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To Rae of Sunshine, always remembered, never forgotten.




GLOSSARY*

ach: oh

aenti: aunt

appeditlich: delicious

bann: a temporary period of excommunication intended to cause a change of heart and end errant behavior in a church member

bedauerlich: sad

boppli/bopli/ boplin: baby, babies

brot: bread

bruder: brother

bruders: brothers

bruderskinner: nieces/nephews

bu: boy

buwe: boys

daadi: grandfather

daadi haus/dawdy haus: a small house built onto or near the main house for grandparents to live in

danki: thank you

dat/daed: dad, father

Deutsch/Deitsch: Dutch

dochder: daughter

dochdern: daughters

Dummle!: hurry!

Englisch/English/Englisher: English: non-Amish person

eck: married couple’s corner table at their wedding reception

Fehla: sin

fraa: wife

freind: friend

freinden: friends

froh: happy

gegisch: silly

gern/gaern gschehne: you’re welcome

Gmay: church district

Gott: God

groossdaadi/grossdaadi: grandpa

groossmammi/grossmammi: grandma

Gude/guder mariye: Good morning

gut: good

Gut nach/gut natcht: Good night

haus: house

hund: dog

Ich liebe dich: I love you

jah: yes

kaffi: coffee

kapp: prayer covering or cap

kichli/kuche/kichlin: cookie, cookies

kinner: children

kitzn: cat

krank: ill

kuche: cake

kuchen: cakes

kumm: come

leib/liewe: love, a term of endearment

maed: young women, girls

maedel: young woman

mamm/mudder: mom, mother

mammi: grandmother

mann: husband

mei: my

Meidung: avoidance, shunning

millich: milk

naerfich: nervous

narrisch: crazy

nee: no

onkel: uncle

Ordnung: written and unwritten rules in an Amish district

rumspringa/rumschpringe: period of running around when a young person turns sixteen

schee: pretty

schmaert: smart

schtupp: family room

schweschder: sister

schweschdere: sisters

sohn/suh: son

Was iss letz?: What’s wrong?

Wie bischt?: How are you?

Wie geht’s: How do you do? or Good day!

wunderbaar: wonderful

ya: yes

*The German dialect spoken by the Amish is not a written language and varies depending on the location and origin of the settlement. These spellings are approximations. Most Amish children learn English after they start school. They also learn high German, which is used in the Sunday services.




CHAPTER 1

Ruth Beiler stepped out of the red Buick Enclave she’d rented at the airport and pressed her feet on the dewy grass that twinkled in the early-morning light. Her brown loafers sank into the lush green yard where she’d spent her childhood. Memories of wonderful times flooded her mind—playing in the sprinkler with Esther on hot summer days, hosting Sunday singings, collecting eggs, planting a garden, and hanging clothes on the line, only to argue about who would take them down later.

Ruth had missed her family, especially her sister. Esther and Amos had lived in their family home for two years now, since their parents relocated to the daadi haus on the north end of the property. The house had been in the Stoltzfus family for four generations.

Coming back to Lancaster County, even after five years, still fueled the grief Ruth carried around like a cement backpack, an unwanted accessory that would forever be a part of who she was now. Losing a child did that to a person.

She stood in the grass, feet rooted to the ground, as she scanned her surroundings. The barn sported a fresh coat of red paint. The chicken coop had been overhauled with new wiring, and there was a wooden house with a ramp inside. Several hens pushed for space to crane their necks out to squawk a disgruntled welcome.

The white farmhouse looked exactly the same. The porch was painted a light gray, and two white rockers rested beside each other with a small table in between. Green blinds in the windows were drawn halfway. The flowerbeds were in full bloom with begonias, lilies, freesia, and daffodils—their mother’s favorite.

Ruth breathed in the familiar scent of the flowers mingled with freshly cut hay and manure. Altogether, the smells of springtime created an aroma Ruth had found herself trying to remember at her new home in Florida.

Like a mirror cracking before her eyes, the pleasant memories broke and fell in pieces, giving way to the dark part of her mind where the pain was still fresh. The sirens, the bright lights on the cars spinning red and blue, and the police marching up the porch steps.

She and Gideon were having supper with Esther and Amos when they received the news that Grace had been killed. Their only child. Beautiful, ten-year-old Grace was riding in a buggy with Mae Beiler, Ruth’s mother-in-law, when she was killed along with her grandmother. Onlookers said a fire alarm sounded nearby, and Mae’s horse got spooked and darted into traffic on Lincoln Highway.

Ruth squeezed her eyelids closed as the images of that night resurfaced, causing tears to fill her eyes. For the week she would be here, she’d promised herself she would try to focus on happy memories and not let her grief overshadow this time with her sister and other family members who were coming from out of state for the reunion.

She opened her eyes, took a deep breath, and pictured two little girls playing in the sprinkler not ten feet from where she was standing. It was a technique she learned from her support group, to quickly replace the bad memory with a good one. Ruth would need to practice a lot to get through this week.

In Florida she was able to compartmentalize and keep the sadness out of sight and out of mind, even if only for a while. That might prove to be a difficult task here, where the good and bad memories collided. She hoped that by coming for a visit, she would return filled with an abundance of new memories to offset the bad.

Staying with her sister’s family would be better than staying at the house she and Gideon had abandoned when they left the Old Order Amish community, each hauling a grief that divided them as they went their separate ways.

Gideon lived in Ohio now. He’d relocated near cousins there after running away, the same way Ruth had when she reconnected with distant relatives in Florida. She hadn’t seen him since then. They talked on the phone several times and exchanged a few letters the first year, but the communication was too painful. The phone calls and letters slowly stopped.

She’d heard from Gideon for the first time a few weeks ago. He asked if she would mind him coming for the reunion, and she told him that was fine. He was still her husband, and this was his family, too, so the reunion would give them a chance to see family again and get the house ready to sell. Gideon said he’d been mailing checks to a local teenager to keep up with the yard, and Ruth told him Esther went inside occasionally to check for mice or vandals. She knew going in the house was painful for her sister, too, and Ruth appreciated her sister’s kindness. Esther had even covered the furniture with sheets and given everything a good wipe down once a month. The call with Gideon was awkward, businesslike, and Ruth wondered if he had moved on. Perhaps he was even dating.

Ruth and Gideon were shunned when they left each other and the community. Even though her communication with Gideon had ceased, Ruth continued to correspond with her loved ones, mostly her sister, mother, and father-in-law. Her mother said the bishop was aware but wasn’t making a fuss about it.

Bishop Lapp had further extended his grace by allowing Ruth to come home. Most likely her family hoped she was here to stay—if the bishop would even allow it. She’d already prepared for the onslaught of reasons they would offer for her to return to the life she’d loved and left. But no amount of best-intended coaxing would ever lure Ruth back to this place permanently. Everything she once found so beautiful was now tarnished.

She jumped when the screen door opened and a young girl bounced down the porch steps and skipped barefoot across the yard. The child wore a light-blue dress, and a few strands of curly blonde hair were flying around the sides of her kapp. At Esther’s insistence, Ruth had arrived before anyone else, so this bundle of energy must be Esther and Amos’s daughter, Becky. My niece. She was carrying a bundle of daisies wrapped in paper towels and stopped in front of Ruth, smiling. Ruth had never seen the little girl before. She was as beautiful as her mother had been at that age, and she even had the same dimples as Esther.

“You are mei aenti Ruth.” Becky bounced up on her toes as she offered the flowers.

Squatting down to the child’s level, Ruth accepted them. “Ya, I am. Danki for these.” She was surprised how easily the dialect rolled off her tongue. She hadn’t used it in years. Pennsylvania Deitsch was the first language an Amish child learned. They didn’t usually learn English until they started school, but Esther had told Ruth she wanted Becky to get a jump on it before school started in the fall. Esther didn’t take to English very well her first year, so she might be worried Becky would have trouble with it too.

A squeal came from the porch before Ruth’s sister rushed down the stairs and across the yard. She flung her arms around Ruth and kissed her on the cheek.

“I’ve missed you so much.” Esther squeezed her so hard she almost couldn’t breathe. “I made all of your favorites for dinner.” She eased out of the hug and locked eyes with Ruth. “You look so pretty.”

Ruth’s younger sister had never seen her in English clothes or wearing a small amount of makeup. Ruth had kept her dark hair long over the years and it was pulled into a ponytail. She’d chosen jeans and a long sleeve tan blouse for today, out of respect for her family. It was hot enough in Florida, and here, to wear shorts, but it was frowned upon by the Amish to expose that much of yourself.

As they crossed the yard, Ruth glanced over at the swing hanging from the large oak tree. How many times had she pushed Grace in that swing when they’d come to visit her parents?

She thought again about the house Gideon built for them, the one they moved into after they’d been married about a year, the house they raised Grace in for ten years.

Gideon left the community about two months after Ruth, leaving most of their belongings behind. Even though they agreed to go through everything together this week, Ruth feared that part of this trip. Would seeing everything again set back the progress she’d made? She was equally fearful about seeing Gideon for the first time in all these years. Her stomach churned every time she thought about it. Would he look the same? Would he act the same? Had he shaved his beard? An endless list of questions ran through her mind when it came to Gideon.

In hindsight Ruth knew his pain was probably worse than her own. He’d lost his only child and his mother. Ruth had loved Mae, too, but she was Gideon’s mother. At the time, Ruth couldn’t see past her own grief, and she had no sympathy to give anyone else, not even her husband. Her support group in Florida for grieving parents had helped a lot, but it took her a while to feel strong enough to talk about losing Grace. Again she worried if this trip was a mistake. She prayed that being here would help her to continue healing.

As Ruth crossed over the threshold, the wonderful smells of home wafted up her nostrils—freshly baked bread and something simmering on the stove. Maybe it was Esther’s special beef stew. Her sister had mentioned preparing Ruth’s favorites for dinner, the noon meal. Ruth had grown used to dinner being the nighttime meal in the English world, but here, dinner meant lunch.

Amos greeted her with a hug in the living room. “So glad to have you home.”

She forced a smile as she eased out of his arms. “It’s gut to be here.” Her brother-in-law was a wonderful man, a good husband to Esther, and a great father.

Esther motioned around the living room. “What do you think of our new furniture? Mamm was attached to their couch, and can you imagine Daed not having his recliner? They left almost everything else when they moved to the daadi haus, but they wanted those two pieces.” Esther smiled.

Ruth didn’t think her sister had aged a day since she’d been gone, but there was a maturity that showed in her expressions. Motherhood. Ruth had worried things might be awkward after not seeing everyone for so long, but Esther carried on in the same upbeat manner as always.

“I love it.” The beige couch had large cushion backs with a dropdown table in the middle. The new recliner was a dark shade of tan and beautifully complemented the multicolored rug with its shades of brown. The coffee table had a glass top and a vase filled with daisies in the middle. Glancing around, Ruth noticed a calendar hanging on the wall, as well as a framed picture of a lovely landscape that looked like it could have been taken right out the back door. There was also a beautiful clock on the mantel and figurines of angels on either side of it.

“I know what you’re thinking.” Esther sighed as she blew a strand of hair away from her face. “It’s a bit fancy.”

That was what Ruth was thinking. “It’s lovely. What did Mamm say?”

“That it was a bit fancy.” Esther chuckled.

Laughter. If the walls in the house could talk, they’d tell of wonderful times filled with cheerfulness. Those were the memories she wanted to take back with her.

“When will Mamm and Daed be here?” Ruth felt a tinge of disappointment that her parents hadn’t come to welcome her.

“They should be here any minute.” Esther looked at the clock, then frowned. “Where is Becky?”

Amos glanced around. “She was just here.” He shrugged. “Maybe she went outside.”

Esther shook her head. “I think she would live outside if we’d let her. She’s supposed to let us know if she’s going out to swing.” She nodded to her husband. “Will you find her and remind her not to just disappear?”

Ruth drew in a deep breath, recalling how much Grace had loved the outdoors. Ruth had looked forward to meeting her niece, but seeing the girl also brought on a surge of pain she should have expected. Memories of Grace at that age filled her mind.

After the screen door closed behind Amos, Esther drew closer to her sister and touched Ruth’s arm, her eyebrows knitting together. “Gideon is already here. I thought he wasn’t coming until tomorrow, but he stopped by this morning. He’s staying at his daed’s haus.”

Ruth’s heart pounded against her chest.

Esther smiled a little. “He looked good.”

Ruth put a hand to her chest and locked eyes with her sister. “I’m so nervous about seeing him. We’ve barely communicated over the last five years, and not at all in the last four. It’s hard enough for me to be here, Esther, and . . .” She paused when her voice cracked. “As much as I’ve missed my family, facing Gideon, our house”—she blinked back tears—“I thought I was ready, but now I’m not sure.”

“Ruth . . .” Esther spoke with tenderness in her voice. “You said you wanted this trip to help you heal. Let Gott do His work.”

Ruth blinked again, pushing back more tears that threatened to spill. “I’m scared,” she said, barely above a whisper.

Esther wrapped her arms around her and kissed her on the cheek again. “I know you are.” Her sister’s eyes were watery now too. “But fear blocks the voice of Gott. Listen to Him, and everything will be okay, ya?”

“I hope so.” Ruth forced a smile. “But I am so happy to see you, and I’m anxious to see Mamm and Daed.”

Esther’s expression sobered.

“What is it?” Ruth swallowed a knot in her throat. “Is it Mamm or Daed? Is one of them sick?”

Esther shook her head. “Nee, they’re fine. I would have told you in a letter or by phone if they were ill.” Her sister scratched her cheek and sighed. “I just remembered something Gideon said this morning, and I don’t want you to be caught off guard.”

Ruth held her breath, waiting, as she thought about things Gideon might say to catch her off guard. There were too many to list. They didn’t know anything about each other’s current lives. Would he tell her he wanted them to try again, to recapture the love they once cherished? Was he moving out of the country? Was he sick? Her mind was spinning ideas faster than Ruth could process them.

“He wanted to know what time you would be here.” Esther paused as she dropped her gaze. “He said he has some important papers he needs you to sign.”

Ruth couldn’t breathe. Hands might as well have been around her neck, choking the life out of her. “I should have seen this coming,” she said, her voice breaking. But she hadn’t, and the wind was knocked out of her, for sure.

“He must have divorce papers for me to sign.”




CHAPTER 2

Gideon sat across the table from his father as they ate the noon meal. They had said very little to each other following Gideon’s arrival yesterday.

