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Dedication

To Tom. Even after twenty-eight years, I still give thanks for you every day.


Epigraph

These shall wake the yawning maid;

She the door shall open—

Finding dew on garden glade

And the morning broken.

~from “Night and Day” by Robert Louis Stevenson

Open my eyes that I may see wonderful things ... 

Psalm 119:18 (NIV)
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chapter one

The moment Viola Keim entered the main parlor of the Daybreak Retirement Home, she heard her favorite resident calling her name.

“Viola, come here quick,” Mr. Swartz ordered. “I received another letter from Edward this mornin’.”

After straightening her black apron over her purple dress and smoothing a wayward strand of hair under her white kapp, Viola grabbed a carafe of coffee, and did as he bid. She tried to summon a smile. Atle Swartz adored his son. Nothing could make his day like a letter from Edward.

Unfortunately, Viola could think of a dozen other things she’d rather do than listen to more news from the wayward Ed Swartz. She privately thought Ed sounded like a jerk.

Mr. Swartz’s eyebrows clamped together as he glared at her. “What’s wrong with your feet? You’re walking so slow, you’d think they were cobbled together.”

“I’m holding a pot of coffee, Mr. Swartz,” she retorted. “I’ve no desire to spill it on the carpet or myself. Or you,” she added with a small smile as she filled his coffee cup.

“It would be a real shame if I stained the carpet. Or burned someone,” she said with a wink.

“You haven’t burned me yet, Viola.”

“There’s still time. I’ve only been working here six months,” she teased.

“Feels longer.”

It did, indeed. Six short months ago, after a series of interviews, she’d gotten the job as an assistant at Daybreak, a retirement home for the Mennonite and Amish in the community. Right from the start she’d hit it off with the seventy-four-year-old gentleman. Though he was for the most part confined to a wheelchair, he had lots of energy and a biting wit. Somehow, he’d taken to teasing her, and she’d learned to give as good as she got.

Now she looked forward to visiting with him every day.

Though, truth be told, she didn’t think he belonged there. He was too young to be in a retirement home. In her opinion, all Atle Swartz needed was someone to look out for him every once in a while. To do a little cleaning, and to make sure he had his coffee and supper.

Actually, what he really needed was his son. After all, it was a child’s duty to look after his parents in their declining years. Not be off gallivanting in the wilds of Central America.

Not that it was any of her business.

Taking a seat beside him, she poured herself a cup of coffee as well and pretended she was eager to hear every word the illustrious Ed Swartz wrote. “I can’t wait to hear what he has to say,” she lied. “What a wonderful-gut way to start my day.”

When Atle narrowed his eyes over the rim of his cup, she felt her cheeks heat. Perhaps she had laid things on a bit thick. “Is the kaffi all right?”

“Jah. It is fine. ...” Carefully, he folded the letter smooth on the table in front of him. “Viola, are you certain you want to hear the letter? I’m beginning to get the feeling you don’t enjoy them all that much.”

Now she felt terrible. Sharing his only child’s letters was the highlight of Atle’s day, and she was ruining it by letting her personal feelings get in the way. “Of course I want to hear it, Mr. Swartz. I always enjoy sitting with you.” Now that was the God’s honest truth.

Two men sitting on a nearby couch cackled.

“You’d best watch it, Viola,” one of them called out, his smile broad over a graying beard. “Atle’s going to read every single word of Ed’s letter. Might even read it twice, just to make sure you didn’t miss a single thing. You won’t be able to attend to anyone else for at least an hour.”

“I guess I’ll simply have to hope that you won’t need me anytime soon, Mr. Showalter,” she said sweetly, smiling when the men chuckled again.

The camaraderie she’d found with the residents of the retirement home brought joy to her heart. She loved working with the elderly folks in the area, loved feeling like she was making a difference in their lives.

“Girly, you ready to listen?” Two raps on the table with his knuckles brought her back to the present.

“Of course,” she replied mildly. Truly, one day she was going to tell him that she was twenty-two years old. Too old to be called “Girly.” “Ah, what does Edward have to say this time?”

After casting a sideways glance her way he cleared his throat and began. “Dear Daed, greetings from Nicaragua. As usual, the temperature is near ninety degrees, but my heart is warm from all the good works we’ve been doing. Not only have we given out a great amount of food and clothing lately, but we’ve also had some wonderful interactions with the children in the area. ...”

As Mr. Swartz continued to read about Ed and his mission work, Viola tried to imagine what would possess a man to leave everything he knew and loved to attend to people so far away. Though of course he was doing many good things with the Christian Aid Ministries Association, there was much in Holmes County, Ohio, that he could focus on.

Most especially, his wonderful father.

As Atle continued to read, stopping every now and then to repeat what his son said—just to make sure Viola didn’t miss a single word—she felt her attention drift. Edward’s stories, while impressive and heartfelt, simply didn’t mean that much to her. Not when she had plenty of concerns right here in Berlin.

She couldn’t imagine walking away from her family, it was so tight-knit and demanding. At home, she was surrounded by all things familiar, and found comfort embracing traditions that had continued for many generations. Though her family was New Order Amish, not Old Order like many of the other Amish in the area, or Mennonite like some of the residents of the home, she’d found that her traditions and values weren’t any different from the folks she helped.

She was grateful for the many blessings God had graced her with. She’d grown up in a beautiful white house, part of the newest addition to their already sprawling property that had first been built in the 1920s. She was close to her grandparents, who lived in the dawdi haus behind them, and close to her parents, and to the few of her aunts and uncles who hadn’t moved far away.

She’d always gotten along fine with her brother Roman and her twin sister Elsie as well.

Of course, things would likely start changing soon. After all, she and her siblings were all of marriageable age. One day, she and Roman would get married and move on.

But no matter what happened, she intended to live close and continue to help Elsie. Her sister was always going to need a lot of help. Born with a degenerative eye disease, Elsie would need at least one of her siblings to look out for her for the rest of her life.

Just imagining the idea of leaving Elsie in the care of strangers made her heart clench.

Thank goodness neither she nor Roman was like Ed Swartz!

“... and so, Daed, I must let you go. The children are about to open their shoe boxes and I don’t want to miss a minute.”

That caught her attention. “Shoe boxes?” she blurted. “Why in the world does he need to hurry to open a shoe box?”

“It was Christmas, Viola,” Atle said with more than a touch of exaggerated patience. “Weren’t you listening?”

Oh!

“There’s only one right answer, Viola!” Mr. Showalter called out. “Otherwise, you’ll be hearing that there letter again, mark my words.”

After giving her heckler a disapproving frown, she got to her feet. “Of course I was listening, Mr. Swartz. Once again, your son Edward seems to be having a mighty fulfilling and charitable life. I just was caught off guard by the mention of the shoe boxes. That’s all.”

