Hope shook her head and forced the bile down that was threatening to crawl up her throat.

What a mess you’ve left me in, Titus. I should be home right now with my feet propped up and you bringing me tea and crackers! Her mind skittered around as she wondered what to do about the future. A young Englisch widow would probably hire a babysitter and go searching for a job that would support her family. The fact that Hope was Amish severely narrowed her choices, even though she sometimes dreamed of what she would do if she were free to choose any career she wanted.

She had been smarter than Titus in school, quietly besting the whole class in every subject. Her math skills were excellent, as were her reading and writing. Her father, Henry, was an especially skilled farmer, and because of him, there was little she did not know about running a farm or caring for livestock. Deep down, she knew there was really only one career she had ever wanted—in her heart she took after her father, a farmer who loved growing things. Unfortunately, knowing how to run a productive farm was not going to be of any help to her. Except for the two acres they were renting, she had no land of her own, and there wasn’t exactly a Help Wanted section in the local newspaper for Amish women wanting to work as fieldhands or farm managers.

Myron, one of the older teenage boys from their church, walked up and stood solemnly in front of her.

“Titus was a gut man.” He held his black hat loosely in his big farm-boy hands. “Everyone liked him.”

“Ja, he was well liked,” she answered.

“I will care for your yard-mowing come summer,” he said. “Do not worry about that.”

She nodded her acceptance, unable to speak without choking up. These were her people. They did not ask what they could do . . . they simply did it. She knew that Myron would be as good as his word once the grass began to grow.

“Your husband is in a—a better place.” Paul Troyer stumbled over the simple words. “He is . . . with Jesus now.”

Poor Paul. She felt sorry for him. Only a month ago he had nearly fainted when he’d opened the hymnal he had selected by lot and found the paper telling him that he had been chosen to be their next minister. Such a heavy burden on his shoulders for the rest of his life. Ah, well, the Lord knew best.

Hope tried to concentrate and take comfort from the words that were being said by the various people who spoke to her, giving condolences. Everyone in the church knew and cared about her circumstances. Her children would not go hungry. The church’s alms would give her some measure of cushion while she tried to figure out what to do.

From across the room, she saw one man eyeing her, and she wished he would stop. Abimelech Yoder was recently widowed and was openly searching for a new wife to finish raising his children. She would never be desperate enough to move into Abimelech’s house. He was at least fifteen years older than she was. Besides, she never cared for the man and always pitied his overworked wife.

Adam and her mother came back and the child sat more patiently now that he had gotten his trip to the bathroom. Carrie was being allowed to play dolls quietly in the corner with some older girls who were being kind to her.

“Where is Daddy?” Adam tugged on her sleeve and asked the heart-wrenching question in German, which at his age was the only language he knew.

“Daed got hurt,” Hope whispered back. “He will not be with us anymore.”

Adam looked at her with innocent blue eyes.

“Does Daddy need a Band-Aid?”

The question broke her heart anew. There was simply no way that this sweet child could understand what had happened, and he shouldn’t have to. Titus had been strong, young, and brave. He should be out mowing hay right now instead of lying in the ground.

Oh, she was so angry!

How were her children supposed to deal with such loss? Apparently, Adam intended to deal with it by resurrecting the thumb sucking he’d put away for nearly three years.

They were quite the bruised family, they were.

She was aware that the Lord did not promise anyone a trouble-free life. With a history of ancestors martyred for their beliefs, she did not come from people who expected an easy path.

So why was she bothering to question the pain she felt?

Once, she had overheard an older woman say that truly deep faith was forged on the anvil of misfortune and tragedy. Hope did not want to believe this. She did not want to possess a deep faith if this was the price one had to pay. Shallow was good. All she wanted was a happy life with her family intact.

In the back of her underwear drawer, in a jelly jar, she had accumulated fifty-three dollars and ninety-two cents. She knew the exact amount because she had counted it only last night. It was money she had been saving to purchase new work boots for Titus for Christmas.

How did a woman raise two children on fifty-three dollars and ninety-two cents? It wouldn’t last a week.

Bishop Schrock and Thelma would help all they could, but she did not want to live off them and the church indefinitely. In the past, her parents could have helped, but they had their own problems these days. Her father had lost the fine farm he had inherited, by developing a weakness for gambling.