John Beiler was fifty when Gideon left the community. Now he looked like a man in his early seventies, his dark hair an equal mixture of brown and gray, his beard the same blended hues. The lines of time feathered from the corners of his eyes, attaching themselves to a road map of deep crevices. His body was worn from decades of hard work, but mostly from the last few years of grief. He’d stopped attending worship service the day his wife and granddaughter were killed, his faith shattered.

Gideon understood the angry feelings and loss of faith. Temporarily, he carried ill will toward the Lord as well. But over time he was able to accept that his mother’s and child’s deaths were the will of God, which was what he’d grown up believing—that everything that happened was part of God’s plan, His will.

He hadn’t been in the English world long before he learned that trusting solely in God’s will was not universal. He’d met plenty of people grieving, and a lot of them had walked away from God. Gideon understood his father’s initial reaction to the tragedies they’d faced, but he thought his father would have eventually turned back to God.

“The meatloaf was gut,” Gideon said after he finished the last bite on his plate. His father nodded. Gideon wondered how often his father ate meals that came frozen in a box. It tasted better than Gideon would have thought, but maybe that was because it was heated slowly in the oven and not microwaved in a minute or two. He recalled the many home-cooked meals he’d had in this house over the years.

Gideon inquired about various cousins he hadn’t seen since Grace’s and his mother’s funerals.

His father shrugged. “I’m not sure how many are coming.” Narrowing bushy eyebrows and squinting at Gideon, his father stroked his beard. “Why are you here? You wrote that you weren’t coming. What made you change your mind?”

Gideon wiped his mouth with his napkin. He already knew his father had no plans to attend the family reunion. Even though it was for Ruth’s side of the family, Gideon’s parents had attended in the past.

“I missed everyone. And I need to take care of some loose ends here. You know . . . the house, stuff like that.” He also needed to face Ruth, to apologize for the way he’d acted in the months following the accident. He’d also met someone, a woman in Ohio, who he’d been out with a few times. Technically he and Ruth were still married, and they needed to address that fact. Ruth had been the love of his life, yet they’d destroyed each other after Grace’s death, each picking off chips of the other’s last bit of sanity. Instead of clinging together, they tore each other to shreds.

As he looked at his father, Gideon knew it would have been him if he’d stayed—a bitter, lonely man without faith. He had needed distance from this place to heal.

He wasn’t sure how long he’d been lost in thought when his father cleared his throat. “I take a nap this time of day.” The chair dragged against the wood floor as he pushed away from the table and stood. He shuffled across the room but turned back as he crossed the threshold into the living room. “I’m glad you’re here, sohn.” He didn’t wait for a response but continued toward his bedroom and closed the door behind him.

Gideon sighed as he stared at the wall. He sat there for a while before he stacked the dishes and carried them to the sink. He’d wash them when he got home from the cemetery. The delay wouldn’t bother his father. The house was a wreck, and dishes filled the sink when he first arrived.

He pulled his keys from his pocket and walked outside toward his white Chevy Silverado pickup truck. He’d joined a wonderful Christian church a few months after he moved, and he got a driver’s license and bought the truck a couple weeks later, after he saved enough money from working at the hardware store his cousins owned. He was blessed to have work shortly after he arrived. Staying busy helped him through his grief in the beginning, and he made a good life for himself in Ohio. But being back in Lancaster County filled him with a sense of regret about what could have been.

Gideon drove to a local florist and browsed the displays before he chose two arrangements, each a dozen yellow roses. He was thankful he didn’t know the young clerk who waited on him. He wasn’t in the mood for small talk. His first order of business would be the hardest. After he visited Grace and his mother, he would go to the house where he, Ruth, and Grace had lived and assess what needed to be done.

He parked at the cemetery next to the only other vehicle in the small dirt parking lot, a red SUV. Forcing the door open, he stepped onto the dirt, then gently closed the door. Taking deep breaths, he eyed the rows of plain headstones with no more than a name and date carved into the wood. They were all exactly the same, and Gideon allowed shame to latch on to him because he didn’t remember which row was Grace’s. That day had been a blur. He trudged forward.

He wouldn’t have brought flowers to a grave in his past life, but he’d been to several English funerals in Ohio, and there was an abundance of flowers at each one. It might not be the Amish way, but Grace and his mother had loved roses. They’d had several rose bushes when he was growing up and at the home he’s shared with Ruth and Grace.

In the distance, he saw a woman kneeling in front of a headstone. She wasn’t Amish. He could tell because she wasn’t wearing a head covering or a dress, but jeans and a tan shirt. Her face was buried in her hands as her shoulders shook.

Gideon shuffled forward, the roses dangling in one hand at his side. His chest tightened as he neared what he thought was Grace’s grave. When the woman turned around, wiped her eyes, and locked eyes with him, Gideon became caught in a magnetic field pushing and pulling him at the same time.

He fought the heaviness in his chest as he blinked at the woman. He took a few more slow steps, and as his wife’s eyes held his, he wanted to turn and run back to his truck. Or into her arms. He wasn’t sure. He stopped only a few feet from her, unprepared for this meeting. Gideon thought he’d at least have tonight to think about everything he wanted to say to her.

Dabbing at her eyes again, Ruth rushed to her feet, then moved quickly toward him.

“Ruth,” he whispered. “I-I can come back if . . .”

She shook her head, sniffling. Even with dark circles under her eyes and tearstained cheeks, Gideon thought she was the most beautiful woman on earth. Strands of her long dark hair flew below her ponytail as a strong breeze cut through the space between them.

She looked at the ground for a moment, then raised her head and gazed into his eyes, tipping her head slightly, like she might be trying to see through him, to read his thoughts. Gideon wondered if she would like what she saw. His journey was fraught with pitfalls, times when he’d lost his footing. What had her last five years been like?

Her eyes drifted to the roses at his side. “Grace’s favorite.” She blinked, then sniffled again before she locked eyes with him. “It’s good to see you.”

He took a deep breath. He’d made love to this woman, had a child with her, and loved her with all of his heart for so many years. But as he gazed at her now, he saw a stranger. A ghost from his past. He didn’t know anything about her, except that she lived in Florida. She didn’t know anything about him either.

“I-I’ve been here a while.” Ruth glanced back at Grace’s grave. There was a bouquet of yellow roses laid across the grass. “I can let you have some time with her.”

“No. Stay.” The words jumped from his mouth before he had time to think. He wouldn’t be able to hold back his tears much longer, and he hadn’t even been able to look directly at his daughter’s headstone yet. Did he want Ruth to see him this way?

Being alone seemed terrifying all of a sudden, though. As a tear trickled down his cheek, he placed one of the bouquets next to the flowers Ruth had left. Gideon knew Grace wasn’t there. She was in heaven. He wondered if she could see him. Did God give her glimpses of the lives that went on without her? Gideon hoped not. Grace would surely be disappointed in her parents.

“I miss you every single day of my life.” He squatted down and placed his hands on the grass where her body was laid to rest, recalling the images of his father, father-in-law, Amos, and two cousins lowering his beloved little girl into the ground. The tears came full force then, and even harder when Ruth knelt beside him and put an arm around him. She lay her head on his shoulder, weeping along with him. Then she tearfully reached for Gideon’s hand and began to recite the Lord’s Prayer.

There were things to be said, situations to handle . . . but right now, they were two parents praying over their daughter’s grave. Everything else could wait.

After a few moments of silence, they both stood. Gideon pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and dried his eyes, embarrassed that he was trembling and crying in front of Ruth.

He wanted to tell her how sorry he was that he’d failed her, that he was sorry he hadn’t had the strength to provide the emotional support she needed back then. Did he tell her that during one of their phone calls that first year they stayed in touch? Surely he did. But his thoughts were scrambled, and he still needed to do one more thing while he was here.

“Do you want to come with me?” He nodded four headstones to his left. His mother was buried on the other side of his grandparents.

“If that’s okay. I’ve already visited her grave, but I’d like to go with you.” They’d both stopped crying, and the soberness and silence were deafening. Too many thoughts and memories slammed around in his head. He walked alongside Ruth to his mother’s grave, determined not to cry again, but his best efforts failed him. Ruth reached for his hand, and together they knelt and prayed. She trembled right along with him as he placed the other dozen roses beside the arrangement Ruth must have left earlier.

“Even after five years, the pain feels fresh.” He stared at his mother’s grave for a few seconds before he stood and offered a hand to Ruth. Gideon wondered if this trip would undo all his hard work to control his grief. He supposed it never went away, but time and prayer had helped. Being back here, seeing Ruth, it was all painful and confusing.

“I hope you’re doing well in Florida.” He cleared his throat and thought about what a dumb and casual thing it was to say when there was clearly so much more they needed to talk about. But now probably wasn’t the right time for anything heavy.

Ruth nodded. “I am.” She smiled a little, and he caught her looking him up and down. She’d never seen him in blue jeans and a T-shirt before. “I guess you chose not to join another Amish community.” Waving a hand at her own attire, she said, “Obviously, neither did I.”

“It didn’t feel right, even if another district had accepted me, I . . .” He shrugged. “I had forsaken God. But I found Him at a non-denominational church.”

“That’s good.” She kept her eyes cast down as they inched back to their vehicles. “I found a church, too, but . . .” She lifted one shoulder, then dropped it. “It’s not the same.”

Gideon wondered what was going through Ruth’s mind. His own thoughts were all over the place. Why did they stop talking and writing letters? The cease in communication wasn’t abrupt. The phone calls and letters became less and less until they just no longer existed.

As they walked, they didn’t touch each other, didn’t hold hands like earlier. Each stride felt shaky and awkward, but only a few minutes ago, they’d shown the most intimate parts of themselves when they’d cried over their lost loved ones. Should he hug her before they left? He wished their first meeting hadn’t been a surprise for either of them, but maybe this was how it was meant to be. Perhaps God knew they would need each other for this visit to Grace’s and his mother’s final resting spots.

Gideon walked her to her car and opened the door for her. She got in and turned back to him. “Esther said you had some papers for me to sign.”

He nodded over his shoulder toward his truck. “Oh, yeah. I do. They’re actually in my backseat. Hang on. I’ll get them.”

Returning with a large white envelope, he handed it to her. “I’ll give you time to look these over and see if there is anything you want to change or don’t agree with.”

She took the envelope but avoided looking at him as she set it on the passenger seat by her purse. “Okay.”

Ruth started the car, but Gideon wasn’t ready for her to go. “I feel like we have some things to talk about.” At the very least, Gideon wanted to hear about her life, where she worked, if she was happy. On a more personal note, was she seeing anyone? Had she been with anyone else? He probably didn’t have a right to ask about that.

She glanced at him briefly, then looked at the white envelope to her right. “There’s probably nothing for us to talk about. I’ll get this back to you soon.”

Gideon’s jaw dropped. How could she say that? She clearly didn’t have an inkling of love left for him. And just the opposite was true for him. He still loved her, as much now as ever, which could be a problem for him and the woman he was dating back home, but Gideon was willing to work through it to have another chance with Ruth.

Reuniting hadn’t been on his mind prior to seeing her today, but he’d begun to ponder the possibility the moment he laid eyes on her. If she didn’t think they had anything to talk about, he’d take care of business here and head back to Ohio.

But then she started to cry again, and Gideon was more confused than ever.




CHAPTER 3

Ruth forced herself to stop crying. She’d known they couldn’t stay in limbo forever, but she hadn’t expected divorce papers on this trip.

She finally gazed into Gideon’s eyes. He was the only man she’d ever loved, and her chest tightened until she struggled to breathe. “Are you seeing someone?” she whispered.

“Ruthie . . .” Gideon took off his hat and pulled a handkerchief from his pocket, then dabbed at the sweat pooling on his forehead.

Ruth squeezed her eyes closed, wishing she hadn’t asked, and wishing he hadn’t called her Ruthie. He’d been the only one to ever call her that, and it made his hesitation to answer hurt even more.

“We haven’t communicated in over four years, not even a letter.” He paused as he put his hat back on. “Why are you even asking me that when you don’t think we have anything to talk about?”

Gideon had moved on. She could tell by his continued avoidance of the question. She looked at the white envelope. Why prolong the inevitable by hashing everything out? This trip was about reconnecting with her family and trying to capture moments of joy and focus on the good memories. Esther warned her about the papers so she wouldn’t be caught off guard. But she’d completely unraveled, and she’d done so in front of Gideon.

Ruth thought her heart might explode, and she wondered if Gideon could see it pounding against her chest. She had chosen not to date anyone, but it was wrong of her to assume Gideon hadn’t found someone to share his life with.

“I’ll look over the papers and get them back to you.” Her voice sounded small and fragile, even to herself. She always thought if she ever saw Gideon again she would portray herself as the strong woman she was before Grace’s accident.

“Ruthie . . .”

She squeezed her eyes closed again, then opened them wide as her chest tightened even more.

Gideon rubbed his forehead. “Does it even matter if I’m seeing someone else?”

Her husband still had a long dark beard. She’d noticed it when she first saw him. It had given her hope that he wasn’t pretending to be single. She wondered if he would shave it after they were divorced.

She wanted to tell him that it did matter, but this was all too much to process. Visiting Grace was hard enough. Seeing Gideon was a welcomed reunion at first. No matter how badly they treated each other after Grace and Mae died, there was a bond between them. Parents have an unbreakable connection, but also an understanding when bereaved. Facing divorce, something she didn’t even believe in, should have been on her radar, but couldn’t it have waited? He must be in love with someone else.

She said good-bye and closed her door, then backed out of the small parking area without looking back. She drove around for thirty minutes, long enough to stop crying.

Even though she and Gideon weren’t living a married life God would approve of, they were still married. She’d been asked out plenty of times in Florida, but she declined every invitation. She was married. But apparently being legally and spiritually bound hadn’t stopped Gideon from finding someone else. His evasive answer—Does it really matter?—seemed to confirm he was in love with another woman, thus the need for a divorce.

When she turned into Esther and Amos’s driveway, her heart sank. There were buggies everywhere. Ruth forgot Esther and her mother had a group of women coming today to work on wedding preparations for their childhood friends, Ben and Annie. Even though the wedding wasn’t until October, an Amish wedding was a big deal, and there was a lot to be done, just like weddings in the outside world. This was the last thing Ruth wanted to be around, but she was sure her sister and the other women already heard her pull in the driveway.

She shuffled toward the front door, which was open, and as she stepped across the threshold, the breeze at her back, she inhaled the smell of cookies baking. Her mother was the first to greet her with a hug. Ruth told her last night at supper that she would be visiting Grace today.

“I think everyone knows mei dochder, Ruth, ya?” Her mother waved an arm around the room.

Ruth forced herself to smile as she glanced at the women. In unison the ladies and girls—about twelve of them—flashed a smile as if on cue.