But Atle didn’t buy her words for even a minute. “It was Christmas, Girly. This was his Christmas letter. Those boxes were from us! Our shoe-box ministry! Don’tcha remember?”

“Sorry. I had forgotten.”

“I didn’t.”

With more patience than her parents would have ever guessed she had, she smiled tightly. “I’m sorry, Mr. Swartz. It’s simply that, uh, I thought he would have been talking about something else by now. It is the middle of January, you know.”

“He’s far away. All the way in Nicaragua,” he said slowly. Pulling out the country’s name like she had trouble understanding things. “The letters take a long time to get here.”

Feeling her cheeks heat all over again, she tucked her chin. “Oh. Jah. I mean, yes, of course. Thank you for reading it to me.”

“But don’t you want to talk about the note? I’m sure you have questions. ...”

The only question she ever had was “why?” As in why did Ed never ask his father how he was doing? As in why didn’t he ever come back to visit? Why didn’t he care enough to stay close to home?

But of course it was best to keep those things to herself. She didn’t want to hurt Mr. Swartz’s feelings. “The letter was so thoughtful, so detailed ... I, um, I don’t have a single question. And I had better deliver more of this coffee before it all runs cold. You know that Mrs. Ames expects me to visit with several people this morning. Have a good day, now.”

The spark in his blue eyes faded. “You’re certain you can’t stay for a bit longer? I have some more news to share.”

Oh, he was lonely. It broke her heart. “I’m so sorry, I can’t stay today.” She just wasn’t up to hearing one more story about his perfect child. “I’ve got quite a bit to do before I leave this afternoon.”

“Well, all right, then. Have a good day, Viola.”

“You too, Mr. Swartz.”

After topping off his cup, and refilling the other two men’s mugs, she rushed out of the room and went to the kitchen, where she put coffee and snacks on a tray for the ladies in the craft room. Balancing too much on the white wooden tray, she hurried out of the kitchen, turned left, and then headed toward the back of the building.

When two cups started to wobble, she abruptly stopped and set them to rights. Then rushed forward, and promptly ran into a man leaving the office.

When their bodies collided, the plastic bowls of snack mix fell to the ground. And the coffee carafe began to wobble.

“Watch out!” she said as she tried to gain control of the tray.

Two capable-looking hands reached out and pulled the tray from her. “Careful,” he murmured, his voice deep and steady. Almost as steady and strong as his hands looked. “You almost ended up wearing that coffee.”

Feeling a true mixture of relief and embarrassment, she looked up into the speaker’s eyes.

And noticed that his dark blue eyes were tinged with gold. Much like a certain older gentleman’s. “Oh!” she gasped.

“What?”

“You ... You look much like one of our residents.”

“Atle Swartz?”

“Yes. Are you a relation?”

“You could say that. I’m Edward Swartz.”

If his unusual eyes hadn’t given him away, his tan and square jaw would have. The man looked like a carbon copy of his father. Well, a younger, spryer, tanner version of him.

“You finally came back?” she blurted before she could stop herself.

“Finally?”

She bit her lip as her director, Mrs. Ames, came out of her office. “Is everything all right, Viola?”

“Oh, jah.”

Mrs. Ames stared at the tray the man was holding. “Any reason Ed here is holding the coffee tray?”

“Nee.” With a jerk, she pulled the tray from his hands. “Danke. Um. Excuse me, I have work to do.”

“Hey, I’ll be happy to help you,” he said after the administrator turned to the right and walked down the hall. Leaving the two of them alone again. “That tray is fairly heavy.”

“I can manage just fine.” Unable to stop herself, she raised a brow. “Besides, don’t you think it’s time you went to see your father?”

She turned without waiting for an answer.

But still, her cheeks burned with shame for her behavior. And for the fact that as much as she didn’t like him ... she couldn’t help but notice he was far more handsome than she’d ever imagined.

Ed Swartz stood in the middle of the black-and-white-tiled hallway, more than a little perturbed. First, that woman almost spilled coffee on him, then acted like he was about to attack her while he helped her with the tray....

Then had reprimanded him. Like he was a wayward child.

What was her problem? Was she just in a bad mood, or had she really gotten upset that he’d knocked into her?

Maybe he was simply used to the kindness of the people he worked with in Nicaragua. The people there had so little, they were thankful for the smallest amount of care or consideration.

“Can I help you, young man?”

An elderly lady wearing tan polyester slacks, white tennis shoes, and a bright blue sweater pointed to the sign-in sheet. “If you’re visiting, you’ve got to sign in. It’s the rules.”

“Sorry. I guess I got distracted.” After signing his name, he said, “Can you tell me where I might find Atle Swartz?”

A wave of emotion transformed her face. “Are you his son?”

“Yes, ma’am. Edward.”

“All the way from your mission trip? Praise God!”

She darted around the welcome desk, squeezed his arm, and practically dragged him down the hall. “Your father is going to be so happy to see you!”

He doubted his father’s happiness would hold a candle to his own. He’d missed his father terribly during his two-year absence.

But his steps slowed when he caught sight of him, sitting in his wheelchair in front of the gas-lit fireplace. His father looked older, frailer.

“Daed?”

His father’s head popped up. Stared at him like he’d risen from the dead. “Edward? Edward!”

As Ed crossed the room and wrapped his father in a hug, he realized nothing else needed to be said. For now, they were together, and nothing else mattered. With effort, he pushed all thoughts of the woman with the pretty brown eyes from his mind.

In the grand scheme of things, she didn’t matter to him at all.

Peter Keim pulled another cardboard box off a shelf, looked at his mother, and groaned. “Mamm, every time I turn around, I’m finding another box of yours. Why do you have so much stuff?” And more to the point, how come he hadn’t seen any of it before?

It was like his mother had hidden a secret life up in the rafters of their home, and it had all gathered dust and begun to slowly rot. When a spider crept out from under the box’s top flap, he grimaced. “We should throw this all out.”

From the other side of the attic, his mother looked at the four boxes, two trunks, and six or seven large wicker baskets that were filled to overflowing. She looked a bit surprised to see everything, but even in the dim light of the attic, Peter noticed a faint gleam of anticipation, too. “Oh, Peter, settle down. It’s not so much stuff. Not really so much for a woman’s whole life. I am fairly old, you know.”

Peter sighed. His mother had been talking like that for months now, which was exasperating, since she was only sixty-four and enjoying exceptionally good health. As far as the family was concerned, the matriarch of their family had decades to go before she went around proclaiming she was old.

“Well, all this cleaning is making me feel old,” he said. Opening up one of the five green plastic garbage bags he’d brought up to the attic, he crouched down next to one of the trunks. “This women’s work is wearing me out.”