Lord, you are going to have to take care of us. I cannot do it.

She waited for a feeling of security and faith to fill her heart, but it did not come. Instead, her mind ran around again like a small rodent searching for food. Fifty-three dollars and ninety-two cents. Adam needed shoes and so did she. How would she pay the five hundred dollars’ rent on their home? What if their horse needed the vet? Or her cow? How would she pay for propane to heat the house? How would she pay for kerosene to light their nights?

“You are young and a hard worker.” Missy Bylar smiled and patted Hope’s hand. “You will soon find someone else.”

Hope flushed at Missy’s words. Titus had been in the ground less than an hour and this woman was talking about finding someone else? As though Titus were some sort of pet dog she needed to replace? She bowed her head, unable to speak without making a sharp retort. Missy, her duty to speak to the grieving widow accomplished, excused herself and went to fill her plate with funeral food.

Hope didn’t care much for Missy. The woman always seemed so self-satisfied with her wealthy husband, huge, comfortable house, and her six children, whom she cared for with the frequent help of two hired girls from their church.

It was rumored that Missy and her husband even kept an Englisch driver on retainer to take them wherever they wanted to go whenever they wanted to go there. The only time she ever saw them in a buggy these days was when Hans drove the family to church.

Missy’s husband had inherited a thriving Amish furniture store and managed it well. With the massive influx of Englisch tourists into Holmes County in recent years, they had become quite prosperous.

Hope tried to be charitable, but she wondered if Missy would be quite as cheery if all she had in her underwear drawer was fifty-three dollars and ninety-two cents.

The table spread in the front room had a generous supply of casseroles, noodle dishes, and cooked meats and vegetables. The people carried on a low conversational buzz that to Hope’s anguished ears sounded a great deal like the buzz of flies. Every now and then, the buzz was punctuated with a laugh.

How could they laugh when her world had fallen apart?

An elderly Englisch woman took the empty seat that Missy had vacated. Hope knew her slightly. She was Elizabeth Conners, the grandmother of the Englisch nurse that Levi, her first cousin, had regrettably left the church in order to marry.

“It’s a lovely day for a funeral, don’t you think?” Elizabeth said.

A lovely day for a funeral? What an odd thing for the old woman to say, even if she was Englisch and probably didn’t know any better.

“The day we buried my husband was so rainy.” Elizabeth seemed to be completely at ease chatting with her. “It was lightning and thundering, which matched the climate of my heart, but it made it awfully hard on the people who went with me to the cemetery.” The old woman patted her hand. “You’ll have to forgive everyone for talking and eating and laughing as though they are at a picnic. It is not their hearts that are breaking. If you’ll notice, it’s only the younger ones, who haven’t yet experienced grief, who laugh. Those of us who have been in your shoes know better. How are you doing, dear?”

“I wanted him to return that crazy bull that killed him,” Hope exclaimed. “But he refused.”

Her words burst out so suddenly that even she was surprised. It was the first time she had said a disloyal word about Titus out loud. She glanced sideways at Elizabeth to see if she was shocked.

“Of course you were wiser about the danger than him,” Elizabeth said. “Young women are almost always smarter about such things than young husbands.”

It was comforting to have someone agree with her.

“I’ve actually given the subject some thought,” Elizabeth continued. “I think perhaps healthy young men tend to feel immortal because they are so very physically strong. They do not know how quickly one can become helpless and vulnerable. It makes them act a little foolishly sometimes.”

This made a bit of sense to Hope—at least, it made more sense to her than some of the platitudes quoted to her so far.

“If I were you,” Elizabeth said, “I believe I might be wanting to give that young man of yours a good talking-to right about now, except for the inconvenient fact that he can no longer hear you. He has gone on to glory, leaving you to muck about here on earth without him. My guess is, you might be in need of a little help right now.” Elizabeth reached into the pocket of her dress and brought out two bills and pressed them into Hope’s hand. “For the children.”

“I cannot take this,” Hope said.

“It’s a gift, dear.” Elizabeth said. “From one widow to another. And if you ever feel like you need to have a good cry, come to my home and talk to me. I’m Englisch . . . and I don’t count.”