“It’s great to be here,” Ruth said, wishing she could get back in the car and head to the airport. But then she locked eyes with Esther, who wasn’t smiling. She knew Ruth well enough to know something was wrong.

After everyone settled back into a conversation about the wedding, Ruth sat quietly, her insides swirling with anxiety, her heart pumping faster than it should. Occasionally, the women brought her into the conversation and asked an opinion about the meal to be served or items the bride and groom might need to start their lives. Ruth had known Annie and Ben all her life, and she wanted to be happy about this wedding, but her own marriage was ending, and the chatter was becoming torturous. But didn’t my marriage end five years ago?

Every time the conversation shifted to anything about children, someone quickly redirected the topic. They didn’t want to say anything about Grace. Even last night with her parents, Esther, Amos, and Becky—her immediate family—no one mentioned Grace.

Ruth wanted to remind everyone that Grace had lived, been loved, and existed. It was worse for everyone to work so hard at avoiding any mention of her. People back in Florida didn’t know Grace. Friends and coworkers listened, commented, and were generally sympathetic when Ruth spoke about her only child. But this was Grace’s family and people who knew her well, the diary keepers of the short life she’d lived. These loved ones held the fond recollections and happy memories Ruth wanted to take home with her.

After what seemed like hours, Becky came bouncing down the stairs, her unmanageable blonde curls flying loose from her prayer covering, the way they’d done since Ruth arrived. Esther met her daughter at the stairs and whispered something in her ear. Becky walked directly to Ruth while the ladies continued talking.

Becky whispered in Ruth’s ear, “I collect the eggs in the mornings, but I didn’t this morning because there was a snake in front of the coop.” She glanced around and saw that no one was paying attention to her. “Will you come with me?” The child reached for Ruth’s hand.

Ruth glanced at Esther, who offered her a weak smile. This was surely Esther’s idea to save her, and Ruth was more than happy to oblige Becky’s request.

Her niece held her hand tightly all the way to the chicken coop, then squeezed as she pointed with her other hand. “That’s where the snake was.”

Becky’s hand trembled in Ruth’s, but the instincts of motherhood were still there. Ruth was equally as afraid of snakes, but it was her job to squash the girl’s fear. She squatted down in front of her beautiful niece.

“I know snakes look very scary, and some of them are dangerous, but the only snakes I ever saw when I lived here were chicken snakes, and they won’t hurt you.”

Becky sighed, then swatted at a fly buzzing their heads. “Will you be here for Ben and Annie’s wedding?”

Ruth stood and brushed off her jeans. “Um, nee.” Again she slipped into her native dialect. “I’m only going to be here a week.”

Becky pushed her lips into a pout. “That’s not very long.”

“I know. But maybe I’ll visit more often.” It was much too soon to know when she would return. A lot of things could happen while she was here. She thought about the white envelope in the car that she hadn’t opened yet. Would divorce give her some closure and allow her to move on, the way Gideon had? Would it be easier to visit this place where she grew up? Or did divorce have less to do with it? Would the healing forces of time make things easier? She wasn’t sure.

After Ruth searched around the coop for snakes, she and Becky went inside. Her niece picked up a small basket and they collected the eggs. They worked quietly for a while before Becky spoke.

“Why don’t you and Gideon live in the same place?” Becky stretched her neck up to look at Ruth. “Is it because your daughter, Grace, died?”

Ruth blinked a few times. “I suppose that’s part of it.” She had no plans to divulge her marital issues to a five-year-old and hoped to redirect the conversation, but Becky spoke up again.

“Mamm said Grace was beautiful and very smart and gut at numbers. Daed said a terrible thing happened to her and her mammi, but that it was Gott’s will for them to go to heaven.” She cocked her head to one side, frowning. “Do you think so?”

Ruth had spent a long time struggling to accept that Grace’s and Mae’s deaths were God’s will, but she finally had. She learned in her support group that not everyone believed the way the Amish did. Part of Ruth would always be Amish no matter where she lived or what religion she practiced.

“Ya. I guess I do.”

When the basket was full, they secured the chicken coop and started back to the house, the last place Ruth wanted to go. Becky stopped abruptly, looking up at Ruth again.

“Do you want to see mei garden? It’s not big like Mamm’s, but she let me do it by myself.”

“I’d love to see your garden.”

Ruth carried the basket of eggs, and Becky latched on to her free hand. “Will you tell me about Grace? She is mei cousin, right?”

Ruth’s first instinct was to shelter the child from the tears that would surely spill. Instead she pictured Grace skipping across the yard and kicking her feet high in the swing to Ruth’s right. Talking about Grace would create happy memories of this time with Becky—a winning combination.

“I would love to tell you all about Grace.” She smiled down at the precious little girl.

For the next half hour, Ruth sat with her niece in the grass beside Becky’s small garden and told her about Grace. Her niece glowed the entire time, asked questions, and laughed at some of Grace’s adventures. She especially liked the story about how Grace taught herself to ride a unicycle.

“Her daed found the one-wheel bike at a yard sale,” Ruth said as she finished the story. “Grace wanted to ride it to school, but she couldn’t keep her balance since she had books and a lunchbox.” She chuckled. “But it didn’t keep her from trying for over a week.”

They were both laughing when a white truck turned in the driveway. Ruth’s mood sobered right away.

Gideon.




CHAPTER 4

Gideon eyed all the buggies and wondered what he had interrupted. He considered leaving until he saw Ruth and a little girl walking hand in hand toward him. Gideon didn’t know the child, but all he could see was Ruth and Grace walking together. He blinked his eyes a few times to clear the image.

He waved toward the line of buggies and the horses tethered to the fence side by side. “I must have come at a bad time.”

“Esther and my mother are hosting a group of women to finalize plans for Ben and Annie’s wedding. If you’ve come to talk about the papers, now isn’t the best time.” Ruth glanced at Becky, who smiled.

“Are you Gideon, Ruth’s husband?” The child still held Ruth’s hand as her expression dimpled.

Gideon’s gaze met the little girl’s bright blue eyes. “Yes, I am.” It felt odd to admit he was Ruth’s husband since they hadn’t lived as husband and wife for so long. “And are you Becky?” The child had Esther’s features, but he didn’t remember Ruth’s sister having blonde curls when she was young.

The girl nodded. “That’s what I thought. You’re handsome like Aenti Ruth said.”

Gideon glanced at Ruth, but she wouldn’t meet his eyes as she blushed.

Becky stood up on her toes and grinned. “Aenti Ruth told me all about Grace. I wish I had known her. But she’s in heaven with Gott.”

Gideon loved how Becky’s eyes lit up as she talked about Grace. His father changed the subject every time Gideon mentioned Grace’s name. The few folks he’d run into since he arrived seemed to steer clear of mentioning Gideon’s daughter as well.

“She was very special.” He refocused on Ruth, her eyes looking somewhere past him. He regretted her abrupt exit from the cemetery earlier. It wasn’t how he’d wanted their first meeting to go. “Grace was very beautiful, like her mudder, inside and out.”

He was surprised how easily he made the comment. There was no denying that Ruth was attractive, but it was her heart that captured Gideon all those years ago. She was kind and compassionate, helpful but not overbearing, and she was happiest when she was with Grace.

“Do you want to see mei garden?” Becky bounced up on her toes again, her grin bringing out her dimples again.

Gideon started to answer, but activity on the front porch caught their attention. A bunch of women poured out of the house and started down the porch steps. Some were smiling and whispering. Gideon recognized most of the ladies, and they all greeted him on the way to their buggies. Esther and Ruth’s mother waved from the porch as the buggies headed down the drive, then walked slowly toward Gideon.

“It’s gut to see you, Gideon.” Esther wrapped her arms around his neck as he told her it was nice to see her too. “I see you’ve met Becky,” Esther said after she eased away.

“Yeah, I missed her this morning. She was out running errands with Amos. She’s a beautiful little girl.” Gideon smiled. It wasn’t just Becky’s blonde hair, dimply cheeks, and bright eyes that brought forth the compliment. The little girl had what he and Ruth used to call “the light”—it was a term they coined when they were dating and described a person who seemed to shine with goodness through the grace of God.

Gideon saw it in Ruth when she was a little girl. She admitted to seeing it in him, too, when they were teenagers. After he and Ruth married and Grace was born, he could still remember the way Ruth held Grace in her arms for the first time and said, “Look, Gideon. She has the light.”

Gideon saw only a hint of that light in Ruth earlier today. He wondered if she saw any at all when she looked at him.

Ruth and Esther’s mother stepped forward next and gave Gideon a quick and gentle hug. He’d never been close to Judith, but mostly because she was a quiet woman who seemed most comfortable at her husband’s side. Gideon remembered Ruth being like that with him when they were dating and even early into their marriage.

Over time, love changes and grows. Maybe Judith and David had gone full circle after raising their family and were back in the same place they started, happiest at each other’s sides.

When Grace came along, Gideon and Ruth recaptured some of the euphoria of a new couple and also became a triangle of love. They were happiest when the three of them were together. When the triangle broke, Ruth and Gideon couldn’t seem to find their way back to the couple they were before.

Esther touched Becky on the shoulder. “Come along, Becky.” Esther glanced knowingly at Ruth and offered a smile to her sister.

Becky waved as Esther and her mother walked with her back toward the house.

After they were inside, Gideon ran his hand over his beard, with no clue what to say to Ruth. He’d already hurt her feelings by letting her assume he was seeing someone. And he was, but he’d only been out with Cheryl a few times, so he wasn’t sure that qualified as seeing someone. Cheryl knew he was married but had been separated from his wife for a long time. Maybe he was just trying to justify the way he was drawn to Ruth right now?

“I’m surprised you haven’t shaved your beard.” She raised a hand to her forehead, squinting to block the sun. Gideon stepped sideways, putting her in his shadow.

“I thought about it.” He shrugged. “But I’ve had it so long, I just . . .” He’d held on to some of his Amish beliefs, and, in truth, it would feel wrong to shave.

“Does your lady friend like it?” Ruth folded her hands in front of her, now that the sun was no longer in her eyes.

Gideon hung his head for a couple seconds. If he denied he was spending time with someone else, even if it was only a few dates, not only was it lying, but it would be unfair to Cheryl. He liked her. “No. She doesn’t really care for it.”

They were quiet. Gideon’s eyes were on his feet again as he kicked at the grass, his hands in his pockets. Eventually, he locked eyes with her. “I feel like there are things that need to be said, but you kind of threw me for a loop earlier when you said you didn’t think we needed to talk.”

She stared at him for a while. “I’ll sign the papers, Gideon, so you can get on with your life.”

He sighed as he scratched his forehead. “Ruthie, is there a problem with the papers? Is it money? Do you think it should be more?” He shook his head. “I’m confused. We can make any modifications that you want.”

She lifted her chin and did that thing she did with her eyes when she was mad. They turned to tiny slits beneath her furrowed eyebrows. “Gideon, I wouldn’t even know what to change. I know very little about divorce papers.”

Gideon could feel his eyes rounding before he blinked them a few times. “What? Divorce? Who said anything about divorce? Is that what you want?” He stepped closer to her, frowning. “Ruthie, did you even open the envelope?”

“No. But I’m sure however you chose to handle things is fine.” She shook her head. “I never thought I’d be a divorced woman, but then . . . I never thought . . .”

We’d lose Grace? Or I’d be contemplating a relationship with another woman? Or that we’d be discussing divorce?

“This is none of my business.” Ruth chewed her bottom lip. “But are you planning to remarry?”

Gideon was still reeling from the mention of divorce. “Let’s get back to the papers . . .” He grinned slightly. “That would be the agreement you need to sign to put the house on the market.”

Ruth raised both eyebrows. “It’s not divorce papers?”

Gideon shook his head. “No. And, even if it was, I wouldn’t have given them to you at the cemetery. The agreement needs your signature, but if you think I’ve priced the house too low, we can talk about it. And, do we want to add electricity before we sell it? I wrote a list of notes.” He paused, trying to read her expression, thinking he saw a little relief when she took a deep breath.

“I’ll look over your notes.” Ruth lowered her head as she folded her arms across her chest, then sighed before she looked back at him. “But is divorce something we need to talk about too?” She eyed him up and down, then gestured between them. “Look at us. We aren’t Amish, and most of the time, I still don’t feel completely Englisch. I don’t even believe in divorce.”

When she looked back at him, tears were in her eyes, and Gideon’s emotions bubbled to the surface. He thought about their time at the cemetery earlier this afternoon, the bond he felt just holding her hand as they visited his mother and Grace. Now they were back to being strangers and talking about divorce. He wanted to know what life had been like for Ruth the last five years.

“Maybe we do all of this in baby steps. It’s been a long time since we’ve seen each other. We visited our daughter today.” He paused to swallow back the lump forming in his throat. “And we need to sell the house and tie up any loose ends. I think we still have a couple hundred dollars in an old savings account at the bank.”

She nodded.

“And to answer your question, no. I’m not planning to remarry.”

“Not yet,” she said as she dropped her arms to her side. “But I agree that we can shelve any talk about divorce until we get these other things taken care of.”

Gideon couldn’t stand it anymore. His heart hammered against his chest as he blurted, “Are you seeing someone?”

“No.”

He breathed a sigh of relief, even though her answer was curt enough for him to read between the lines. She was insinuating that she had remained faithful and he hadn’t. When she didn’t elaborate, he wondered how much of the last five years she would be willing to share with him.

“Do you want to go on a picnic with me tomorrow? We could go down to Pequea Creek.” He raised a shoulder and dropped it slowly. “It’s peaceful there. It isn’t supposed to be too hot. We could look over the papers and . . . talk.”

Ruth ran a hand along the back of her neck as she twisted her mouth back and forth. “Ok. I’ll bring the food.” She smiled a little. “If left up to you or your father to feed us, I fear the outcome.”

Gideon chuckled, welcoming the shift in the conversation. “You have a point. Pick you up at eleven?”

Ruth nodded, then tilted her head to one side. “Could we bring Becky with us? I’d like to get to know my niece while I’m here.”

Ruth was setting boundaries. With Becky present, the conversation couldn’t stray beyond readying the house to sell and maybe a few details about how they’d each lived since leaving Lancaster County. They wouldn’t be able to venture into territory they weren’t ready for yet.

“I’d like that. I’d enjoy getting to know Becky too.”

Ruth smiled a little, but the light she once held was barely visible. “She’s a lovely child.”

Gideon finally offered a quick wave before he started toward his truck. “See you tomorrow.” He was a little fearful Ruth would change her mind if he stayed much longer.