As he knew she would, his daughter Elsie found fault with that. “Father, you mustn’t talk like that. Cleaning is most definitely not only women’s work. Besides, you know Mamm with her asthma can’t be up here in all this dust.”

He did love how prim and proper his daughter was. “I’m just teasing, Elsie. I don’t mind helping with the attic. Besides, it’s a whole lot warmer up here in the attic than outside in the fields.”

She rubbed her arms. “I’m tired of winter and it’s only January.”

“Patience, Elsie,” his mother cautioned. “Everything comes in its own time. Even spring.”

Getting back on track, Peter brushed aside yet another traveling insect and pushed the box he’d just taken down a little more toward the center of the attic. ”I can’t wait to see what you have in here. This doesn’t look like it’s been touched since you moved in.”

Before his eyes, his mother stiffened. “I had forgotten that box was in here.”

“Then it’s time we found out all your secrets,” Elsie teased from her chair near the window. “Mommi, you know what’s going to have to happen, don’t you? You’re going to have to tell us all the stories that go with the items in the box.”

For some reason, his mother looked even more perturbed. “I doubt you’d be interested, Elsie. There’s nothing out of the ordinary inside. Nothing that you haven’t heard about at least a dozen times. You know, dear, perhaps you should go downstairs with your father. I’ll finish up here on my own.”

“I’m not going to let you be up here by yourself, Mamm,” he said. “Stop worrying so much.”

“And I’m not going to leave you, either, Mommi. There might be something inside that you’ve forgotten about. ... A deep, dark secret ...”

His mother laughed. “I think not. My life isn’t filled with secrets. That’s not what the Lord intended.”

Peter felt his smile falter as his mother’s pious remarks floated over him. For all his life, both of his parents had set themselves up as pillars of the community. And as models for their six children to follow.

But their markers were so high, their children never felt they could meet their parents’ high standards. It was one of the reasons his brothers Jacob and Aden had moved to Indiana, and his little sister Sara had moved all the way to New York.

Even though he was the middle child, not the eldest son, he was the one who’d elected to live with his parents and take over the running of the farm. It made the most sense. He was used to keeping the peace—a quality that was definitely needed in his parents’ company.

But even he was finding it difficult to hear their criticisms day after day.

Well, at least that was the reason he gave for his own private behavior.

Pushing his dark thoughts away, he opened the flaps of the box and pulled an armful of the contents out. On top was an embroidered sampler.

“What does it say, Daed?” Elsie asked, reminding him that with her eye disease, it was getting harder and harder for her to see most anything.

“It says ‘Start and End the Day with Prayer.’ ”

Elsie smiled. “That sounds like Mommi.”

Indeed it did. Lovina Keim was the epitome of a dutiful Amish wife. She’d borne six children, had organized charity events for the community, kept a bountiful garden, quilted well, and could still outcook most women in the area.

She was a handsome woman, with dark brown eyes, which her children and grandchildren had all inherited. She was a hard worker and never asked anyone to do anything she wasn’t prepared to do herself.

However, she was also critical and judgmental. It was next to impossible to live up to her expectations.

Elsie moved closer, kneeling next to him. “What else is inside?”

Peter looked at his mother, who seemed frozen, her eyes fastened on the box.

Slowly, he pulled out a heavily embroidered linen tablecloth, and a pair of crystal candlesticks. Peter shook his head. While some Amish women did buy some pretty tableware every now and then, these items were extravagant. Even more, he’d never seen them before. “Mother, where did these come from?” He held up one of the heavy candlesticks.

That seemed to set her back into motion. Busily smoothing out the rough fabric of a quilt, his mother glanced away. “I’m not sure. I’ve forgotten.”

Peter had never known his mother to forget a thing. “Come on, now. You must have an idea.”

“I do not. If I knew, I would tell you, Peter.” Standing up, her mother shook her head. “I’m getting tired. I no longer care to look in these boxes.” Her voice turning pinched, she continued. “Elsie, please walk with me back to my rooms?”

Obediently, Elsie moved to stand up, but Peter held her back with a hand on her arm. “Nee, stay, Elsie. Now that we’ve started digging in here, I’d like to see what else is inside.” Something was propelling him forward. Maybe it was his mother’s unfamiliar hesitancy.

Perhaps it was his own selfish wants—a part of him enjoyed seeing her discomfort. It gave her a taste of what he’d felt much of his life. With purposeful motions, he pulled out another sampler of a Psalm, the stitching uneven and childlike. A cloth doll. An old packet of flower seeds.

And then a framed photograph, wrapped in plastic bubble wrap. The Amish didn’t accept photographs, believing that copying their image was a graven sin. “Mamm, what in the world?”

“Peter, don’t unwrap that.”

His mother’s voice was like steel, but Peter ignored the command. He was forty-two years old, not fourteen. And now he was curious.

“Who is this, Mother?” he asked as he pulled the plastic away, finding himself staring at a photograph of a beautiful young woman. Her hair was dark and smooth, her eyes the same coffee-with-cream brown color that looked back at him in the mirror.

A vague thread of apprehension coursed through him.

“Who is it?” Elsie asked.

“It’s a woman, a woman of about your age,” he said patiently, ignoring the tension reverberating from his mother. “She’s mighty pretty, with brown wide-set eyes and hair. Why, she could be your twin, Elsie.”

Elsie gazed at the photograph, but the three of them knew it was basically for show. Her eyesight had gotten much worse over the last two years. “She is pretty,” she allowed. “Though we all know I already have a twin. I’m glad this girl isn’t one, too. I have no need for one more!”

“Since she’s an Englischer, she couldn’t be your twin. Ain’t so, Mamm?” He chuckled, raising his eyes to share a smile with his mother. Then stilled.

His mother looked like a deer caught in the headlights of an oncoming vehicle. Her face was pale, twin splotches of color decorating her cheeks. And her eyes...

They were the exact ones in the photograph.

Suddenly, he knew. “Mother, this is you, isn’t it? This is you in a cap and gown. At your high school graduation.”

His mother averted her eyes.

Elsie gasped. “Mommi? What were you doing, dressed up like an Englischer?”

Though his mother said nothing, Peter realized he didn’t need an explanation. The item in his hands was clear enough. Slowly, he got to his feet, his knees creaking with the effort. “Your grandmother wasn’t dressed up as an Englischer, Elsie,” he said quietly. “For some reason, she wasn’t Amish here. She was English.”

Bitterness coursed through him as he thought of the many, many times she’d belittled all of them because they weren’t perfect enough. Weren’t devout enough. Didn’t obey the Ordnung to the letter.