“There you are, Grandma!” Grace, her cousin Levi’s Englisch wife, walked in. “Are you ready to leave?”

Grace had worn a simple, long dress to the funeral, and Hope appreciated her cousin-in-law’s small sacrifice. The gossips said that Levi’s wife was reputed to practically live in jeans and it was also reported that Levi strongly disapproved. Watching those two strong-headed people who came from such different lives try to keep a marriage together had provided a great deal of entertainment for the local Amish community. Many felt sorry for her aunt Claire, who was Levi’s mother. Daughters-in-law were hard enough, but an Amish woman with an Englisch daughter-in-law was to be pitied.

“I’m ready.” Elizabeth stood. “I’ve said what I wanted to say.”

Grace held Lizzie, her baby girl, in her arms. Lizzie was about a year old. She had curly blond hair, and was sound asleep in the crook of Grace’s arm, dressed in a darling pink dress. Hope liked Grace, but most of her people were surprised that Levi’s marriage to the former Englisch military nurse had survived at all.

Grace bent over and whispered, “How far along are you?”

Hope was startled. Even her own mother did not yet know of her pregnancy. “Barely two months.”

“Claire and I will be opening our home birthing clinic in another week. You can be our first client if you want.”

“You and Aunt Claire are working together?”

“Yes, in Elizabeth’s old house.”

This information was so startling that it almost knocked all other thoughts out of her head. Grace smiled at her surprise. “You should come see us.”

As the two women left, Hope opened her hand and saw that she was holding two one-hundred-dollar bills. She doubted that Elizabeth could afford this gesture, but she was grateful as she stuffed the money deep into the pocket of her dress.

Her mother put a gentle hand on her shoulder. “You must come and feed yourself.”

“I am not hungry,” Hope confessed. “I cannot swallow a bite.”

“You don’t have a choice.” Her mother’s voice, usually so kind, had a barb to it. “You are a mother. You will chew, swallow, and smile at your children while you do so. You must reassure them that even though they have lost a father, they have not lost a mother.”

The tone of her mother’s voice felt like a slap, but her words were wise, and Hope knew it. Her eyes filled with tears that she wiped away as she rose to try to find something she could keep down.

“You are right, Maam,” she said, with respect. “I will be strong for my children.”



chapter THREE


“So, what do you think?” Marla laid her hand on a cunningly crafted computer desk.

What he thought was that it seemed strange to find Amish-built furniture designed for TVs and computer desks. From what he understood, the Amish did not allow televisions or computers in their homes. How could they justify creating so much well-designed furniture for items that were forbidden?

Since Marla was going to be making such a large purchase, the furniture store owner went out of his way to show them around. To prove that his furniture was, indeed, completely Amish-made, the owner took them to the workshop in the back where bearded Amish men created the lovely pieces he sold.

Logan watched these somber craftsmen concentrating on their work, and he felt a small kinship. He put that much thought and intensity into his craft as well, making sure that every plot point dovetailed perfectly into the next. He always polished each manuscript until it shone—except, perhaps, for those last two.

It had been a bad year.

Off in a corner, however, was a young Amish man working on something different than the others. In front of him was a massive, old-fashioned chifforobe that he was polishing with a soft rag. Logan knew the instant Marla saw it because of her quick intake of breath.

“I have to have that!” she whispered.

The chifforobe was hand-polished cherry with carvings on the outside and multiple drawers of varying sizes within.

It was amusing to watch her try to talk to the creator of the piece. The young man mumbled monosyllabic answers and stared at the floor. Marla did not seem to realize that every man in that room was trying to avoid looking at her.

The short skirt, formfitting blouse, and four-inch heels were not the sort of outfit these men were used to. Marla was partial to bright red lipstick. With her pale skin and expertly made-up pale blue eyes, she would not soon be forgotten by these furniture makers.

The older men studiously stared at whatever piece they were working on. The younger men stole quick, surreptitious glances. One teenager stared openly at her, his mouth hanging slightly open. An older man quietly smacked the boy on the head, causing the boy to avert his eyes and reapply himself to his work. Logan could hear the collective sigh of relief when he and Marla left the workshop.