He wondered if she’d made the connection about Pequea Creek.
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When Ruth walked back in the house, her mother stood from where she’d been sitting on the couch. “Did you have a nice talk with Gideon?”

Ruth kicked off her shoes by the front door like she’d been doing since she arrived. The old habit came as naturally as slipping back into the Pennsylvania Deitsch dialect.

“I guess it went pretty good, all things considered.” It was silly not to open the envelope. She could have avoided a lot of heartache if she’d just opened it. Or was that part of God’s plan? The thought of divorce ripped at her insides now that she thought it might become a reality.

Her mother nodded, then yawned. “I think it’s nap time for me. All this activity today has me worn out.” As she passed by Ruth, she touched her on the arm. “Lean on the Lord, mei dochder.”

Ruth sensed her mother was about to say more, but Esther came down the stairs with Becky right behind her.

“Danki for all the help, Mamm, especially the food.” Esther walked their mother to the door, then turned to Becky. “Tell Mammi bye, and it’s time for someone else’s nap, too, ya?”

Becky gave her grandmother a big hug before she left, then the little girl rolled her lip into a pout. “I’m too big for a nap.”

Esther chuckled. “You’re never too big for a nap. Didn’t you just hear your mammi say she was going home to take a nap?”

“But I want to talk to Aenti Ruth more.”

Ruth cleared her throat. “Well, if it’s okay with your mamm, Gideon and I would like to take you on a picnic with us to Pequea Creek tomorrow.” She glanced at her sister who was grinning ear to ear.

“I think that’s a wonderful idea.” Esther winked at Ruth before she turned to her daughter. “Becky, how does that sound?”

Ruth’s niece released a heavy sigh. “That sounds gut, but I still don’t want to take a nap.” Becky huffed before she stomped up the stairs.

“She’s so much like you at that age.” Ruth plopped down on the couch and smiled. “Overdramatic.”

Esther sat in one of the rocking chairs, kicked it into motion, and grinned. “Maybe.” Then she began twirling the string on her kapp. “Pequea Creek, ya?” She let the string go and began tapping a finger to her chin. “Isn’t that where you and Gideon had your first kiss?”

Ruth felt her cheeks warming. “Yes. But don’t read into that, Esther.” Ruth had already read plenty into it on her own, thus the idea to bring Becky along. She wanted to get to know her niece better, but she also worried she might be tempted to relive that first kiss with Gideon. She was still as attracted to him as ever, but kissing him would be out of the question since he had another woman in his life.

“It sure seems significant that he picked that particular place for a picnic.” Esther folded her hands in her lap. “Maybe it’s not a gut idea for Becky to go tomorrow. That won’t give you and Gideon much privacy.”

“No, we’d both like Becky to go.” She frowned at Esther. “We don’t need that kind of privacy.”

Esther rolled her eyes before she chuckled. “I meant talking, not kissing.”

“Well, there are some things I don’t think either of us is ready to talk about.”

Esther pressed her palms together and brought her folded hands to her chin. “We’ve all been hoping and praying you two might reconnect. Do you think there’s a chance?”

Ruth shook her head. “No. Don’t you remember how horrible we were to each other those months that followed Grace’s death? I’m not sure we can go back.”

“But you were grieving.” Esther left the rocker and joined Ruth on the couch. “People say all kinds of things when they’re hurting.”

Ruth shook her head. “It’s not just that. Gideon is seeing someone.”

Esther’s eyes grew as round as saucers.

“Why do you look so surprised? It’s been half a decade.” She pointed to her blue jeans. “We clearly aren’t Amish anymore.”

Esther shrugged, frowning. “I just can’t picture Gideon with anyone else.”

“I don’t know, but those are the kinds of conversations I’m not ready to have. Becky is a breath of fresh air to me, and I think to Gideon too. We’ll enjoy spending time with her tomorrow, and she’ll help keep the conversation light.”

Esther laughed. “Taking Becky might be risky. You never know what will come out of that child’s mouth. I hope she hasn’t already said anything to make you feel uncomfortable.”

“Actually, she’s the only one who has not made me feel uncomfortable.”

Esther stiffened. “What do you mean?”

“Esther, I love you, but I could tell that everyone in the room today had been asked not to mention Grace.” She blinked, but it didn’t stop the tears. “Becky is the only one who dared to ask about her when we were by ourselves, and we spent our time talking about Grace. My daughter, Grace. She lived for ten years, and she will always be a part of my life. It hurts when no one even mentions her, like she never existed.”

Esther pulled Ruth into a hug as she started to cry too. “I’m sorry, Ruth. I’m so sorry.” She eased away and swiped at her eyes. “I just wanted to make your stay as pain free as possible. I thought talking about her might upset you too much.”

“Not talking about her upsets me. In Florida, I talk about her to anyone who will listen. But they didn’t know her the way people here did.” Ruth sniffled, then shook her head. “It’s not your fault. I know you were just trying to do what you thought best, and Mamm and Daed too.”

“I was also worried that spending too much time with Becky might cause you heartache too.” She leaned her head back against the couch and closed her eyes. “I miss Grace, too, and I still think about her every day. I see her in things Becky does, and it makes me miss her so much.” She turned to face Ruth. “I can’t imagine how it must be for you.”

“Like I said, Becky is a breath of fresh air. She’s a beautiful child, and I love sharing stories about Grace with her. I want to always remember everything about her.” She paused and locked eyes with her sister. “One of my many regrets is that I don’t have any pictures of Grace. I know it wasn’t allowed, but I’d do anything to see her face again. With each passing year, her image slips a little further away. What happens if it disappears forever?”

Esther pulled her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around her legs like she did when they were kids. “It won’t. And I want to talk about Grace too.”

Ruth leaned an ear toward the stairs. “Is Becky awake? I thought I heard something.”

Esther smiled. “If I rush up there right now, she’ll pretend to be asleep, but she won’t be.”

“Just like you used to do.” Ruth knocked her shoulder playfully against her little sister’s.

“Do you remember the time Grace found those baby rabbits? The mother was nowhere around and she brought them all home?”

Ruth laughed. “Remember? They were so small we had to feed them with little droppers every few hours. It was like having four premature babies to tend to.” She loved that recollection. “Grace was so dedicated. She would have made a wonderful mother.”

And from there, Esther began to recall more and more stories about Grace, some that Ruth didn’t even know about. Ruth packed each one into her memory bank to take back to Florida with her. This was what she’d hoped for.




CHAPTER 5

Gideon pulled into Esther and Amos’s driveway. Ruth and Becky were sitting on the porch steps with a picnic basket between them. Gideon’s mind drifted back to when he was sixteen and on his first picnic with Ruth. They had their whole lives to look forward to, and he still remembered that first kiss like it happened yesterday.

He opened the truck door and walked toward them. Ruth stood, toting the basket. She was wearing a light blue shirt, jeans, white sneakers, and her dark hair flowed well past her waist. Even after all these years, he felt weak at the sight of her.

“Hello, ladies.”

“I’m not really a lady.” Becky scowled a little, her cheeks dimpling the same way as when she smiled. “I’m a girl.”

Gideon squatted down in front of her and grinned. “And a beautiful girl you are. But one day you’ll be a beautiful lady.”

The child smiled before she twisted in circles, her light-blue dress catching in the wind beneath her black apron. “Mei mamm made me a new dress.”

Gideon stood. “It’s a very pretty dress.” He walked around to the passenger side of his truck and opened the door for Ruth, then helped Becky into a booster seat he’d found at his parents’ house.

It was a short drive to the creek. Once they parked, Ruth led the way while Gideon followed, picnic basket in one hand and Becky holding on to the other. Gideon might have suggested coming to the creek, but Ruth seemed to be following his lead. She chose the exact spot where they shared their first kiss and frequented throughout their courtship. They brought Grace here countless times as well.

“Is this okay?” Ruth avoided his eyes as she took the picnic basket from him.

“Uh, yeah. This is fine.” Gideon didn’t want to analyze her intentions. He would focus on the beautiful day the Lord had gifted them. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, and a cool breeze rustled the leaves as it blew through and met with the babbling creek. Ruth spread out a red-and-white checkered blanket, then sat and unpacked the basket.

Gideon instinctively followed Becky. He remembered how Grace would get too close to the water’s edge. It wasn’t deep in this area, but falling in would yield some nasty scrapes from the rocks barely peaking above the ripples of water.

“Careful,” he said as he reached for her hand.

They sat on a rock facing the creek. “Mamm and Daed brought me here once for a picnic too. It’s pretty here.”

Gideon gazed at her profile, and once again he saw Grace. Esther and Ruth looked a lot alike, so maybe it wasn’t surprising that he kept seeing Grace in Becky. Or maybe he just wanted to see Grace. For months after she was gone, he’d dreamed about her. Each time, she was happy and smiling, and Gideon tried to hold on to that image through the darkest days.

“Everything’s ready.” Ruth had the food spread out in front of her, and her feet were tucked beneath her as she smiled at them.

Gideon had taken plenty of pictures since he moved away. He wanted to take out his cell phone and capture this moment, the way Ruth’s hair blew free in the breeze, her smile. The last time he saw his wife, her face was contorted into an expression that didn’t even resemble the woman she was. This was his Ruthie, a postcard vision of the way things used to be. Then he glanced at Becky, their niece, and wondered if it would be possible to cherish the old memories but also make new ones.
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After they bowed their heads in silent prayer, Ruth helped Becky spread chicken salad on her two pieces of bread. Ruth had gotten up early and found all the ingredients, and Esther baked an apple pie the day before so Ruth snagged three slices.

“This is the best chicken salad ever,” Becky said with a mouthful. After she swallowed she asked, “What’s different about yours? Mamm’s doesn’t taste the same.”

Gideon chuckled. “There’s a secret ingredient in it.” He picked up his own sandwich and pretended to study it, squinting and holding it at eye level. “At least, that’s what your mother tells everyone.”

Ruth froze, even stopped chewing, as she wondered if Gideon realized his blunder.

Becky giggled. “She’s not mei mudder, she’s mei aenti.”

Gideon’s cheeks turned a rosy shade of red. “Uh, yeah.” He looked at Ruth, his eyebrows furrowed. “Sorry about that.”

Ruth finally finished chewing and swallowed. “It’s fine.” Becky obviously reminded Gideon of Grace too.

“What’s the secret ingredient?” Becky’s eyes sparkled with curiosity.

“Well . . .” Ruth tapped a finger to her chin. “It wouldn’t be a secret if I told you, now would it?”

Gideon laughed again, and the sound of his voice melted away the tension that had built up about this trip. Even though she’d looked forward to it, she worried that at any minute things might explode. Ruth believed that part of the reason they’d split up was because the sight of each other reminded them too much of Grace.

“She won’t even tell me her secret ingredient.” Gideon grinned as he rolled his eyes.

Becky smiled. “And you’re her husband.”

Ruth lifted her eyes to Gideon’s, but he looked somewhere over her shoulder, lost in . . . what? Memories? Regrets? Thoughts of Grace?

Becky set her sandwich on the paper plate. “If you’re married, why don’t you live together?”

It was an innocent question, but Ruth wanted to keep things light today. She looked at Gideon and hoped he’d answer the child in a way she could understand. But he had just put the last bite of sandwich in his mouth and merely raised an eyebrow at her.

“We just don’t.” Ruth forced a smile and tried to sound casual as she eased a plate with pie closer to Becky, eager to steer the conversation in another direction. “Your mamm made this yesterday.”

Becky’s doe eyes found Ruth. She blinked several times, a look of confusion on her face. Ruth thought about what Esther said, how you never knew what would come out of Becky’s mouth. Or any five-year-old for that matter. Ruth needed to grab the reigns of this conversation.

She set down her plate and pressed her palms together, smiling. “You know what? I’m only going to be here a week, so I want to hear all about you. What are your favorite things to do? What’s your favorite color? Or anything else you’d like to share with us.”

Becky put the rest of her sandwich on her plate and pulled the slice of pie closer. Ruth should probably tell her to finish her sandwich first, the way she’d had to do with Grace, but redirecting the conversation seemed more important.

Becky shrugged, not looking at Ruth or Gideon. She forked a bite of pie then slowly raised it to her mouth, her eyebrows knitted as if she was in deep thought.

Ruth braced herself for more questions about she and Gideon. The wait seemed to go on forever, but Becky finally said, “Blue is my favorite color.”

“Mine too.” Ruth pointed to her dark-blue blouse and then to Becky’s light-blue dress. She looked at Gideon. “It was Grace’s favorite color too.”

Gideon genuinely smiled, and Ruth was happy to see that he was open to talking about Grace.

“So, I remember you being named Rebecca,” Gideon said after wiping his mouth with a napkin. “Do you always remember being called Becky?”

The child let out an exaggerated sigh before dramatically throwing her head back. Once she straightened, she sighed again and said, “I want to be called Beatrice.”

Ruth bit her lip to stifle a smile, then she glanced at Gideon.

“Beatrice?” Gideon scratched his forehead.

Ruth was still getting used to seeing him without the cropped bangs he’d always had. Now his dark hair was combed to the side. But when the wind blew, it fell forward, resembling the cut of the man she remembered.

“Why do you want to be called Beatrice?” Gideon chuckled. “I don’t think that’s an Amish name.” He looked at Ruth. “Is it?”

Ruth shrugged. “If it is, I’ve never known anyone Amish who has it. Where did you even hear that name?”

“I think a bird whispered it in my ear.” Becky covered her mouth with both hands and giggled. She lowered her hands slowly, looking back and forth between Ruth and Gideon. She laughed so hard it was contagious, and within seconds Gideon and Ruth were guffawing as if they’d just heard the funniest joke ever.

The more they laughed, the more Becky giggled. And before Ruth knew it, tears of joy pooled in the corners of her eyes from the gut-busting laughter she hadn’t experienced in a long time.

There is nothing more glorious than the laughter of a child.

When she finally caught her breath, she looked at Gideon. He’d stopped laughing, but Ruth recognized his expression. It was original to Gideon, a look that came into his eyes, the way his jaw twitched, the manner in which his mouth was slightly open. It was the look he’d given her every time he wanted to make love.




CHAPTER 6

Gideon listened as Becky—or Beatrice, as she preferred—rattled off more of her favorite colors, how she could stand on her head for ten minutes, how she ate frog legs one time and jumped like a frog for days, and a host of other stories that had Ruth in stitches, laughing so hard, she had both arms wrapped around her middle.

Gideon laughed along with her, but he was distracted by seeing his Ruth again, the Ruth he remembered from before the accident. His longing for her caught him off guard. But it wasn’t just a physical desire. Ruth’s light seemed to grow brighter the more she laughed. He wondered if she would treasure these new memories the way he hoped to.