The way her criticisms had driven his siblings Jacob and Aden and Sara away.

The way her perfection had made his other brother, Sam, try too hard, had made his youngest sister, Lorene, feel terrible about herself.

The way her iron will had even pulled apart his God-given easygoing nature, causing him to do things he shouldn’t.

And she’d done all of this on top of a heap of lies.

He thought of all the times she’d even been critical of his sweet wife, Marie. The way she’d criticized meals and housekeeping and sewing.

Appalled, he stared at his mother. Really looked at her, as if for the very first time. “Talk to me, Mamm. Were you raised English?”

“Yes.”

“Were you ever going to tell us the truth?”

For a few seconds, time seemed to stand still. The dust particles in the air froze. Then Lovina Keim’s face turned colder. “Nee.” Slowly, she walked to the narrow, steep steps and began descending.

Still holding the photograph in his hands, Peter let her walk down by herself.

“Daed, what does this mean?” Elsie asked.

It meant everything. But of course, he could withhold the truth as well as his mother.

“I don’t know,” he whispered. “Let’s go downstairs, too, Elsie.”

Slipping the photograph under his arm, he helped guide Elsie down the stairs.

When she was in her room, and he was sure the rest of the house was silent, he strode to his bedroom, opened up the door to his bedside table, and pushed aside the neat stack of books.

Behind the well-worn hardbacks, he found what he was looking for.

And though it wouldn’t solve his problems, it would help him not care. Even if it was just for a little while.


chapter two

It seemed that two years could, in some ways, feel like a lifetime. After their lengthy hug, Ed stepped back and took a closer look at his father.

When he was growing up, most folks said he was a carbon copy of his dad. They both were blessed with hair so dark it seemed inky black and deep blue and gold eyes. The unusual combination had been a source of pride for Ed growing up. More than one girl had commented on his looks.

But he’d always been happier to know that he was following in his father’s footsteps. There was no better man in the world. Now, after two years’ absence, he realized that he was looking at his future.

Yes, Atle Swartz still favored blue shirts, black trousers, and black suspenders. He still had his gray beard, too.

Of course.

But other things were different. His father looked smaller and frailer than Ed remembered. Whereas Ed used to have to struggle to carry as much hay as his father, now his daed looked like he wouldn’t even be able to push a wheelbarrow. His body looked half its former size. His father’s hands, once so strong and perpetually suntanned, now looked heavily blue-veined and pale. Especially here, under the fluorescent lights of the card room.

“Seeing you does my heart good, Edward,” he said.

Feeling tears prick his eyes, Ed grabbed a chair and sat across from him, so close their knees were touching. “It’s been too long, Daed.” He ached to say he was sorry for his absence, but he wasn’t sure if that was true. He’d missed his father, but his heart had been full of the joy he’d received from the people of Nicaragua. Doing mission work had changed him in many good ways. And because of that, he couldn’t ever think of his time in Central America as a mistake.

“It has been too long,” he agreed, his voice hoarse with emotion. “I am verra pleased to see you. And shocked, too!”

“But it’s a good surprise, yes?”

“It’s good ... but confusing, too.” His eyes narrowing, his daed looked him up and down. Just like he was checking for new flaws. “You must tell me what you are doing here.”

“I’m seeing you, of course.”

“Don’t tease.” Pointing to a sheet of notebook paper on the table, his father said, “I received your letter this morning. You gave no indication that you were on your way home. I think you could have done that, son.” He paused, looking him over yet again. “Unless ... something bad happened?”

“Nothing bad happened.” Eager to push off any more charges of misbehavior, Ed picked up the note, saw the date, and grinned. “This letter is dated three weeks ago. I’ve written you at least two more letters since then.”

“But surely you could have remembered to let me know you’d soon be heading this way ...”

Knowing his father had no concept of how disorganized life at a mission post could be, Ed tried to explain things as well as possible. “Daed, when I wrote this, I didn’t know I would have to leave so soon.”

“You had to leave quickly?” Worry flashed through his cloudy eyes. “What happened?”

Aware that several other residents of the retirement home had crowded around, Ed took time to weigh his words before answering. “Nothing terribly exciting. The folks at the home office took another look at the staffing at all of their sites. Some locations needed more people, other sites had too many. They had to make some cuts, so a few people were sent to Africa, others home.”

“That doesn’t sound like any way to run a company.”

Knowing better than to try to explain the delicate balance CAMA—the Christian Aid Ministry Association— had to ensure was kept in each country, and the amount of work it took to provide for the many people they served, Ed shrugged and went for the simplest of explanations. “The people in charge were told that they had too many Americans in the compound. Next thing I knew, they were telling me I was on the list to leave.”

“I hope you weren’t in trouble.” His father’s gaze searched his own, the same way he used to look him over when Ed would come home from school early.

Luckily, he had a lot of practice deflecting his concern. “Daed, stop looking so worried! And why would you think I’d be in trouble? I was on the list because I’d been there the longest. Sending me home was their way of rewarding me for my hard work.”

“I suppose that makes sense.”

Ed didn’t know if it did or not—all he knew was that he hadn’t needed any kind of reward. Long ago, he’d learned to put his needs far behind the needs of the people he’d been serving. No matter how much he was inconvenienced or shuffled around, it wouldn’t hold a candle to the difficulties the people he was serving went through each day. The people he’d come to care for. He loved his mission work, but he had to admit, it was nice to be back in Ohio. At the moment, he was grateful for the cold air and was looking forward to a comfortable bed.

And nothing was better than sitting with his father. “Daed, honestly, I was glad they asked me to leave. I’d been there almost two years. I was ready to come home for a spell.”

“And I am glad you’re here, too. Now, how long will you be staying?”

“At least six months.”

Some of the light in his father’s eyes faded. “And then you’ll be off to somewhere else?”

“That’s the plan.”

“Ah.”

That one word cut through him like a knife. And with that cut, Ed felt the guilt that sometimes threatened to swallow him whole in the middle of the night. Since his mamm had passed away almost three years ago, it had been only him and his daed. Now it was hardly even that. Though they’d had countless conversations about his calling to mission work, Ed hadn’t left the country without a certain amount of remorse.

No matter what his daed said to the contrary, Ed couldn’t help but wonder if moving his father to the retirement home before he’d left was the right choice.

But there would be time enough to go over plans in the next few days and weeks. And for sure, time enough to rehash his father’s living arrangements. “What’s new with you here?”

“Oh, nothing much. I’ve been beating Jacob Showalter here in cards almost every day, and I heard from your cousins in Indiana—two of them have new babies. And we have a new worker here ... Viola Keim.”

Hearing her name was jarring, like a barrel of dishwater had just been tossed on his head. “I saw Viola when I arrived.”