An hour later she had concluded her business with the owner and they drove around Holmes County to see the sights.

“Rolling farmland, lots of cows, horses and buggies,” she said. “It’s beautiful, and quaint, but I think I’d go nuts from sheer boredom after a while. I’m looking forward to going home.”

“What?” he pretended to be surprised. “You don’t like fresh air, rolling hills, and German cuisine?”

“I like the smell of New York,” she said. “I like concrete. What on earth do people do here? I’d go stark raving mad inside of a month.”

“You’d make Amish girlfriends. You’d learn to quilt and milk and raise vegetables.” He couldn’t help teasing her. Marla was a city girl through and through.

They were on their way to Holmes County Pottery, where Marla planned to purchase several hand-thrown pots her firm’s client had requested, when Logan accidentally took the wrong fork in the road.

“Holmes County Pottery is the other way,” Marla said, glancing at the map she had lying on her lap. “You took the right turn instead of the left back there.”

“Sorry,” he said. “I must have been daydreaming. For some reason I thought I was supposed to go down this road. I’ll turn around as soon as I find a good spot.”

One mile later, he had not only found a place to turn; he’d seen a house that looked so familiar, a small shock went through his body. A two-story farmhouse sitting atop a hill. It was plain, square, and white, but even though it was late fall, he had a vision of pink roses growing up one side. A grape arbor with two benches stood near, covered with denuded grapevines. The yard had a white fence that set it off from the surrounding pasture. A long lane wound up to the house with its large front porch. What appeared to be a small fruit orchard grew on one side.

It was not that special, at least not in Amish country, but he could not take his eyes off the place.

“Watch out!” Marla cried.

He jerked the car back onto the road, narrowly missing the ditch.

“What’s wrong with you?” Her voice was shaking. “Have you been drinking again?”

He slowed to a crawl so that he could look without putting their lives at risk. “It’s that house.”

“What about it?”

“It seems strangely familiar. And no, I haven’t been drinking.”

“I thought you said you’d never been to Ohio.”

“I haven’t.”

He drove past it slowly. One field over was another square, sturdy-looking house with a For Sale sign on it. He pulled into the driveway and sat looking at it. It, too, felt familiar. This made no sense. What was it about these two houses that made him wish he could go knock on the door?

There was nothing special about either of the houses, but even the lay of the land had a profound emotional effect on him.

At that moment, a middle-aged woman dressed in bib overalls and dirty Crocs came walking up the driveway and motioned for him to roll down his window, which he did.

“Can I help you people?” the woman asked.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “We were just looking for a place to turn around and I stopped for a second to admire the house.”

“It’s a nice old home.” She brushed some straw off her bibs. “I’m Verla Grayson, the Realtor in charge of this place. Sorry if I look like something the cat drug in, I was helping my husband birth a calf down at our place and just walked up to check on things. If you want to look around, I have some free time and a key.”

He glanced at Marla, who had a bemused expression on her face. She was not used to seeing Realtors dressed in bib overalls.

“Do you mind going in?” he asked her.

“I don’t see the point.” Marla checked her watch. “But we do have some time left before the pottery store closes.”

He was grateful. Marla could be quite gracious when she tried, but he already knew that the Realtor would be a highlight of Marla’s next luncheon with her girlfriends. She was not a cruel person, but she loved to make people laugh, and was probably already figuring out exactly how she would tell this story for its greatest effect. He was fairly certain the whiff of cow manure emanating from Verla would figure prominently in the recital.

“So, are you two kids in the market for a house?” Verla dug a key out of the side pocket of her bibs.

Logan wondered what he should say. That the house had practically called his name from the road? That he felt like he had a connection to it even though he’d never set foot in Ohio before? It sounded too weird, even to him, who made a living by making up stories.

“Up until a few minutes ago, I had no idea we were looking for a house,” Marla said. “But I guess I was wrong.”

He stood on the front porch gazing around while Verla unlocked the door. The familiarity of everything was striking. He felt as though he had spent time right here on this porch. Except he hadn’t. There was no way he could have.

“Oh, come look, dear,” Marla called. “A huge kitchen. I would be able to do all my cooking and canning in here.”