“Beatrice, you have done some amazing things.” Ruth finally caught her breath and looked at Gideon with an expression he remembered. If he had to label the look he would call it joyful. A familiar twinkle in her eyes lit up her face when she smiled. She seemed to be feeling something, too, their eyes connecting more than once.

For the next hour, they roamed up and down the shore of the creek, stopping to skim rocks every now and then. Their niece kept them entertained with stories and childish antics.

By the time they headed home, it wasn’t long before Princess Beatrice fell asleep in the booster seat. After Gideon parked his truck and killed the engine, the little one awoke, yawning.

Gideon climbed out of the driver’s side while Ruth helped Becky out and set her safely on the ground, then closed the passenger door.

“I need to use the bathroom.” Becky yawned again, then waved before she rushed across the front yard and into the house.

“Thanks for the great meal,” Gideon said as he walked around the truck to join Ruth. The creek seemed to take them back in time. Now they were stepping back into reality. But he wasn’t ready for the day to end. And he wasn’t looking forward to the next item on his agenda: facing their old house.

“It was a good day.” Gideon swallowed hard and pushed away thoughts of intimacy between him and Ruth, even though his eyes kept drifting to her lips.

“Ya, it was a gut day.” She smiled.

“It’s easy to slip back into the dialect, ya?” Gideon’s eyes found her lips again. He forced himself to look away, kicking at the grass with one of his Nikes. “Do you ever think of coming back here to live?”

Ruth shrugged. “Sometimes. What about you?”

Gideon lowered his gaze, thought for a few seconds, then looked up at her. “Sometimes.”

Ruth had pulled her hair up in a ponytail again, but it was long enough for the breeze to blow strands across her face. She brushed the loose tresses away. He wished he could remove the band holding her hair, let it fall loose, and run his fingers through it. “How long will you be here?”

“I’m planning to stay for a week. We’ll have the reunion Saturday, then I fly out on Tuesday.”

Gideon nodded as he looked at the ground, then forced a smile. “I better go.” He paused as dread churned in his stomach. “I’m going to the house, to see what needs to be done to sell it. After you read the listing agreement, let me know what you think.”

He turned and walked back around to the driver’s side of the truck.
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Ruth nodded as she chewed her bottom lip for a few seconds. “I should help you. With the house.”

She had planned to make that part of her recovery process while she was here—visiting their former home. But she wasn’t sure if it would be easier going alone or with Gideon. If she went alone, she was sure to melt in a puddle on the floor and stay there for hours crying. With Gideon, she’d at least try to corral her emotions.

Shaking his head, Gideon sighed. “You don’t have to do that.”

Ruth wasn’t sure if he didn’t want her to go with him or if he was just being kind. “I came here to see my family and friends, but I also need to face a few things while I’m here, and the house is one of them. It’s not fair for you to do the work alone. I should help.”

Gideon looped his thumbs in the belt loops of his jeans and rocked back on his heels once. “It might be easier on both of us if we do it together.”

“Maybe.” Ruth raised her eyes to his as she thought about their time together at the cemetery, the bond they still shared. She glanced over her shoulder. “I need to run in the house and let Esther know what I’m doing.”

Ruth returned a few minutes later. Her sister had been way too happy that she was spending more time with Gideon. She hoped Esther didn’t get her hopes up about them getting back together. There was just too much water under that bridge.

It was a quiet ride to the house. And that was okay. Gideon surely had the same apprehensions she had. What would it be like to see their furniture covered up, their possessions packed, and reminders of how they ran away? Gideon packed almost everything since he left two months after Ruth. Esther said it didn’t look like he’d taken much. Ruth understood. She left with very little too.

The yard was recently mowed, but the flowerbeds were barren of blooms and full of weeds. She recalled the plush greenery mixed with the colorful flowers she used to plant every spring.

Her heart pounded like a bass drum as she hesitated on the porch steps. Gideon unlocked the front door with a key he pulled from his pocket, and Ruth lifted a foot, heavy as lead, and stepped onto the porch.

As the door creaked open, Ruth prayed something positive would come from this visit, that somehow it would prove to be a part of their healing. The musty smell of mold hit her hard as she stepped across the threshold, her feet crunching on dried leaves that must have blown in through the broken window. Esther hadn’t mentioned a broken window, but her sister also said she hadn’t been to the house in almost a month. She meant to clean right before Ruth arrived, but Becky had gotten sick last week.

With no electricity, and the predictable spring rains, Ruth wasn’t surprised the mold was already starting.

Rays of sunshine streamed in through the windows, lighting up the living room where she and Gideon had played with Grace, held family devotions, and where she taught Grace how to knit. It seemed like another lifetime ago but was so familiar that Ruth wanted to go get a broom and begin cleaning. When she was done, she’d make supper for her family. But that life was gone. All that remained were memories of a shattered life that needed repairing as much as the house itself.

Gideon opened one of the windows and a breeze sailed through the room. Ruth followed suit and opened another window in the living room. They were delaying the inevitable.

Grace’s room.

Ruth suddenly wished she hadn’t come with Gideon. How silly she’d been to think she would be able to contain her emotions, whether Gideon was here or not. She made her way to the kitchen and ran her hand along the white counter, pulling back a thick layer of black dust. As she leaned against it, she eyed the table with six chairs and remembered how she and Gideon had wanted at least four children. God had seen fit to give them only one.

They were all here on borrowed time, but she never could have imagined when Grace was born that their time together would only be ten years. She and Gideon tried to have more children prior to Grace’s accident. The doctor said there was no reason they couldn’t conceive, but it never happened.

Gideon sidled up next to her, his hip brushing against hers as he leaned against the counter beside her. “We had a lot of good times here.”

Ruth nodded, overly aware of Gideon’s arm as he pressed it atop the counter behind her, bringing himself even closer to her. She wanted to latch on to his T-shirt, squeeze it in her hand, and bury her face in his chest. To have his arms around her, comforting her. But she didn’t move.

“It’s not as bad as I thought.” Gideon walked to the sink, leaned over, and lifted the window pane. “Although, I don’t really know what I thought. Please thank Esther for checking on the place.”

He sounded as lost as Ruth. “Esther felt bad that she hadn’t been by in a month, and I’m sure she didn’t know the window was broken. I’m surprised the guy who mows didn’t tell someone. Or maybe he didn’t notice. If we let the house air out overnight, we could start cleaning tomorrow.” She’d just committed herself to another visit.

Gideon nodded before he walked back into the living room. Their brown-and-white striped couch was covered with a sheet, and so was the rocking chair in the corner where Ruth had rocked Grace to sleep so many times. Boxes were stacked everywhere, and Ruth thought about how awful it must have been for Gideon, doing the task alone.

Gideon slowed as he looked left toward the door that led to their bedroom, then right at the staircase. After a few seconds, he moved to the left, inching open the closed bedroom door.

Taking tiny steps, she followed him into the room. She pictured the pastel wedding quilt in shades of blue, yellow, pink, and pale green that used to cover their bed and was now in one of the boxes that lined the walls. Her eyes drifted around the room as she eyed all that was strange and familiar, her feelings mixing into an emotion Ruth couldn’t define.

Gideon turned around to face her, a look in his eyes as if he might pull her onto the bed. He walked toward her instead, and as he neared, the expression she thought she recognized wasn’t sexual, but desperate and wild. His eyes watered.

“I’m so sorry for everything I did after Grace died, for everything I said, and”—he took in a deep breath—“and for everything I didn’t do. I wasn’t there for you at all.”

Ruth was already shaking her head. “No, Gideon. I was equally to blame for the way things went. I’ve wanted to apologize to you for years, for being the one who left first, who abandoned you. I just didn’t know how . . .” She waved a hand around the bedroom. “I left you with all of this to handle, along with your grief, and I’m sorry.”

Gideon’s bottom lip quivered. “As head of the household, it was my job to take care of you.”

Ruth lifted a hand to her chest, her heart thumping wildly. Her lip trembled as she fought the tears pooling in her eyes. Right now, Gideon seemed to need forgiveness and understanding more than she did. She wondered if he’d had any sort of counseling or a support group to lean on.

“I know we were raised that way, that the man is the head of the household. But, Gideon, our daughter died. We couldn’t take care of ourselves, much less each other.”

He pulled her into his arms, his beard brushing against her cheek as he held her face against his chest, shaking so hard his tears were turning to sobs.

After a while, he eased her away, cupped her cheeks, and gently wiped away her tears. Then he brushed strands of loose hair from her face, his hands on her cheeks, his mouth close enough to kiss her. Ruth longed for his touch, but just when she thought he might kiss her, he only pulled her to his chest again, his hand on the back of her neck. Ruth wrapped her arms around him, clutching the back of his T-shirt, both of them crying.

Gideon kissed Ruth on the top of her head, which only made her cry harder. And they hadn’t even been to Grace’s room yet.




CHAPTER 7

Gideon wasn’t sure how much more he could take today. Ruth’s flushed cheeks and tearstained face implied the same. But as they stood outside Grace’s room hand in hand, Gideon squeezed, hoping to give her the strength he hadn’t been able to five years ago or five minutes ago.

He looked at her, and she nodded. Gideon grasped the doorknob and inched the door open. The sun had begun its descent, and its light and warmth filled the room. Dust bunnies danced atop the late-afternoon sunrays that filled the room. Gideon fought tears again as he remembered boxing up his daughter’s things.

“I’m sorry you had to do this alone.” Ruth pulled away from him and looked around the room. A tear rolled down her cheek. As in the other rooms, the furniture was covered with sheets, and boxes were along the wall.

“It’s okay.” Maybe it was the one thing that he’d spared his wife from.

Gideon closed his eyes and pictured Grace’s room as it had been. Some of her clothes hung from hooks along the rack on the far side of the room. Her rocking chair with her favorite faceless doll was in the corner. The bedspread Ruth had sewn and surprised Grace with on her tenth birthday was sage green with an ivory lace ruffle that met the wood floor on three sides.

Gideon sat on the bed and hoped he could keep his emotions in check.

Ruth shuffled to the rack where Grace’s clothes used to be, then she circled the room, touching the sheet-covered dresser, moving to the rocking chair, running her hand over the white covering. Gideon couldn’t stop watching her every movement, and even with her back to him, he knew she was also remembering the way their daughter’s room had looked.

She turned to face him. “Sometimes I-I forget what she looks like.” She hung her head, shaking it. “What kind of mother would forget her child’s face?”

Gideon offered a weak smile. “I see her every time I look at you.”
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Ruth’s eyes clung to his. “I see her when I look at you too.” She looked away. “Back then, it was just too hard.”

Gideon walked to where she was standing near the window. “And now?”

Ruth held his gaze. “I still see her when I look at you, in your eyes.”

“Maybe it’s the reflection of yourself you see.” He smiled a little, which was nice to see again after the emotional afternoon they’d had.

Ruth froze in time, longing to move forward and terrified of moving backward. “We were so messed up during that time.” She kept her eyes on his, aware of the vulnerability he’d shown today and not wanting him to fall backward either. “But time does have a way of helping people look at things differently. And now, when I see her in your eyes, I don’t want to run away. I want to embrace the good memories and make new ones.”

Gideon nodded. “I went to counseling for a while, and it helped. But I’ve always felt like I needed closure for two things. Asking you to forgive me and coming back here.”

Ruth was glad to hear that Gideon had gone to a therapist. Her support group had helped her survive those first months in Florida and steadied her when the grief became overwhelming. “Me too. And now, here we are, facing the last two things on our emotional bucket lists.”

He smiled as he stared out the window. “Do you remember when Grace was in her second year of school, and she carried a wounded bird into the classroom in her apron pocket?”

Ruth chuckled. “Yes. The bird got loose and all the students were screaming trying to catch it. I can still remember hearing about it for weeks later.”

They were quiet for a few moments, both seemingly lost in their memories.

Gideon cleared his throat. “I was thinking we’d sell the house with the furniture in it and just remove our personal belongings.” He glanced around the room. “We’ll have to go through these boxes.”

Ruth walked over to the rocker. She pulled the sheet off and was surprised to see Grace’s doll sitting there. “I’d like to have the rocking chair in our bedroom if it’s okay with you. Or I can take this one if you want the other one.”

He eyed the chair for a few moments. Or maybe it was the doll he was staring at. “I’m fine taking this one. It seems the rocking chairs should stay in the family since they belonged to each of our grandmothers.”

For a few seconds they sounded like a normal husband and wife just making decisions together. Ruth reminded herself that wasn’t the case as she picked up Grace’s doll and held it to her chest.

“I can think of one person who might enjoy this doll, someone who would treasure it even as she gets older. And I’m sure there are some other things in the nightstand. Remember that little red suitcase Grace kept under the bed with her trinkets in it?”

Gideon smiled. “I think Becky would like the doll, too, and yes, how could I forget the little red suitcase.”

She walked toward him and as they faced each other, Ruth still clutching the doll, she gazed into his eyes as a warm feeling swept over her.

They’d been so in love. Then, poof. Gone. Everything. Yet something was bubbling to the surface between them.

Ruth got on her knees by the bed and pulled out the red suitcase, clumps of dust and dirt coming out with it. She coughed, then hauled it onto the bed. She’d found the piece of luggage in her grandmother’s attic when she was about Grace’s age and later gave it to her daughter.

“Grace said she kept her private things in here. I almost feel like we’re trespassing. But we have to know what’s in it, right? I mean, there might be other things Becky might like, or that we want to keep.” Ruth sat on the bed, brushing the dust off the suitcase. Gideon sat on the other side of the suitcase.

“Yeah, I think we should open it.”

Neither moved. They each rested a hand on top of the worn piece of luggage. Finally, Gideon popped the latch and slowly lifted the lid.

Ruth carefully reached for a piece of white paper with three stick figures drawn on it, two tall, one small in the middle. Smiling, she said, “I remember when she drew this in her first year of school.” She ran a finger along the sketch. “I never knew she kept it.”

“Look at this.” Gideon chuckled as he held up a ticket from the county fair. “I remember this day like it was yesterday.”

“That was a great day.” Ruth reached for a small teddy bear. “You won her this shooting those play guns filled with water.” She laughed. “You weren’t very good. It probably cost you twenty dollars to win a five-dollar bear.”

“Be nice.” He winked at her. “Those guns were on wobbly stands, and probably that way on purpose.”

Ruth raised a shoulder and dropped it slowly. “If you say so, dear.” Her chest tightened as she raised her eyes to Gideon’s. “Sorry. Old habit.”