His father’s gaze softened. “She’s a right pretty thing, ain’t so?”

He would have liked to say he hadn’t noticed. But he had. Few women could carry brown eyes and brown hair so well.

It was a shame she was so full of herself. “She is pretty.” For what that was worth. Pleasing looks were well and good, but if they didn’t match a sweet personality, he didn’t think they counted for much. “Who else have you been visiting with?”

But his father wasn’t about to be sidetracked. “That Viola is a dear girl. I’ve been reading her your letters. Every one.”

“Every one?”

“Oh, jah. Sometimes, multiple times.”

Ed felt his cheeks heat. He’d written some of those letters late at night, when he was so tired and exhausted that he’d given in to temptation and written more about his feelings of loneliness or frustration or difficulties than he usually would. He’d often treated the letters like journal entries—so much so that he’d often considered not sending them to his father for fear that it all would be too much for him to handle.

Realizing that all of his private feelings had been read out loud was embarrassing. He recalled one letter where all he wrote about was how he wanted a truly hot shower!

“Daed ... I hadn’t intended for you to share the letters.”

“But you had to know I would.”

“I guess I did,” he said weakly. Now that he was sitting here with his father, he realized he’d naively assumed his father would feel as protective of the letters as Ed had.

But most of all, he’d not imagined that he’d be sharing every bumbling word he’d written. And not to beautiful volunteers!

“Oh, Viola enjoyed them. I know she did. Why, I think she could be interested in you. You should see if she wants to go walking or something.”

Ed was pretty sure that the only place Viola would want to walk was away from him! “Daed, I don’t think so.”

“But she’s your age. She’ll make someone a fine frau, mark my words.”

It was time to nip this in the bud. “Daed, I didn’t come here to go courting. I want to spend time with you.”

“Well, that should take up one or two hours a day. What are you going to do with the rest of your time?”

He laughed, though it was uncomfortable. “I thought we could do some things together. Maybe go on a trip.” As his guilt crept forward he added, “Maybe you want to live at home while I’m back? I’d enjoy that.”

“You want me to sit by myself in that big haus while the two of us try to put together some terrible meals?”

Put that way, it did sound kind of ridiculous. “I can cook. Some.” Actually, he’d gotten pretty good at making rice and beans.

His father scowled. “I have no intention of eating your cooking.”

“I don’t cook that badly.”

“I’m sure it wouldn’t compare to the food here.”

He didn’t know why his feelings were hurt, but the criticism did sting. “Hey, now, Daed—”

“Besides, this is my home now.” Patting the thick cushion of his chair, he cast Ed a self-satisfied smile. “It took me a bit to get settled in, but now that I am, I’m in no hurry to go anywhere. Surely you can understand that?”

“I guess that makes sense.”

“It makes perfect sense.”

While he’d been gone, Ed had been thankful for the retirement home. He was glad his father had friends, and was in a place where so many eyes could watch out for him. But he’d never believed that his father would think of it as his living preference. “So, have you been to the house recently?”

“Nope. I haven’t been by there in months. I’ve been paying someone to look after it.”

That surprised him. What also surprised Ed was his own uneasiness about being back home and staying there by himself. He knew it would feel emptier than ever without his father there.

And he’d be forced to deal with all the memories of his mother, too.

“Daed, how about we go by there this afternoon? We could take a look around, pick up some groceries. Maybe even make soup and sandwiches like we used to.”

His father’s brow wrinkled. “I don’t think so. We’re going to have sundaes at four.”

Now he was getting irritated. Honestly, his father was acting as if he’d intruded upon his life! “I can take you out for ice cream.”

“It’s near on thirty degrees out, son. Why would I want to leave the comfort of the fireplace if I don’t have to?”

How many times had his father come in from the cold with red cheeks and a broad smile? Ed was flooded with memories of his father working outside for hours, no matter what the temperature.

Making him realize again that they’d both changed considerably while he’d been away. “I could make you a fire at home. ...”

“Nee, Edward.” As if he noticed his dismay, his father softened his tone. “Listen, I am glad you’re here. I am. It’s a blessing to see you, and I give thanks to God that you are in such good health and spirits. If you’d like to stay here and have ice cream, that would make me happy. But I’m not leaving this building.”

There was only one right reply, but to his surprise, it came out a little sharp. “Ah. Well, all right.”

“Gut. Now go get yourself some kaffi, then you can sit with us and tell us all about your adventures in Nicaragua.”

Ed was perfectly happy to do that. Actually, the whole way home, he’d thought of nothing but telling his father all about the kids and the people, and the lush beauty of the area.

But now all he could seem to think about was Viola’s accusing gaze, his father’s unwillingness to leave the building, and the awful truth. He’d been so intent on coming home...

He’d forgotten that he didn’t have a home to go to at all. All it was anymore was an empty house with far too many memories inside.

“Aaron, it’s finally happened,” Lovina blurted the minute she walked into their cozy dawdi haus.

Her husband, who’d been in their small kitchen pouring himself a glass of milk, paused. “What happened?”

She steeled her shoulders and pretended that she wasn’t devastated. “Peter found out that I used to be English.”

“My goodness.” Carefully, he set down the glass and the carton of milk. “I suppose we should have known this day would come. You had better tell me what happened.”

Her mouth suddenly dry, Lovina swallowed hard. Her insides felt twisted, like she was holding pain at bay. After forty years, it seemed that their secret was about to completely disrupt the peaceful life they’d worked so hard to build.

She opened her mouth to tell him the story, then closed it just as quickly as she searched for the right way to tell him what had gone so wrong.

“Lovina, I know it ain’t easy, but it can’t be helped. How did Peter find out? What did you say or do?”

She looked away, hating the accusation in her husband’s voice, but having no defense against it. Aaron was right; all of this was her fault.

When they’d married, Aaron had wanted to burn most of her mementoes from the past. She’d hated the idea and they’d argued. Leaving everything she knew had been hard enough—disposing of her whole former way of life had seemed too much to handle.

So instead, she’d hidden a few of her things in the attic. She hadn’t looked inside for at least twenty years. Lately, she’d even forgotten that it was up there.

But she’d never told Aaron that she hadn’t followed his directive and burned the old photos. For all this time, he’d thought she’d been obedient.

“Peter and Elsie and I were up in the attic, cleaning out some things,” she began. “Uh ... Peter found a trunk I thought was long gone. And next thing I knew, he was unwrapping my high school graduation picture.”

He frowned. “I don’t understand why that was even in the house. I told you to get rid of everything from your past.”

She noticed he only said “her” past. As if he had nothing to hide. Lashing out, she said, “I couldn’t burn it, Aaron. Not when it brings back so many memories.”

No matter what he thought, not everything about her past was forgettable.