“Of course.”

There wasn’t a whole lot else he could say. Marla did not cook, and she didn’t have the faintest idea how to can. Her expertise with their coffeemaker and microwave was as far as it went. If a man wanted to be with Marla, he needed to be prepared to spend lots of time in restaurants.

He felt mildly dizzy from the strange familiarity of the house and grasped the railing tightly as he followed the women up the stairs.

“Five bedrooms!” Marla exclaimed, still playing the happy homemaker. “Just think, Logan, each of our children can have a room to themselves and one left over for a nursery.”

Verla beamed. “You have three children and you’re expecting?”

Marla smiled modestly and laid a hand on her flat stomach. “I’m due in seven months.”

Logan didn’t know whether he wanted to laugh or shake her. When Marla got in a certain mood, she sometimes didn’t know when to stop.

He followed the two women into one of the upstairs bedrooms. Verla, encouraged by what she interpreted as Marla’s enthusiasm, became quite excited.

“Just look at this view!” she crowed, waving a hand with as much pride as if she’d created the countryside all by herself.

He looked, and was dumbfounded. This view, too, felt familiar. Very familiar. From here, he could see the other house that had made him nearly swerve off the road.

The feeling of déjà vu was so strong, it was nearly overwhelming. It made him wonder if he needed to talk to a psychiatrist when they got back to New York.

The rooms were empty of furniture, but one felt more familiar than any of the others—the smallest bedroom. He could have sworn that he had stared at that particular water stain on the high ceiling before.

The been-here-before feeling was not at all unpleasant. In fact, it was the exact opposite. He felt a peace here that he had not experienced in a very long time. He gave a huge, involuntary sigh as he felt the perpetual knot in his stomach relax. Perhaps his writer’s muse was trying to tell him something.

“This would be a wonderful place to write,” he said, wistfully.

At this, Verla turned her sales pitch up a notch. “Property in Holmes County just keeps climbing. Everyone wants to move here. With a few improvements, you could probably resell this place in a couple years at a nice profit, especially with the two hundred prime acres that come with it.”

“How much?” he asked.

Marla shot him a surprised look.

Verla named a price. He did some quick calculations. He could afford it if he cashed in some stocks.

Of course, he wasn’t serious about buying it. Not really. And yet the idea of living here did hold a certain attraction. “Would you like to own a house in the country, Marla?”

She smiled. “You’re joking, right?”

“Not entirely.”

“We need to talk,” Marla said to the Realtor. “Could you give us a minute alone, please?”

“Of course.” Verla left the small room, closing the door behind her.

“Have you lost your mind?” Marla asked. “This place doesn’t even have electricity! It is a million miles from anywhere!”

She was absolutely right.

“I know.” He shook off the longing to possess the house. “The idea is ridiculous. It’s just that I’m in such a slump and for a moment there—just for a moment—I had this crazy thought that maybe this house could help me find my way out of it.”

•  •  •

Hope lay in bed, staring out the window. Her two children were coloring quietly on the quilt beside her. They were good children, made more so by her strange mood. Every now and then, Carrie looked at her with worry written on her little face.

“Momma’s okay,” Hope soothed. “Just tired. Go ahead and color.”

They weren’t used to seeing her lying abed in her nightgown this late in the morning. They were used to her being up, the cow milked, and breakfast on the table. Sometimes she would have already put a line of clothes out to dry before they awoke.

“Mommy?” Carrie said. “Daisy-cow is crying.”

“I know.”

The truth was, she had been trying to ignore the sound of their old cow bawling for the past half hour. She simply couldn’t face getting up, getting dressed, and going out to milk her.

“Mommy,” Adam echoed his big sister, tugging at her sleeve. “Daisy . . .”

She pushed his little hand away. “Nah schtopes! Stop it!”

He recoiled and looked at her with startled eyes. His lower lip trembled and he crawled off the bed and ran into the kitchen. She could hear him sobbing and she hated herself for her momentary show of impatience.

With Adam crying and Carrie looking like she was about to start, plus her cow bawling to be milked, all she wanted was to give up. She wasn’t ill, she was just so tired! Tears welled up in her own eyes. All she could think about was Titus and how desperately she missed him. The anger at him that had gotten her through the first days after his death had leaked away, leaving her as lifeless and limp as a busted balloon.