She’d always used the endearment playfully, and she was surprised how easily it slipped out. She lowered her gaze and set the teddy bear aside. “I think I’d like to keep this, if that’s okay with you.” When she looked at him again, he nodded.

They shuffled through more of Grace’s keepsakes, laughing, remembering, and treasuring each of their daughter’s prized possessions.

“This feels good. Talking about her. Remembering. Laughing.” Ruth shook her head. “Maybe we should have done this a long time ago.”

Gideon looked around the room before he stood. “Grace would want us to go on with our lives. She wouldn’t want us to be sad forever.”

A phone rang in the living room with an unfamiliar ringtone, so she knew it was Gideon’s.

“It’s probably a good thing it rang, or I might have forgotten it.”

Ruth glanced around Grace’s room, then took the doll and followed Gideon downstairs to the living room. He chuckled. “Now I just have to find it.”

Instead of looking for his phone when they reached the bottom of the stairs, he turned back toward Ruth. She didn’t jump when he cupped one of her cheeks, looking at her as if seeing her for the first time. He lifted his other hand to her face as well.

“You are still as beautiful as ever.” He whispered the words as he tilted his head to one side. It had taken five years and a visit to their daughter’s room for her and Gideon to reconnect emotionally, but Ruth couldn’t deny the physical attraction still between them. They’d loved each other deeply for so many years.

She didn’t move when Gideon’s hands eased her closer. Ruth longed to feel his mouth on hers, a taste of the intimacy they’d shared as husband and wife. But just before his lips brushed against hers, Gideon’s phone beeped. It was sitting on the back of the couch close enough for Ruth to see the screen. Instinctively, her eyes darted toward the sound, and before she could look away her mind registered the words on the display.

Missed call from Cheryl. And below that was a text message. I miss you.

Ruth’s chest tightened and the doll slipped from her hand. Now she had a name to put with Gideon’s girlfriend, and she took a step away from him as he picked up the phone and glanced at the text. Ruth had almost done something horrible. She’d nearly kissed a man she no longer had a right to be with. Married or not, Gideon was involved with someone else.

Gideon looked up and walked toward her, his eyes widening in false innocence. “Ruth—”

“No.” Ruth shook her head, then she picked up the faceless doll. “You don’t owe me any explanations.” She bit her lip until she thought it might bleed. “I’m going to walk back to Esther’s.” She turned to leave, but Gideon grabbed her arm.

“It’s not what you think. It’s only been a few dates.”

She cringed at the word dates and fought the vision of Gideon in someone else’s arms. She shook loose of him and hurried to the front door. She didn’t turn around, even when he called out to her.

She’d barely made it out the door before she started to run.

Then the tears fell full force.




CHAPTER 8

Gideon sat in his truck and stared at the house where he, Grace, and Ruth had made so many happy memories. Then he looked down at his phone, thinking the timing couldn’t have been any worse. Was that God’s way of telling him that he and Ruth couldn’t go backward? Or maybe it was a reminder that, while Gideon wasn’t committed to Cheryl, he’d kissed her, more than once. He had only talked to her once since he arrived in Lancaster County to let her know he was safe. In Cheryl’s voice mail, she said she missed him.

He’d been about to kiss Ruth. Then how would he have felt about himself, especially after seeing Cheryl’s text and hearing her voice mail? He started his truck and slowly pulled out of the driveway.

By the time Gideon returned to his father’s house, he was barely able to contain his emotions, which were all over the place and strangling him. When he walked inside, his father straightened in his recliner and lowered the newspaper.

“How did things go today?” Gideon’s father removed his reading glasses.

Gideon pulled off his shoes at the door, although he didn’t see what the point was. The place was a wreck. A little shoe dirt would go unnoticed.

He walked to the couch, sat down, and sighed. “As good as could be expected, I guess.” It had been a long day packed with too much emotion. He and Ruth should have eased into things, maybe the cemetery today, visiting the house tomorrow, and so on. It was no wonder he was on emotional overload.

Since he’d been home, he thought about his mother a lot, too, and how much he missed her. Being back in the house he’d grown up in gave him comfort in some ways. Seeing his mother’s trinkets and things around the house brought back fond memories. But seeing how the house and his father had deteriorated made him regret he hadn’t visited sooner. Was this the way his father had processed his grief, by just shutting down? Would Gideon have ended up like his dad if he’d stayed?

His renewed affections for Ruth were causing his insides to swirl with confusion. He took a deep breath and tried to focus on the good parts of the day, like the picnic with Becky and facing some of his fears. He’d been afraid to visit his daughter’s grave. Did God’s perfect timing have something to do with Ruth being there? He thought about the not-so-perfect timing of Cheryl’s call and sighed again.

He forced himself to push on and recalled the joy he’d found being with Ruth, laughing and sharing stories about Grace. And Becky had also been a bright light in the day. But even those precious moments were clouded with thoughts of Ruth and how she ran from him.

“I’m going to leave tomorrow.” Gideon leaned against the couch and folded his arms across his chest. “I’m not going to stay for the reunion.”

His father stared at him. Gideon waited for him to talk him out of it. “I thought you said it went as gut as could be expected.”

Gideon shook his head before he ran a hand through his hair. “Yeah, well, I don’t know what I expected.” He’d known it would be hard to visit Grace and the house. What he hadn’t anticipated was his rekindled feelings for Ruth.

In some ways, things had changed—geography, their jobs, they drove cars, and they lived with electricity. Their grief would always be present, but it seemed more manageable now. But they were the same in a lot of ways too. They’d both carried their faith with them and stayed true to the belief that everything is God’s will, even the most difficult experience of their lives.

Gideon could spin it a dozen different ways. Too much time had gone by to try to reclaim his life with Ruth. Had she wanted that? Not only did she think he was coming here to put the house on the market and visit his mother and Grace but was she hoping for a reconciliation after all these years? He shook his head and tried to clear his mind.

“I’m going to pay someone to clean up the house and do the repairs. I’m not sure it’s healthy for me to be here.” Gideon thought about how Ruth had left him to pack up everything five years ago. Now he’d be leaving her to go through it all. He didn’t feel good about that, but being around her and not being able to be with her the way he wanted to would be torture.

His father stared at him with questioning eyes. Part of Gideon wanted his father to talk him out of the decision. Probably just as much as Gideon wanted to scream at his father and tell him to start living again. But there seemed to be an unspoken respect that allowed a man to grieve however he saw fit.

Gideon turned around and shook his head. “There’s nothing here for me.” He started walking toward the front door. He needed to go outside and call Cheryl. Maybe if he heard her voice, he’d realize he missed her, too, and that going back to Ohio would allow him to see where things were headed with her.

“I’m here,” his father said softly.

Gideon slowly turned around, and the glassy-eyed look in his father’s eyes was almost enough to make him stay. “I’m sorry. I promise I’ll visit more.” He wasn’t sure if it was a lie or not.

The old man’s bottom lip quivered.

Gideon wrote to his father often, checked to make sure he was keeping doctor appointments and taking his medication. He raised his shoulders, held them there for a while, then dropped them until his arms sagged on either side of him. It wasn’t until he processed the thought that he had to admit how little he had done for his father.

“I’m sorry I haven’t done more.” Gideon decided this day was never going to end, and the roller coaster of emotions caused a heaviness in his chest. As guilt about his father crept into the mix, he sat down on the couch, leaned his elbows to his knees, and held his head in his hands.

His father pressed his lips together as his chest rose and he took a deep breath. “I enjoy the letters from you and Ruth, but I would still like to see you more.”

Gideon’s mouth fell open. He should have known Ruth would keep in touch with her father-in-law even if she didn’t visit.

“I’ll visit more often.” Gideon scratched his forehead, his eyes on his shoes, then he looked up at his father and knew that he wasn’t lying to the man. He would come to Lancaster County regularly.

“The last thing I want is for you to end up like me. But you are well on your way if you don’t do a little soul searching while you’re here.”

“Soul searching? I came here to visit my daughter’s grave. I forced myself to go into her room today, to go through her things. I spent the day with the woman I still love.” He looked up at his father, who raised an eyebrow. “How can that even be true after so much time has passed?”

His father looped his thumbs beneath his suspenders. “Why can’t it be true? With the exception of me and your mudder, I don’t think I’ve ever known two people more in leib than you and Ruth. Even after twelve years of marriage, you carried on like giddy teenagers. You might be able to make a gut life for yourself where you live now.” He held up a finger. “But is it the best life, the one Gott planned for you?”

Gideon’s heart hurt on so many levels. No wonder he hadn’t come home sooner. He looked at the ceiling, filled his lungs with musty air, then blew it out slowly. “Daed . . .” He spoke softly. “Are you living the life God planned out for you? Not going to church. Bitter all of the time.” He waved a hand around the living room. “Living like this.”

His father stared at him for several moments. “Nee, Gideon. I am not. And that is my burden to bear. But a parent doesn’t want to see his or her child end up in such a state.” His father hung his head before he looked back up at Gideon, his eyes moist. Then his father left and closed the door to his bedroom behind him.

Gideon just sat there and held his throbbing head. It was too late for him and Ruth, no matter what kind of hormones were acting up when they were around each other. Too much time had gone by. He squeezed his eyes together, and he could see her sitting next to him in Grace’s room and the way she ran from him, maybe scared of what she was experiencing, like Gideon.

He reached for his phone when it buzzed. This time he answered Cheryl’s call. She’d give him the sense of normalcy he needed right now. Maybe she’d tell him about her day or what she was making for supper.

And that’s pretty much what she did. Then she asked about his day.

“It was hard, but I’m glad I came.” He took a deep breath, unsure if that was true. “I’ve decided to hire someone to get the house ready to sell. I’ve seen most everyone I need to see, so I’m coming home tomorrow. I don’t see a reason to stay for the reunion.”

“Are you sure?” Cheryl’s voice was sweet and concerned. She really was a good person.

“I’m sure.” He squeezed his eyes shut, picturing him and Cheryl eating a pizza in front of the TV soon or going out for a burger. He was craving normalcy, a routine that was less confusing.

He thought about how God gives us pain and sorrow but also gifts us with unexpected and wonderful joy. Gideon had already experienced that. Was God giving him another chance at happiness? Was Gideon running away from it or toward it?
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Ruth feigned a stomachache and skipped supper. It wasn’t really a lie. Her stomach had been tied in knots since she’d run away from Gideon. All this time, she avoided him because she thought seeing him would be too painful. Now that she’d seen him, he was all she could think about.

When she awoke the next morning, after only a few hours of fitful sleep, she lay in bed for a while in the guest bedroom that had once been hers, Grace’s faceless doll tucked in tightly beside her. Yawning, she got up and readied herself for breakfast when she smelled bacon cooking. She carried the doll downstairs, hiding it behind her back when she saw Becky already seated at the table.

“Where’s Amos?” Ruth stood in the doorway to the kitchen as Esther flipped bacon.

“He went with two other men this morning to look at a horse.” Esther peered over her shoulder and rolled her eyes. “I think the horses we have are fine, but . . .” She shrugged.

“What’s behind your back?” Becky grinned up at Ruth from her spot at the table.

“Who me?” Ruth smiled and held the doll out to Becky.

“Was she Grace’s?” The little girl’s bright eyes widened.

“Ya, she was.” Then she spoke to Becky in their native dialect and told her where they had gotten the doll and how much Grace loved it.

Becky let out a loud gasp. “I will love her forever.”

Ruth reached for a piece of bacon as she slid onto a chair. She silently thanked God for His blessings before she took a bite, glad she had a bit more appetite this morning.

“I feel like your time here is flying by. I wish you could stay longer.” Esther nodded at Becky, then looked back at Ruth. “And I want to hear all about yesterday when the time is right.”

“Maybe I’ll stay a few extra days after the reunion. I don’t think it will cost much to change my ticket home.” A tinge of guilt wrapped around her. As much as she wanted to spend time with Esther, Becky, and Amos, it was Gideon she wanted to see the most.

It felt like self-torture, which was the reason she ran from him the day before. If he had kissed her, things wouldn’t have stopped there. There was still a spark leftover from a passionate marriage, and being with him fanned the flame. Gideon had someone else now, but her desire to see him pulled at her. Maybe she should rethink her decision not to help him clean the house tomorrow. They weren’t teenagers, and they should be able to control themselves.

“It would be great if you can stay longer.” Esther set a bowl of eggs on the table next to a plate of biscuits, then she sat down, and they all bowed their heads. When Esther looked up, she said softly, “I wish you didn’t have to leave at all.”

Ruth took a biscuit and put it on her plate, then glanced around the kitchen as she thought of the wonderful memories she had from this house. “My life is very different now.”

Esther smiled. “Is it?” She paused to butter a roll. “Aside from your office job and living so far away, what’s different about it?”

Ruth widened her eyes as her jaw dropped for a couple of seconds. Didn’t her sister see the obvious? “Esther, I have electricity at my apartment. I drive a car. I go to movies. I wear jeans.” She recalled the learning curve she’d had when it came to computers and the time she spent learning basic bookkeeping, one of the things Gideon had handled prior to their split. He’d always done construction work, but her husband had also handled the paperwork that went along with running a business.

Esther gave Ruth a gentle smile. “Those are things and circumstances that have changed, but it doesn’t mean you’ve changed.” She lifted a hand to her heart. “Inside, I don’t think you’ve changed much at all.”

Ruth was pondering her sister’s comment when Becky held up the doll. “I’m going to call her Beatrice if that’s okay with you.” She looked at Ruth.

“Of course. You call her whatever you like.” Ruth stood and retrieved her phone from where she’d left it on the kitchen counter. “I’ll need to go charge my phone sometime today.” She found and opened Google and pulled up the site she was looking for.

“Becky, I decided to look up the name Beatrice since you like it so much. Do you know what it means?”

Becky shook her head.

“It means ‘she who makes happy’ or ‘bringer of joy.’”

Esther smiled. “That’s mei boppli, someone who makes people happy just with her presence.” She leaned over and kissed her daughter.

Ruth waited for the sting she knew would come after the reminder that she can’t kiss Grace like that anymore. Instead, there was nothing but joy for Esther and Becky. So many times Ruth had wondered how she would feel if she came back here. She’d never forget Grace, but perhaps time had helped. Time and little girls like Becky and sisters like Esther.

As she watched Esther and Becky, a deep sense of sadness filled her. She had so many regrets that she hadn’t visited over the years. Her parents were getting up in age as well.

“What’s wrong Aenti Ruth?” Becky jumped up, toting her doll, and walked around the table to where Ruth was sitting. “You look like you’re about to cry.”

Ruth forced a smile. “I don’t think it’s anything a hug won’t fix.”