His lips thinned. “We promised each other we’d never speak about that time. We promised, Lovina.”

She knew he was speaking harshly because he was afraid. She knew he didn’t want to remember his life before she stepped into it, and she knew he didn’t want to disappoint the children.

So with that in mind, she tried to keep her emotions in check. “I didn’t tell them anything about your life in Pennsylvania, Aaron. I didn’t say anything even when Peter asked.”

“Well, he’s going to ask questions, I’m sure of it. And he’s going to tell Marie, too,” he added, his voice becoming panicked. “Then, no doubt, he’ll tell Jacob and Sara and Aden and the rest of the kinner.”

“Our ‘children’ are all adults, Aaron. Why, even our grandchildren are all adults. The twins are twenty-two.” Remembering their other secrets, she sighed, “Aaron, maybe it’s time to let them know about everything.”

“Definitely not.”

“But—”

“Lovina, there is no reason for that.”

“There is every reason.” Hesitantly, she grabbed his hands. “Maybe God wants us to start being honest with the family. Maybe that’s why He had Peter open that trunk.”

“Don’t go bringing our Lord into this mess you’ve created. He didn’t bring about this; you did, Lovina. For some reason, you decided to ruin our life, to threaten everything we’ve tried to create.” He shook his head as his hands clenched. “I know something is going to become of this. Peter isn’t going to let that photograph slip. He’s going to ask and ask and ask until neither of us knows what to do or say about it.”

“That’s why I think we should simply tell the truth.”

“Nee.”

“What we did wasn’t awful, Aaron.”

He stared at her, before saying quietly, “You’re right. What we did wasn’t so bad. But it is all over now, and there’s no way we’re ever going to be able to explain it to the kids.”

“They’re all adults—”

“It doesn’t matter how old they are, Lovina. They’ll always be our kids, and children, no matter what their age, want to believe that their parents are people to be proud of.”

“They might still feel that way.”

He shook his head. “I doubt that.”

She stood frozen as he turned and stormed out the door, into the cold, without more than his cotton shirt on. Through the window, she watched him cross the yard, bypassing the barn and keep walking. Back to the spot toward the edge of their land where they’d planted two trees. Two trees to represent his previous family.

Back in Lancaster County, he’d been married to someone else. He’d become a widower when his wife’s buggy had slid off the road in a rainstorm and crashed into an oncoming truck. Looking at the calendar on the wall, she winced.

Forty-two years ago this month, he’d buried his first wife and child. Less than a year later, they’d begun dating. She’d left her old life and adopted his. And as time passed, they both agreed that no good would come from discussing his earlier marriage—it was too painful. And to prevent anyone asking questions, they decided to avoid her past as well.

So they’d compromised and had tried to pretend that neither of them had lived far different lives before their wedding day. Only in the middle of the night when she lay beside him in the dark did she think about being English, and her family, and all the things that she’d used to do. Think about the person she used to be.

And only when Aaron was terribly distraught did he take a walk to the trees he’d planted in their memory.

In forty-two years, he’d never asked her to go with him.

Worse, she’d never offered.


chapter three

Daybreak Retirement Home was four miles away from the Keims’ property. Though she often walked, enjoying the time to collect her thoughts before work, and to process what had happened on her way home, in the dead of winter, she sometimes used the services of a driver to get home. The good thing about that was that she got home quickly.

The bad thing was that the short commute gave her no time to push all her work thoughts to the side. She was still thinking about Mr. Swartz and his son’s sudden appearance when she walked in the back door. Eager to discuss the day’s events with Elsie, she was surprised to discover that no one was around.

Viola felt an uneasy sensation on the back of her neck when she entered her home’s oversize kitchen. Usually, her mother would be busily working on supper, and her grandmother would be sitting at the kitchen table, peeling potatoes or sipping hot tea. More often than not, Elsie would be there as well, her silhouette in front of the sink a calming presence.

But instead of bright, bustling, and happy chatter, all was oddly quiet.

“Hello?” she called out.

When only silence greeted her, she became more concerned. Slipping off her cloak, Viola looked around, then headed upstairs. She vaguely recalled Elsie saying that she and their father were going to help clean the attic today. Perhaps that’s where they all were? It was late for such a chore, but stranger things had happened.

It was just as quiet and unnaturally still upstairs. Usually, her father would be showering after a long day in the fields, Roman would have one of his many friends over, and most of the doors would be open.

Not today.

Her parents’ bedroom door was closed. As was Roman’s. Viola paused by each, then kept walking to her bedroom. Suddenly, she wasn’t sure she wanted to know what was going on.

Warily, she turned her door’s handle. As she’d half expected, the room was dark, cool, and still.

Then she spied Elsie curled on the window seat, her plum-colored dress mixing in with the cheery flower pattern of the window seat’s cushion.

“Elsie, what are you doing up here in the dark?”

Her twin spun with a look of relief. “Ah, Viola! Finally, you’re home. Thank the Lord.”

Viola rushed forward. As always, she worried about her sister. Elsie’s failing eyesight meant she often had small accidents. Viola suspected her sister’s eyesight was far worse than she let on. “What’s wrong? Did something happen? Are you okay?”

Elsie waved her hand in annoyance. “I am perfectly fine. But close the door; I’ve got a story to tell you.”

Though she usually would have grumbled about being told what to do, Viola was too curious. She turned and closed the door. Then, without even taking the time to remove her thick-soled black boots, she sat right down on the closest twin bed. “Start talking.”

Elsie twisted to face her. The shade behind her edged up a bit, bringing in a little sunlight, illuminating the worry etched in her features. “So, Daed, Mommi, and I were up in the attic today.”

“I know. ...”

“It was a terrible mess up there.” Elsie shook her head. “I was rather surprised about that, for sure.”

Viola’s impatience started to get the best of her. With effort she curled her fingers into fists and tried to stay silent. Elsie had only one way to tell a story ... in the most roundabout way possible.

After a sigh, Elsie continued. “Well, we started going through old boxes, then next thing you know, Daed pulled out a really old trunk and Mommi got upset. She started fidgeting and saying she wanted us to stop sorting through her things.”

“And?” Viola blurted.

After giving her a disapproving glare, Elsie said, “And Daed ignored her, of course. He pulled out all sorts of things that used to be our grandmother’s. Then, finally, he pulled out a framed photograph.”

“A picture? Of who?”

“Of Grandma.” Elsie warily eyed the closed door like it was going to be thrown open any second. “It was of a woman—a girl really—in a high school cap and gown. It was a photo of Mommi at her high school graduation!”

Caught in mid-nod, Viola paused. “Wait a minute. ... What?”

“Viola, I’m trying to tell ya that Mommi used to be English.”