And then God sent an angel.

She heard the front door open and a familiar voice comforting Adam in the kitchen, then . . .

“Vas ist letz? What is wrong in this house?” Claire burst into Hope’s bedroom with Adam in her arms, his face buried in her shoulder, and his shoulders shaking as he sobbed.

“Musht hilve? Do you need help? I bring an apple pie over, and find this baby upset, your cow in pain, and you still in bed.”

“I didn’t hear your buggy,” Hope said.

“No wonder, with all the racket inside and out. Are you ill?”

“No.”

“Then you are giving in to your grief. That will never do. You’re stronger than this.” Her aunt’s gaze was sympathetic but her voice was no-nonsense. “You cannot let yourself give in to it. You know that, right?”

“I’m tired.”

“I don’t care.” Claire’s voice cracked like a buggy whip over her head. “You may not stay in bed, no matter how bad your heart aches. You must get up. You must take care of your home. A mother must care for her children. It is the only way. You do not have a choice. You may not give into this. Get out of that bed right this instant!”

A strangled moan came from the barn. Daisy was in real pain.

“And to let a poor animal suffer like that!” Claire clucked her tongue. “That is not like you. I will go tend to Daisy. You get dressed. Do you hear me?”

“Ja.” Hope glanced away, thoroughly ashamed of herself. “I hear.”

Claire sat Adam on the bed and held out her arms to comfort Carrie, who flew into them. The little girl’s arms clung tightly to her great-aunt’s neck as they left the room together.

“I’m sorry, Adam.” Hope gathered him to her. He stopped crying the minute she started to rock him in her arms. With Claire milking Daisy in the barn, the cow stopped bawling, too.

Hope, however, was still in pain, trying to absorb the full sting of her aunt’s anger, and yet who better to pass judgment? Claire had also been widowed. She had somehow risen above her grief and begun making a living as a midwife for her family. Now she was known far and wide for her skill. No Amish or Mennonite woman in the Mt. Hope area wanted to give birth without Claire at their side. If anyone had earned the right to criticize a woman lying abed from grief, it was Aunt Claire.

Hope obeyed her aunt. She rose and got dressed.

A half hour later, Claire came into the house and Hope heard her straining the milk. Then she heard her open and close the refrigerator, putting the fresh milk inside. A few seconds later she heard her washing out the milk pail and answering Carrie’s chatty questions. Hope finished pinning her hair up, positioned her prayer Kapp on her head, and went out to face her.

“Are you feeling better?” Claire asked as Hope entered the kitchen.

“Ja.”

“Good!” Her aunt nodded approvingly and began slicing the pie she had brought. “Then perhaps you have an appetite?”

It was healing to have her aunt fuss over her. The pie was delicious.

“What are your plans for the day?” Claire asked.

“Plans?”

“Before I leave here, I want to know that you have plans to do something besides go back to bed. Maybe something you and the children could enjoy together?”

“Like what?” Hope couldn’t think of one thing she wanted to do.

Claire paused in washing dishes and gave the question some thought. “It would probably do you good to get out of the house and into the sunshine. It’s a lovely fall day. Perhaps a picnic?”

“A picnic.” Hope felt no enthusiasm.

Claire dried her hands, cupped Hope’s face in her palms, and looked deeply into her niece’s eyes. “A picnic with your sweet kinner who are also grieving. You are strong. You can do this, ja?”

“Ja.”

Claire left after helping her gather together a few sandwiches and a thermos of cold milk. Hope grabbed a sweater, dressed the children in warmer clothes, hitched her horse to her buggy and loaded them in.

She would be strong for her children.

“Where do you want to go for our picnic?” she asked.

“Can we go play on the swing you had when you were a little girl?” Carrie asked.

The swing had hung from a sturdy, giant oak tree at her childhood home for as long as Hope could remember. Their family no longer possessed the old home where five generations of her family had lived, but it had come back on the market recently and Verla had told her it would be okay for them to visit while it was unoccupied.

It was also the last place Titus had taken them on a family outing, only days before his death.