Becky wrapped her arms around Ruth’s neck. “Everything’s going to be all right. You’ll see.” She eased away and kissed Ruth on the cheek.

I hope you’re right.

After Becky left the kitchen, Ruth helped her sister clean the dishes, then they each grabbed a cup of coffee and sat back down at the kitchen table.

Ruth chuckled. “Where in the world did Becky hear a name like Beatrice?”

Esther rolled her eyes. “It was in a book of Bible stories, and the narrator is named Beatrice. Every time I read it to her, Becky says she’s going to name her first daughter Beatrice.” She shook her head. “I’m hoping that by naming the doll Beatrice, maybe she’ll decide on a more traditional Amish name by the time she has kinner.”

Esther put a hand on Ruth’s. “I know it must have been a long and exhausting day yesterday, and I want to hear everything.”

Ruth shared the events of the previous day, not skipping a single detail. When she finished, Esther was almost in tears.

“It’s so hard to understand Gott’s plan for our lives. Do you think there is a chance for you and Gideon? You don’t know how serious it is with the woman he’s seeing.”

“He said they’d only been on a few dates. But, now that I know that, I don’t know if we can recapture what we had.” Ruth’s voice cracked as she spoke.

“It sounds like you already have.” Esther smiled.




CHAPTER 9

On Saturday Ruth enjoyed visiting with relatives she hadn’t seen in years. Some had arrived a few days ago, and others were just getting there this morning. Each family brought several dishes, and the variety was wonderful, although Ruth wasn’t sure she’d ever seen so much homemade bread. It seemed like each family brought at least a couple of loaves. Ruth thought about how she still made her mother’s bread recipe in Florida.

Everyone was hopped-up about a return visit in the fall for Ben and Annie’s wedding. It would probably draw three hundred people, the same way Ruth and Gideon’s had. There would be enormous amounts of food, and while the gifts wouldn’t be expensive, they would be plentiful.

Even with wedding joy in the air and the reunion in full swing at Esther and Amos’s house, two people were missing. Gideon and his father. Ruth hadn’t seen John Beiler since her arrival. She already knew from the letters they exchanged that he was a bit of a recluse, even though that wasn’t the word John used. He didn’t go to church and was rarely seen outside his house. Occasionally, someone would mention seeing him at the market. Ruth wondered who cooked for him. Had he learned how to cook, do laundry, and other things Mae had done before she died?

Ruth stayed at the reunion long enough after the meal that she wouldn’t appear rude when she found Esther. “I know I should help you clean all of this up, but I’d really like to go see John Beiler.”

Esther waved a dismissive hand. “Go. Look around. All of these women will stay for cleanup. You won’t be missed.” She paused, sighing. “I didn’t expect John to show up, but I’m surprised Gideon isn’t here. I thought it was part of the reason he came home.”

Esther gave Ruth a quick hug and whispered in her ear. “Follow your heart. I’m sure Gideon will be there. Maybe you’ll have a chance to talk to him.”

Ruth wondered how much work Gideon had done at the house. Had he gone through the boxes? Uncovered the furniture?

“I can see the wheels turning in your head, Ruth. Listen for the word of Gott. He will speak to you in ways you might not always recognize.”

Esther smiled. “I’m going to hold out hope that you’ll decide to stay, whatever the outcome is with Gideon. You’re stronger now, and I know you’ve worked hard to get here. So I guess in some ways you have changed inside. But it’s a good change. And, besides, I want Becky to know her aenti.”

“I plan to visit more, but Bishop Lapp might not be tolerant if I’m here too often.”

Esther smiled. “Bishop Lapp has mellowed in the past few years. And you have unusual circumstances. Talk to him.”

Ruth sighed. “Maybe.”

“Ach, well, scoot.” She gave Ruth a gentle shove. “Go see Gideon and John.”

Ruth said good-bye to several people on her way to her car. She hoped she didn’t spook all the horses tethered nearby when she started the engine.

By the time she made the short trip to John’s house, her heart was at it again as she tried to identify her intentions. Yesterday she ran from Gideon. Now she was about to be face-to-face with him again.

John Beiler opened the door and a smile filled his face. Her father-in-law had aged a lot since she last saw him. His beard was almost completely gray, his salt-and-pepper hair thinning, and his jowls sagged in a way Ruth didn’t remember, like he’d been frowning for five years. She was happy to see him smile as she wrapped her arms around him. John held her for a long moment before he motioned for her to come in.

“Excuse the mess.” He rolled his eyes. “I’m afraid cleaning was always Mae’s area of expertise, and I’ve gotten used to things being like this.”

Ruth knew from Esther’s and John’s letters that the house wasn’t tidy, but she was surprised how bad it was. “I can help you clean this place up.”

John chuckled. “I’ve had lots of offers over the years. But to tell you the truth, I wouldn’t be able to find a thing if it was clean. I know where everything is.”

“Sorry if I overstepped.” Ruth cringed as she looked down at her running shoes, deciding she probably didn’t need to take them off.

John shook his head. “No apology necessary. I’ve just turned into a sloppy and grumpy old man.” He grinned before he walked to the couch and moved a blanket and pillow to the floor. “Sit. Tell me about your life in Florida.”

Ruth told him about her job, her apartment, and how she enjoyed living near the beach.

“We had several gut vacations near there when Gideon was growing up.”

Ruth forced a smile. “Ya, I remember him talking about those trips.” Pausing, she glanced around. “Speaking of Gideon, I was surprised he wasn’t at the reunion. I thought that was partly the reason he came back.”

John tipped his head to one side and stared at her. “Gideon left yesterday. I thought he got word to you.”

Ruth bit her bottom lip, willing it not to tremble.

“He said he was going to hire someone to clean the house and do the repairs.” John seemed to be searching Ruth’s eyes, his brows furrowed. “He said he didn’t want anything in the house—except his grandmother’s rocking chair—that he was going to let you have whatever you wanted.” He pointed to the chair in the corner. “He brought the rocker over before he left.”

Ruth blinked a few times and took a deep breath. “I see.”

John stared at her for a long time again, still running his hand over his beard. “Tragedy affects all of us in different ways, mei maedel. But you and Gideon have always belonged together. I thought this reunion might help you both see that. I thought when the two of you saw each other, you’d see Gott’s plan for your lives wasn’t over.”

“Gideon has someone else.” Ruth fought the tears burning in her eyes.

“Do you?” John raised a bushy gray eyebrow.

Ruth shook her head. She’d spent years thinking she wouldn’t love anyone but Gideon, but maybe it was time to rethink that and at least open herself up to the possibility.

They were quiet for a few seconds, then Ruth heard the word stay in her mind as clearly as if someone were standing right next to her, breathing it into her ear. She remembered what Esther said about being receptive to the voice of God. Did He want her to stay here?

“I’m not sure how welcome I’ll be here by Bishop Lapp, but I’d like to stay and do the cleaning and repairs on the house myself or contract out the things I can’t handle.” Suddenly the thought of others trampling through her old home caused her to shudder. The house had served as a part of her healing, and her return visit hadn’t been the tormented experience she’d expected. Not until she fled from Gideon. Maybe more time in the house by herself was what she needed.

John smiled. “I’d enjoy having you around for a while. What about your job?”

Ruth hadn’t thought anything through, but she wanted to stay and work on the house. Shrugging, she smiled. “I have no idea. I didn’t know I was going to stay until just now. Did Gideon leave you the key?”

John stood up. “Ya, I’ll go fetch it.”

When he returned, he walked to the rack by the front door and put on his hat. “I suspect there are a lot of repairs you can’t do by yourself.”

“Nee, I can’t let you do that. I’m sure Esther and Amos will help. Mei parents both have back troubles, but I’m sure they’ll lend a hand too.” Having less traffic and fewer strangers in the house sounded appealing.

John smiled. “It would get me out of the house.”

That did it. Ruth smiled and stood. “Ok. Let’s go.”

John put an arm around her as they walked onto the porch. “Welcome home,” he said softly.

Ruth helped him down the steps. She had no clue what she was doing. She had belongings, friends, a job, and a life back in Florida. She had a rental car to return and a flight booked—

“You are home,” the voice whispered in her mind again.

She looked at John, smiled, and said, “Danki.”
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Following the long drive home and a night to decompress, Gideon went to see Cheryl. He’d called her and asked if she wanted him to come over with a pizza. He needed to see her, to clear the images of Ruth he couldn’t seem to shed.

Cheryl met him at the door wearing jeans and a purple blouse. Her long red hair was pulled into a ponytail, the same way Ruth had worn hers the last couple days.

Gideon kissed her on the cheek and then handed her the pizza.

She set it on the coffee table and went back to him, hugging him tightly. “I missed you,” she whispered. She kissed him as if she hadn’t seen him in months. It seemed a bit excessive since they’d only been on a few dates.

As Cheryl kissed him, all Gideon could see was Ruth. He eased away from her and tried to smile.

“I’m exhausted from the long drive, but I wanted to see you.” He wanted normalcy, distractions, anything to keep him from thinking about his wife. Ruth had assumed he was serving her with divorce papers. He hadn’t realized it at the time, but the finality of such an action disturbed him. He snapped back to the present.

“Well, I was happy to hear that, and I’m glad you’re here.”

They cozied up on the couch. Cheryl had two paper plates already set out, along with some grated parmesan and napkins.

She tucked a leg beneath her and turned to face him as she handed him a plate. She blinked slowly, her long lashes brushing against her high cheekbones. She was a beautiful woman, and she had a look in her eyes that made Gideon wonder if pizza was the only thing on her agenda.




CHAPTER 10

Esther put her hands to her hips in the middle of Ruth’s den. “I absolutely cannot believe how much you’ve gotten done in here in a week.” She glanced around the room. “Unbelievable.”

“Well, I’ve had a lot of help.” Ruth looked over her shoulder when a drill started up. “John insisted on being here every day and taking care of little things, like the loose knob on the back door.” She pointed to the front window. “And he replaced the glass in that window.”

Esther frowned, grunting a little. “I hate that I haven’t been able to help you. Becky is still sick with a terrible cold. Amos caught it from her, and I heard Mamm and Daed coughing when I went to see them this morning, so I told them to stay in and rest. But I couldn’t stay away any longer.”

“No worries.” Ruth leaned closer to her sister and whispered, “This has been gut for John. The house seems to have a healing effect on him too.” She grabbed her sister’s hand and pulled her into the kitchen, then let go and smiled before she walked to the counter to the left of the sink. “This is where Grace and I made bread and baked dozens of cookies together.”

She walked over to the kitchen table and climbed up on a chair.

“What are you doing?” Esther arched an eyebrow.

“This is where I stood when a huge mouse was loose in the house.” She pointed to the chair across from her. “That’s where Grace was standing.” Ruth laughed. “We stayed on these chairs squealing until Gideon finally heard us and came to our rescue.” She waved her arms. “I feel Grace everywhere, Esther. My heart isn’t full, but the emptiness I’ve carried for so long is slowly filling.” She hung her head. “I stayed away much too long.”

Esther stared at her for a minute before she climbed up on the chair Ruth had pointed to and squealed. Ruth squealed along with her. John rushed into the room, his wild eyes ping-ponging between them.

“What is it? A mouse? Where?” John looked around for the culprit.

Ruth and Esther laughed. “We were just playing.” Ruth stepped back down on the floor.

Esther lost her footing and almost fell. “I guess I shouldn’t be standing on a chair.” She eased herself back to the wood floor. “I have a hard enough time keeping my balance on the ground.”

John rolled his eyes, chuckling and shaking his head. “Silly maeds, I tell you.” He went back to the bedroom where he’d been tightening some screws on the windowsills.

“I haven’t seen him laugh like that in a long time. The few times I’ve seen him, he was so sullen.” Esther walked to Ruth and touched her arm. “It’s nice to see you laugh like that too.”

Ruth smiled. “Bishop Lapp might not accept me back into the community, but he can’t kick me out of mei haus.”

Esther’s eyes filled with tears. “Are you staying for gut?”

Ruth put both hands to her forehead for a few seconds. “I haven’t thought things through, but I feel happier here than I’ve felt in a long time. I’m going to roll with it and keep listening to God. Maybe I’m here for a month or two, just to get the house ready to sell. Or maybe God led me to the decision to return home so I would feel His healing hand on me.”

She shrugged, then laughed. “I don’t know, Esther. But I called my boss and quit my job this morning. Yesterday, I returned the rental car and took a cab back here.” She chuckled again. “It’s all crazy behavior, but Gideon and I had a nice nest egg when we split up. I had to spend some of it to get set up in Florida, but I have enough left to live on for a while until I figure everything out.”

“Becky is going to be so happy.” Esther latched on to Ruth’s hands. “I have something to tell you.”

Ruth’s pulse sped up. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong.” Esther paused as a smile filled her face. “I’m pregnant.”

Ruth raised a hand to her chest and smiled as her eyes welled with happy tears.

“I’m not very far along. I haven’t even told Mamm and Daed yet.”

Ruth threw her arms around her sister. “I’m so happy for you and Amos.”

When they released each other Esther sighed. “Becky says if we don’t name the baby Beatrice she will run away from home.”

Ruth laughed. She could picture Becky saying that.

“Go ahead and laugh.” Esther grinned, but then took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “She wants us to name her Beatrice Grace.” She lowered her eyes. “I know it doesn’t even go together, really, and I wasn’t sure how you would feel about it . . .”

Ruth brushed a tear from her cheek. “I think it would be wonderful.” They shared another hug, then Ruth stepped back. “What if the boppli is a boy?”

Esther shook her head. “Ach, she still wants Beatrice.” Her sister held up a finger. “But Amos and I are pushing for Benjamin.”

Ruth gazed at her younger sister, pregnant with her second child. She heard the voice in her head again, and she repeated the words aloud.

“I’m home.”




CHAPTER 11

Ruth rode with John to Annie and Ben’s wedding. Last month she purchased a car, but it was a lovely fall day, and she missed riding in a buggy. She’d dressed conservatively in a long skirt and white cotton blouse, not the traditional Amish clothes that were still in her closet.

She longed to wear the kind of clothes she’d worn most of her life and have her own horse and buggy. But it was up to the bishop to decide if and when Ruth could be rebaptized and become a member of the district again. Until that time hopefully came, she chose to respect the fact that she’d been shunned.

Her predicament fell into a gray area since her people didn’t believe in divorce. For now, she would continue to accept Bishop Lapp’s grace, by allowing her to resume communication with others in the district. She’d chosen not to have electricity installed in the house to show the bishop she was serious about making a new life here and living the Amish way. The car was a necessity for now, but she’d happily sell it.