If Elsie had said that their not-so-agile grandmother had suddenly started doing jumping jacks in the small, cramped attic, she couldn’t have been more surprised. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“Believe me, I know!” Looking as if she was still stunned, Elsie shook her head.

“Well, what did Mommi say?”

“Mommi got so mad at Daed when he questioned her about the photo that she looked like she might cry.”

Their grandmother did not cry.

“Then, when Daed wouldn’t back down, she got up and marched downstairs. She didn’t even wait for Daed to help her with the steep steps.”

Viola was floored. Like everyone else in the family, she’d held her grandmother up as the ultimate example of a godly Amish woman. Everything about her grandmother was perfect. Except for her terrible habit of constantly putting the rest of them down, that is.

“Poor Daed.”

“I know,” Elsie whispered, eyeing the door yet again. “He looked so confused. Irritated, too.”

“No telling what the rest of the family is going to say.”

“Do you really think he’d tell everyone?”

“Are you kidding? I would!” She wouldn’t waste a minute, either. Their grandmother had reigned her superiority over them for their entire lives. “What did Mamm say?”

“I don’t think she’s home yet. She left this morning to go shopping with Aunt Lorene in Berlin.” Elsie hopped off her perch and joined Viola on the bed, sitting so close that the skirts of their bright dresses mixed together, Elsie’s plum dress complementing Viola’s dark purple one.

Grabbing Viola’s hand, Elsie whispered, “This changes everything, V.”

“Indeed, it does.” Unbidden, Viola thought about her own attitude with Ed Swartz. To her shame, she realized she’d been displaying more than a little bit of her grandmother’s holier-than-thou tendencies.

Flopping backward down on the bed, she grimaced. She hated saying she was sorry, but worse than that, she hated feeling like she owed someone an apology. Well, she’d just have to find a way to tell Ed she was sorry the next time they saw each other.

But now wasn’t the time to think about Ed. She couldn’t imagine what dinner would be like tonight. Who knew when the tension from this would blow over....

Then she remembered.

With a groan, she sat straight up again. “Oh, Elsie, we’re hosting church next Sunday!”

“I know.” Smiling a little, she said, “The next two weeks are going to be terrible.”

“Then why are you smiling?”

“Because ever since I can remember, everyone’s treated me like I was the sole imperfect Keim. The damaged one.”

“That’s not true. You’re not damaged.”

One of Elsie’s brows lifted. “True or not, damaged was how I felt. But now ... it seems that I’m not the only one with a flaw. I just might be the only one who is used to admitting it.”

Yes, they did all indeed have flaws, Viola realized. Some that were far worse than a vision problem.

Some much, much worse.

The key slid into the lock easily. But the brass doorknob stuck when he turned it to the right. As always. Remembering to push the knob in slightly, he jiggled it a little harder. Finally, the lock gave way. The hinges squeaked in protest when he opened the door. As a wave of musty air sprang out to greet him, Ed peeked inside.

He was home again.

His feet felt glued to the faded and frayed welcome mat. Who would have thought it would be so hard to go inside?

Glad no one was around to see him hesitate, Ed took a deep breath, clipped the screen door open, then stepped forward. The entryway looked as dark and felt as eerily cold as a cave.

But of course it would be. No one had lived there in almost two years.

Before he knew it, he had stopped on the edge of the area rug, ready to pull off his heavy boots. Just as his mother had always insisted upon.

But his boots weren’t muddy, it wouldn’t make much of a difference in the dusty spaces, and, of course ... his mother was long gone. She wouldn’t be there to make sure he obeyed her dozen or so “household commandments.” Funny how she’d ruled the three of them with an iron will, hidden carefully inside warm hugs, beaming smiles, and a laugh that could light up a room.

A lump formed in his throat, as the pain of his loss hit him all over again. It had been three years now, but here, standing inside the house, looking around at the entryway, the room she used to take such special care of, the pain was so intense he had trouble breathing.

The fact was, it felt like he’d lost more than just a mother. He’d lost a connection with his past that he hadn’t even realized was important until it was too late.

“You need to shake this off, Edward,” he said, in a true imitation of his mother. “Nothing will get done by standing frozen in one spot.”

Almost chuckling, he walked into the front room and pulled up the shades, letting light stream into the room. Next, ignoring the sheets covering the furniture, he forced himself to walk through the rest of the two-bedroom, one-bathroom house and continue to pull up shades. He even cracked open two windows, preferring the cold, fresh air to the stale scent surrounding him.

In preparation for his arrival, he’d called the gas and water company the week before. He lifted the faucet handle and saw that he did, indeed, have running water.

Another check showed that the refrigerator was cooling.

Satisfied that the necessities were taken care of, he pulled off his coat, rolled up his sleeves, and went in search of cleaning supplies. His mother had been a big fan of Pine-Sol, and he knew the fresh, piney scent would go far in restoring the old house.

After a few glitches, he’d found the mop, a bucket, and half a bottle of the cleaning liquid.

It felt good to do something with his hands. This, he could concentrate on. It would be far easier to get rid of dust and grime instead of the pain of his loss.

Ignoring the cold, he rolled up his sleeves and got to work. In no time at all, he was sponging off baseboards, windowsills, and counters. He’d just begun to mop the white linoleum floor when he heard a clatter, followed by a yip, and another clatter at the front screen door.

Dropping the mop, he quickly rushed to see what was going on, only to be greeted by a red miniature dachshund. Its tail was wagging fast enough to beat the band, right in sync with the most annoying barking he’d ever heard in his life.

“Hey, you,” he said, daring to approach the tiny intruder. “What in the world are you doing here?”

Soft brown eyes met his. The little dog crept two steps closer, then lifted its head, obviously ready to be petted. He obliged and scratched the dog behind its ears. “Where’s your collar?”

The dog looked well fed, but a little scraggly. No collar was to be found. When he petted its side, he realized it was chilled. No small wonder, it was near on twenty degrees, with a chance of snow in the forecast.

The dog stepped closer, then to his amazement, snuggled closer, whether because she enjoyed the companionship or the heat, he didn’t know. “You’re cold, aren’t you?”

And thirsty, too, he had no doubt.

After fetching it a little bowl of water, Ed left the dog in the kitchen and went outside to look for its owner. But he saw no one wandering around at all. In fact, things looked fairly empty on the street. “Well, this is a fine situation. I’ve got an old house and a wayward dog and no clue about what I should do with either of them.”

The folks at the mission in Nicaragua would take great pleasure in his confusion, he knew. The whole time he’d been there, he’d taken pride in being the go-to guy, the man who could solve any problem, no matter how big or how small.

Now, he seemed to be as frozen as the air stinging his cheeks. He had no idea what to do next.