Undecided, she held the reins of Copy Cat, the strong-willed horse with which Claire had recently gifted her.

“Please, Mommy?”

It was barely two weeks ago that the four of them were there. Titus had played with the children and made her laugh. She had told the children stories about growing up on the farm. How happy they had been together!

It would be painful to go back there so soon, remembering the family day they had enjoyed, but then, everything was painful these days. She turned Copy Cat’s head toward the house her mother and father had once owned. The horse kept up a brisk trot in the early-November weather. The fresh air and sunshine did feel good. She felt her heart gaining courage as she made this small journey with her children.

No one would ever catch her lying abed and feeling sorry for herself again.



chapter FOUR


Logan could not get the Amish house out of his head. It was so much on his mind, he even brought it up during his business lunch.

“I don’t get it.” His agent, Harry Drummond, dabbed at his mouth with a napkin. “If all you want is a country retreat, there are plenty of farmhouses closer than Ohio.”

“True.” Logan drained his wineglass and refilled it from the bottle he’d ordered. “But this place felt . . . right.”

“You actually think living there might help you write?” Harry was a small, wiry man with penetrating gray eyes that were famous for seeing through authors’ excuses.

“I don’t know,” Logan said, “but it’s worth a shot. I haven’t been able to compose a decent paragraph in weeks.”

“Then by all means buy it.”

“Seriously?”

Harry leaned back and studied him. “Seriously.”

“Why are you saying that?” Logan asked. “Even I don’t think it’s a good idea, and I’m the one who wants to live there . . . at least part of the time.”

“I have some news that might impact your decision.” Harry quietly dropped a bomb. “Your publisher is debating whether to extend another contract to you.”

Logan was flabbergasted. “I’m a bestseller . . .”

“Not anymore.” The agent took a sip of water, the only beverage Logan had ever seen him drink. “Your last two are not earning out your advances. In this economy, even a large publisher can’t afford to take a hit like that for long. If this next one is no better than the last two, I’m afraid you’re going to find yourself writing advertising copy in a cubicle.”

Harry’s voice was quiet, but his words were so harsh, it felt like he was shouting.

“I’ve known you for a long time, Logan,” Harry continued. “I helped you build a career. I watched you bury your grief over your wife’s death beneath a layer of well-written books. You’ve been a writing machine, and an excellent one, but from what I can see, the writing machine is broken. You’re burned out. I’m now watching a good writer bury himself in a bottle.”

Fear clutched at Logan’s heart. “I’m not an alcoholic.”

“Maybe not.” Harry glanced at the nearly empty wine bottle sitting between them. “But I’m convinced you’re halfway there.”

It was true, and Logan knew it.

“Here’s a thought.” Harry carefully folded his napkin and laid it on the table. “The brain is a lot like a computer. Sometimes it needs to reboot. I’m thinking that this longing you’ve developed for the Amish farmhouse might be your mind crying out for a rest. I find it interesting that you would be so drawn to a place where you won’t have easy access to electricity or the internet.”

Harry had a point. The feeling of peace that had overtaken him in that house was profound. Was it nothing more than his mind begging for rest?

“I suggest that you buy the place. Take a couple months completely off. Don’t touch your computer. Read other people’s books. Old books. Take some time to regroup.”

Harry rose from the table. Lunch was apparently over, the meeting adjourned. His agent was a busy man.

“What about my deadline?”

“I’ll talk them into pushing it back.” Harry pulled a sizable tip from his billfold and tossed it on the table. “Who knows? If this works out for you, I might send my other stressed-out clients over there. Perhaps I’ll take a sabbatical and visit you.”

“You have New York City in your veins.” Logan smiled. “You would hate it in Holmes County.”

“I don’t know about that.” Harry did not smile in return. “I get tired of the rat race, too. Going completely off the grid for a while sounds pretty good to me. Give it a try. Let me know how it goes. And it would be wise to get yourself dried out while you’re at it.”

As Logan watched the dapper little man walk away, he felt a sense of desperation. Harry was a polite, mild-mannered man, but he was not a friend to his clients. He could make or break a career, and he did not bother with authors who did not produce. A quietly spoken suggestion from Harry was as good as an ultimatum.
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