Ruth awoke every morning at four o’clock to bake bread. She’d purchased four chickens and a milking cow. In many ways, she’d resumed her old life. There were large voids, but slowly her heart was filling in other ways. Tending to the yard, working outdoors, collecting eggs, and continuing to fix up the house kept her busy.

Slowly, she’d been able to recall more and more good memories about Grace, and while there would always be a level of grief, she was finding joy again. She thought about Gideon often and envisioned him here with her, but she hadn’t heard from him, so she was forced to face the fact that he had truly moved on. Whatever spark she’d thought they had was only that—a spark that ignited in Ruth’s heart, but apparently not in Gideon’s. At some point, she would have to figure out a way to pay Gideon for his share of the house.

She wasn’t sure what the future held, but she had something she didn’t have prior to coming here. Hope. She had a hopeful heart that she prayed would be full and at peace. It was a process, but as long as she kept moving forward, she would be closer to that peace.

The biggest question would be how the elders and Bishop Lapp decided to handle her return home. Even if she was rebaptized into the community, she wasn’t sure if romantic love would be in her future. She didn’t believe in divorce, and she didn’t think she would love anyone the way she loved Gideon.

John turned on the road to Annie’s parents’ house, and Ruth saw dozens of buggies with horses tethered to the fence. She was sure Esther and her mother had already been there for hours preparing food for the wedding. Knowing there would be plenty of help and not wanting to push Bishop Lapp, Ruth chose not to join them.

“I’m surprised you aren’t riding to the wedding with Barbara.” Ruth grinned at her father-in-law. John had been seen around town eating out with Barbara, a woman his age who had recently become widowed. It was customary for an Amish person to remarry soon after the death of a spouse. John had repeatedly said in letters that he would never remarry, customary or not. But then Barbara became available. He’d even returned to church. Ruth had been attending Amish worship too. Bishop Lapp, once again, chose to look the other way.

“Nee, no one knows about me and Barbara.” John winked at Ruth, and she smiled back at him.

“Don’t kid yourself. They know. People have seen you together.”

John chuckled. He glowed with an expression Ruth hadn’t seen since before Mae and Grace died. It was a gradual transformation. First, he stepped out by helping Ruth with the house. Then he started going back to church once a month, and now every two weeks. John said it was a start and that he still had some things to work out with the Lord. And then there was Barbara, who seemed to propel him toward the same goal Ruth had—peace. But if romantic love was the answer, Ruth worried if she’d ever find the peace she longed for.

“There’s mei daed,” Ruth said after John had tethered the horse. “I’m going to talk to him before the service starts.”

John nodded, and Ruth walked to where her father was washing his hands at the pump by the fence. The men had set up a large tent outside the Millers’s house with a lot of tables and chairs. Normally there wouldn’t be a tent, but rain was in the forecast, and even the Millers’s wraparound porch couldn’t hold all the guests.

“Wie bischt, Daed?”

“Gut, mei maedel. Nice to see you. It’s been a few days.”

It had been over a week, but Ruth didn’t correct him. “I’ve been getting ready for winter. You know, stacking firewood in the mudroom and making sure I have enough propane, things like that.”

“A woman needs a husband to take care of those things.” Her father scowled.

Ruth brushed the wrinkles from her blouse as she sighed. “Well, I’m making do.”

It started to drizzle as she walked across the yard with her father. The service would be inside the Millers’s house. When she and her father walked into the room, people were packed like sardines, some sitting, many standing. There were probably three hundred folks. Panels that divided the rooms had been removed to accommodate the crowd.

It had been a long time since Ruth attended a wedding. She tried to recall if Esther and Amos’s had been the last one, but she couldn’t remember.

Becky waved to Ruth from where she was sitting next to her mother. All the chairs near them were taken, so Ruth chose one of the few empty chairs in the back row. As was customary, the men and boys were on one side of the room, the women and girls facing them on the other side, and the deacons and bishop were in the middle. The bride and groom were on the front rows, facing each other.

Ruth was glad to be in the back when her eyes filled with tears. She hoped not too many people would notice. As Ben and Annie exchanged vows, she saw only her and Gideon. Two people madly in love, light-years away from tragedy and heartbreak.

Thunder boomed outside as rain pelted the tin roof. Ruth had always heard that rain at a wedding was good luck and symbolized fertility and cleansing, and if there was a rainbow afterward, the union would be blessed with happiness. She prayed that Ben and Annie would have a good marriage and life together, a union blessed by God that would last forever. Ruth remembered the rain when she married Gideon. There was lots of rain, but no rainbow when the storm was over. She’d been blessed with happiness, but not for nearly as long as she’d hoped.

A minute later, tears were streaming down her face. She dabbed at them with a tissue before she made her way to the kitchen. A few women hurried around putting finishing touches on the food. She kept her head down as she swept through them and went out to the porch.

She covered her face and sobbed, wishing she hadn’t come. But she’d known Ben and Annie her entire life. It would have been wrong to miss their special day. For all her steps forward, there were still steps backward, tender spots in her heart that would take longer to heal.

After allowing herself a good cry, she uncovered her face and sniffled. It was pouring now, and she stepped closer to the house to avoid the spray of water as the wind pushed the rain sideways and underneath the porch awning. She went around the corner to the front porch where an even larger spray of water blew under the rafters, soaking most of her dress.

Ruth was almost at the door when she thought she heard someone call her name. In the distance, she saw a man. He was standing in the middle of the yard staring at her. Ruth didn’t recognize him with the downpour of water between them. She quickly swiped at her eyes so she wouldn’t be caught crying by a late guest. The man took a few steps toward her, and Ruth would recognize that gait anywhere. Gideon.

Of course Annie and Ben would invite Gideon to the wedding. He had grown up with them too. But Ruth never considered the possibility that he might attend after his abrupt departure.

She strained to see his truck, but there wasn’t a vehicle in sight. She went weak in the knees, but it didn’t stop her feet from moving toward him. She was soaked immediately, but her pace picked up until she was right in front of him.

“What are you doing here?” Ruth’s teeth chattered. It was warm for October, but cool enough that being drenched caused her to shake. Or was it Gideon causing her to tremble? “You missed the wedding.”

“I know.” He was breathless. “I ran most of the way here after my truck broke down on Lincoln Highway.”

Ruth just stared at him, at a loss for words. As they stood in the rain, soaking wet, Ruth couldn’t move. She was afraid she’d lose the moment, the look on Gideon’s face, the way his eyes blazed with a passion she remembered well. But there was something different about his expression now, more determined.

“I’ve spent so much time thinking about how we’re different people from who we used to be and how we can’t move forward together.” Rainwater poured down Gideon’s face, but he didn’t flinch. “We had to move backward before we could go forward as new and better people.” He shrugged. “Did we handle things the best way that we could? Probably not. But we lost a child. And we lost each other along the way. But the differences in our lives were more about what we had to face within ourselves. The people we were, the core of our souls never left us. We just had to find our way back. We both faced the challenges of a new life in the English world while grief gnawed at us from the inside. But we’re different in other ways too.”

He took a step closer to her and put his hand over his heart. “We’re better. We’ve found ways to cope with our grief, and we’ve stayed in touch with God.” He pounded his fist lightly against his chest. “And inside, I am still the man you married, who fell in love with you, who had a child with you. I love you now just as much as I did then.” He shook his head. The rain was slowing. “I don’t want anyone else. I don’t love anyone else. I love you, Ruth.”

Ruth blinked as she fought to control her tears, her heart pounding against the wall of her chest. Her face was so wet from rain that she barely noticed the tears pouring down her cheeks as Gideon latched his hands onto her shoulders.

“So, Ruth Marie Beiler, will you be my wife again, to love and cherish forever? I know we might need to ease into things, but I know I love you.”

She nodded and held on to him tightly when he pulled her into a hug. They stayed in each other’s arms for a while. The rain had stopped when he eased her away.

Ruth couldn’t hold back the flow of tears as she nodded. “I’d like that.”

Gideon kissed her with all the passion she remembered. “I leib you,” he whispered in her ear as he held her.

“I leib you too.” Saying it in Deitsch sounded as natural as being in Gideon’s arms. She smiled when she saw a rainbow behind him. “Look.”

Would blessings and happiness follow Ben and Annie on their wedding day and forever? Or was the colorful display God’s way of saying He was giving Ruth and Gideon another chance? Either way, she silently thanked God for this day, for this moment. She prayed she and Gideon would face the future together, no matter what it held for them, and that they would continue to pull their strength from God and each other.

“Now, that’s what I call a reunion!”

Ruth spun around just in time to see Esther lowering her hands from her mouth, evidently the person who yelled. She was surrounded by at least a dozen others who all began to clap.

Ruth turned back around to face her husband.

Thank you, Gott.




EPILOGUE

Beatrice Grace Stoltzfus was born three months later, and as Ruth held the tiny bundle in her arms, she could feel Grace smiling from heaven.

“She’s beautiful.” Ruth gazed upon her new niece. She’d waited until Amos left, along with Becky and the midwife, and even her parents before she entered the bedroom. “I’m so glad I’m able to be here this time.” She looked up at her sister and grinned. “Becky got her wish for a girl.”

“Ya. I didn’t want her to run away from home.” Esther smiled. “And I can already see the bishop baptizing her as Beatrice, but Amos decided we should call her Bea. Becky didn’t care for that idea, but we’re compromising. I remember you telling us what the name meant. I had to talk Amos into it a little, but he said he’ll get used to having a daughter named Beatrice.” She paused to take a deep breath. “This one was easier than Becky, but it still wasn’t a picnic.” Her sister lay a hand across her stomach.

“Well, I hope my second pregnancy will be easier too.” Ruth smiled before she kissed Beatrice on the forehead, then she looked up at Esther, whose mouth was agape.

“I know. We were as shocked as you are. It took so long for me to get pregnant with Grace that we didn’t see another child in our future.”

“Gott is good,” Esther said softly. “What a beautiful miracle He blessed you with after all you’ve been through.”

“But we’re going through it all together this time.”

As Ruth thought about their journey, she was confident about her statement. She and Gideon had dated for a month, then they held a small ceremony to renew their vows. She and Gideon had been living in their home for almost two months as husband and wife. It wasn’t without adjustments, some serious, some funny.

Gideon walked in his sleep now, which unraveled Ruth every time she heard him up and around during the night. Gideon said Ruth snored now, which she continued to deny. Changing Grace’s room had been heartbreaking, and they’d argued a little about what to do with it. They agreed to leave it alone, but when they found out Ruth was pregnant, they tackled the project with a combination of bittersweet joy and sadness. Together it represented hope and faith.

As Ruth gazed at her sister, she thanked God again for His many blessings. Then she chuckled.

“I hope Becky won’t be mad if we don’t name a baby Beatrice too.” Ruth chuckled.

“She’s going to be beside herself excited and happy.” Esther found Ruth’s free hand and squeezed. “We don’t always understand Gott’s plan, but He never forsakes us.”

Ruth handed tiny Beatrice back to her mother and smoothed the wrinkles from her black apron. “Ya. I know. I’ll never forget Grace. She is in my heart forever. I was blessed to have her for ten years, and that’s how I choose to think about it. I didn’t lose her after ten years, I was blessed to have her for ten years.”

“I’m so happy for you.” A tear rolled down Esther’s cheek, still rosy with exhaustion.

“I need to go talk to Becky and tell her the news.” Ruth tapped a finger to her chin. “But first, there is one more thing I need to tell you.”

Esther raised an eyebrow.

“Becky may actually need to help us pick out two names.” Ruth’s eyes welled with happiness as her sister’s jaw dropped again. “The midwife thinks it could be twins, but it’s too early to know for sure.”

Esther was in the middle of congratulating Ruth when a loud squeal came from the den. Ruth went to the closed door and peeked out to see Amos, their parents, the midwife, and other family members watching an excited Becky as she hugged Gideon. Ruth looked back to her sister. “Ach, well, someone beat me to it. Gideon must have told Becky and the rest of them.”

Ruth smiled at her husband as Becky jumped up and down, then finally turned around and waved to Ruth. Her niece cupped her mouth with her hands and yelled, “I can already think of so many names!”

Esther chuckled. “Oh, dear. I wonder what she’ll come up with.”

Ruth gazed at her husband and niece, thanking the Lord again for an abundance of peace, happiness, and hope for the future. She turned back to Esther again, closing the door behind her. “I’m sure we’ll all settle on gut names.”

“Ha. That’s what you think. She’s already mentioned Myrtle and Hilda for my future babies. She might suggest those for yours.”

Ruth rested a hand on her stomach. “I have a funny feeling we are having boys.”

Giggling, Esther rolled her eyes. “Our Becky has boy names picked out too. I’m hoping she outgrows this obsession with odd names that aren’t common to our people.”

“I’m afraid to ask what boy names she has in mind.” Ruth winked at her sister. “But those names will be for your future kinner, I’m sure.”

“She has six boy names. I’m sure I’m not having six boys.” She pushed her lips into a pout. “Well, I guess I can’t be sure about that. Amos is hoping for a lot of boys.”

Ruth walked to the bed and kissed baby Beatrice on the cheek. “Be well, little one.” Then she kissed her sister on the forehead. “Well done. She’s beautiful.” Standing, she took a deep breath. “Now, I’m going home with my husband, and we thought we’d take our niece for a while so her mother can rest.”

Esther nodded, then locked eyes with Ruth. “Gott is good, isn’t He?” Esther said again.

“In so many ways.” Ruth blew Esther a kiss and opened the door that led to her husband and niece.

Husband. It was a word she would never tire of saying. She thanked Gott for gifting her with more children and for this second chance at happiness with Gideon. She paused before stepping over the threshold and closed her eyes.

I love you, Grace. Always and forever.

In her mind, she heard “I love you too, Mamm,” and she smiled.

Everything was going to be okay. Better than okay.

Blessed.




DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

    1.     The loss of a loved one at any age is difficult, but especially when a child dies. Statistically, grief often causes the parents to split up. Has this happened to you or to anyone you know? Did the couple reunite or remain separated?

    2.     What do you think would have happened if Gideon and Ruth had stayed together? Or what might the outcome have been if they had returned home sooner? Did they possibly need their time apart in an effort for each of them to heal before they were able to console each other?

    3.     At the end of the story, I could almost see Grace smiling down on her parents. Did you have a sense of Grace’s presence throughout the novella? If so, what were some of the recollections and memories that led you to feel like you knew Grace?

    4.     Ruth and Gideon both returned home to face people and painful situations they had avoided. But, in the end, it is people and situations that ultimately help them to continue the healing process. What are some examples of this?
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