A new steady stream of barking interrupted his reverie. When he went back to the dog, it stilled, eyeing him hopefully.

“You were waiting for me, weren’t you?” he mused. Walking to one of the closets that lined the hall, he pulled out an old blanket from the bottom of a stack. It wasn’t too dusty, so he made a little nest on the floor for the dog.

The homeless pup sniffed the blanket, looked up at him warily, then crawled right into the middle of it. Almost instantly, it slept. Just like it wasn’t planning to go anywhere.

For some reason, that made Edward feel pleased. It was nice to no longer be alone.


chapter four

The next morning, when Ed returned to Daybreak, he became entangled in a rousing discussion about pie, of all things.

“Hiya, Edward,” his father greeted with a distracted wave. “Pull up a chair and help me talk some sense into Mr. Showalter and this girl.”

While Jacob Showalter merely laughed, Viola raised her hands to her hips. “Mr. Swartz, I don’t believe that I need to be ‘talked to.’ ”

Ed hid a smile, kind of liking that she was giving his father a run for his money. There weren’t too many folks who would venture into a war of words with his formidable father. “I’ll pull up a chair,” Ed said, “but I don’t intend to get in the middle of any argument. Especially not an argument about something as important as pie.”

As Viola visibly tried to hide her smile, Ed let his lips start to curve upward. It was a pleasure to see his father looking so animated and lively. Especially when just three years ago, Ed had wondered if he’d ever see him smile brightly again.

“You’d best change your mind about that,” Mr. Showalter reported from his usual spot on the overstuffed couch. “Your father here has a bee in his bonnet and won’t be sidetracked.”

Now he didn’t even try to temper his grin. “You have a bee in your bonnet, Father?”

His daed brushed off his quip. “All I’ve been saying is that Bonnets has the best chocolate cream pie in town.”

“And all I’m saying is that you’re wrong, Atle. The Berlin Bakery is the best, for sure. Bonnets don’t hold a candle to the Berlin’s chocolate cream.” Turning to Ed, Mr. Showalter raised a brow. “What do you think, Edward?”

“I have no opinion. Both bakeries sound wunderbaar, for sure.”

But that was obviously the wrong answer. Both men’s eyes flashed with annoyance. “Take a stand, man,” his father chided. “Everyone has an opinion worth defending.”

Defending? Ed looked at Viola. “How long has this conversation been going on?”

“Too long,” she said with an amused grimace. “And there’s no end in sight, either. Neither man will back down.”

“Ain’t no reason to,” Mr. Showalter said. “My opinion is right; your father’s is wrong. That’s all there is to it.”

“I’m sure the desserts from both restaurants are mighty good, Daed.”

“Anything would taste good to you, son. As you just said, you’ve been at the ends of the earth, eating rice and rations.”

Well, he hadn’t just said that. Not exactly. Though his father did have a point. He had been far away from Amish pie bakeries.

Of course, the people at the mission in Nicaragua would also be somewhat horrified to see so much energy expended over something so insignificant. If everyone had food in his belly, well, that was a blessing in itself.

But perhaps that was the point about retiring—it gave folks an opportunity to fuss about things that didn’t matter all that much.

As the conversation continued with more men and women coming out of the woodwork to voice an opinion, he became aware of two things: One, his father was not in any hurry to hear about the house and the cleaning he’d done.

And two? Viola Keim was more than a little quiet around him.

And once again, he couldn’t seem to take his eyes off her.

“What do you think of that idea, Edward?”

“I’m sorry? I wasn’t paying attention.”

As he’d known he would, his father scowled. “What is it with you young people? I’m continually having to repeat and explain myself to you.”

“Sorry—”

“I was saying, Edward, that I think we should send Viola out to get pie samples and bring them back.”

Before he had time to venture an opinion, Viola shook her head. “I don’t think that’s a gut idea at all.”

“Why not?”

“I canna carry all the pies back here, for one.”

“And?”

“And ... I can’t afford to be buying you pies, either, Mr. Swartz.”

As Ed could have predicted, that started a flurry of emptying pockets among the residents. Before long, thirty dollars in singles, fives, quarters, and dimes had been accumulated.

His father looked at the pile with pleasure. “That should be more than enough to buy two pies, Viola. Off you go now, and don’t worry. Edward here will help you carry them.”

She visibly blanched. “Him?”

He felt her pain. “Me?”

“Yes, and yes.” Turning to his son, his daed’s voice turned a little snippy. “Edward, surely you don’t intend to make poor Viola carry the baked goods all by herself, do you? And such a long way, too. I raised you better than that, surely.”

“You raised me well, Father. But that doesn’t mean this scheme is a good one.”

Getting to her feet, Viola looked like she was doing everything she could to ignore his very being. “Mr. Swartz, please don’t worry about me needing help. I’m certain your son isn’t used to offering his services freely. I can go get your pies on my own.”

Ed grunted as he felt yet another jab taken at his character. “I’m surprised you can lift your head, you’re so sanctimonious, Viola.”

“I’m only speaking the truth, Edward.”

“The name is Ed.”

“Nee, it’s Edward,” his father groused. “Your mother and I gave you a perfectly gut name. You should use it in its entirety, not just the first two letters.”

Now it seemed he could do no right with anyone. “I should have stayed home with the wiener dog,” he muttered.

“Wiener dog?” Viola asked.

“Yes. Um, somehow I’ve adopted a dog. A little red dachshund, somewhat down on her luck, wandered to the haus yesterday. I couldn’t find her owner, so I made her a bed in the kitchen.”

He’d even privately named her Gretta, though he wasn’t in the mood to share that bit of information.

“What is going to happen to her when you leave?”

“I don’t know.”

Viola frowned. “If you’ve taken in a dog without thinking ahead to her care, that’s hardly fair to the dog.”

“I only just found it.”

“You could have taken her to the shelter.”

“Enough already, Viola. There’s no need for you to be badgering me about this.”

“I wasn’t badgering,” she countered, her cheeks staining red. “I mean, I didn’t mean to badger. I was only giving my opinion.”

“Which you seem to do all the time, even though we hardly know each other.”

Her eyes flashed. “I’m beginning to think I know enough.”

“Enough, you two,” his daed interrupted. Just as if they were twelve years old. “Go on now, and don’t tarry.”

“Yes, Mr. Swartz.” Viola gathered up the bills and change and put it in an envelope. “You know, I must say that you’re getting terribly bossy.”

His father looked pleased. “I’ve earned the right to be bossy. I’m an old man.”

“You’re not that old. And once more, I must tell you that bringing you pies isn’t in my job description.”

“You bring me coffee. Pies aren’t that different.”

Viola looked about ready to pop a gasket .
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