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Chapter 1

SALT CREEK, OHIO

F orbidden . . .
The word repeated in her mind, but it didn’t stop Margaret 

Yoder from placing a pair of faded skinny jeans on the bed in 
front of her. The jeans joined a red crop top and a light sweater 
in bright pink along with a makeup bag filled with lipstick, eye 
shadow, and mascara. Four- inch- high wedge sandals were on the 
floor. All looked out of place in her simply furnished room, the 
prohibited clothing clashing with the faded quilt on her twin bed.

She touched one of the clips on her kapp. All she had to do was 
remove it and her English transformation would start. And once it 
started, she knew from experience it wouldn’t stop. But this time, 
changing out of her Amish clothes and into her English clothes 
would not only be forbidden by the Ordnung, but also considered 
a broken promise to God. In spite of knowing that, she was still 
tempted.

She glanced at the battery- operated alarm clock on her 
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bedside table. It was almost 8:00 p.m. If she was going to break 
that promise, she needed to do it now. Still, she hesitated. This 
wasn’t the first time she’d broken her vow, and she was still pay-
ing the consequences of that terrible choice. Why can’t I learn my 
lesson?

If she had, she would have run away earlier that afternoon 
when a crimson- red sedan screeched to a stop in front of her par-
ents’ driveway, nearly scaring her out of her skin. The passenger 
window rolled down, and a young woman in her early twenties 
leaned out the window. “Hey, girl!” she drawled.

Margaret recognized her right away. “Hi, Alexis,” she said, 
dread filling her.

Dylan, Alexis’s cousin, peered around her from the driver’s 
seat. “Been a long time, Maggie.”

Not long enough. Margaret had looked around, glad that her 
father was out in the field cutting hay with her three brothers-
in- law, while her mother and sisters were inside baking pies for 
tomorrow’s church service they were hosting. She dashed to the 
car but didn’t get too close, as if being near the vehicle would pull 
her into the vortex of her former life.

“There’s a party at Jessica’s tonight,” Alexis said. “You should 
come with us. We can pick you up at the usual spot.”

“I don’t do that anymore,” Margaret said, lowering her 
voice and hoping none of her nosy neighbors were watching this 
exchange. “I thought everyone knew that.” Everyone meaning 
the English friends she used to have during her rumspringa, 
which had ended a little more than a year ago, when she joined 
the church right before visiting her aunt and uncle in Birch Creek.

“We figured you might change your mind.” Alexis lit a 
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cigarette with a bright- pink lighter. She blew a smoke circle in 
Margaret’s direction. “Like you did before.”

Dread turned to nausea as she waved off the smoke, remem-
bering the days when she and Alexis would see who could make a 
flawless smoke ring. Picking up smoking, even though she’d only 
smoked around her English friends, was another regret among 
many. Enough to last a lifetime.

Dylan leaned over the steering wheel and leered at her. “I’m 
digging the Little House on the Prairie look, Maggie. I don’t think 
I’ve ever seen you so . . . covered.” He gave her a knowing wink.

Margaret recoiled, her cheeks blazing as she remembered one 
particular party where she and Dylan had gotten close. Too close. 
But as usual when she saw him, her heart leapt a little. He was 
still handsome with thick blond hair, caramel- colored eyes, and 
muscles that didn’t quit. She’d always been gullible when it came 
to good- looking men, and she was the only Amish woman she 
knew who thought English men were better looking than most of 
the Amish ones. Dylan was particularly gorgeous and well built, 
and despite herself, she was still attracted to him. But it was a shal-
low attraction. The personality underneath his sublime surface 
was revolting. I must remember who he really is.

She stepped away from the car. “I’m not interested.” Hope fully, 
he would realize she wasn’t just talking about going to a party.

Alexis leaned farther out the window, the tight- fitting tank top 
she wore barely covering what it was supposed to. “Are you sure 
you don’t want to go? Remember all the fun we used to have?”

The uneasiness in the pit of Margaret’s stomach grew. That 
was the problem. She did remember— in vivid detail— everything 
she had done during her rumspringa, and it filled her with shame.
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At first, she vowed not to go crazy like some of her peers had 
when they reached sixteen— the usual age of permitted freedom. 
But it hadn’t taken long for her to succumb. Finally, she made her 
decision, determined to be a meek Amish woman like her mother 
and three older sisters. Like her mamm had always wanted her to be.

Yet she had to admit that a small part of her still missed the 
English world. At least parts of it. Attending parties had been an 
opportunity to be with the friends she’d made during her time 
in that world. There were good times when she snuck out for 
sleepovers with those friends. They’d have long talks in the middle 
of the night while they consumed junk food and had the TV on in 
the background. They mostly talked about boys and sometimes 
about the future, which Margaret had always been unsure about. 
She never brought up with anyone her hesitation to join the Amish 
church, especially the party girls she hung out with.

“Just think about it,” Alexis begged. “Please?”
Against her better judgment, Margaret nodded once. She told 

herself she agreed so they would leave, but she was already think-
ing about the many times she used to sneak out of the house. She 
was an expert at it, and until that day eleven months ago, her 
parents and the rest of the community had never known that she 
was an excellent escape artist. After the humiliation of confessing 
and asking forgiveness in front of the church for rebelling, she 
vowed she would never rebel again. But here she was, thinking 
about doing exactly that.

“Awesome.” Dylan grinned as he sat back in his seat and shifted 
the car into drive. “We’ll pick you up at the usual spot around 
nine.” Before Margaret could respond, he and Alexis sped off.

Now she stood in her bedroom several hours later, seriously 
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tempted to betray her vow to the church and her own personal 
promise. Again. After three years of living with one foot in the 
English world and one foot in her Amish community— and due 
in no small part to her parents’ strong encouragement— she had 
finally decided to join the church. And for the most part she hadn’t 
regretted that decision. During her rumspringa she was far from 
God, and being a part of the church had drawn her closer to him. 
Yet she also couldn’t deny that, at times, the English world still 
pulled at her.

Margaret looked at the letter lying next to the English outfit. 
She knew the contents, having read them as soon as Alexis and 
Dylan left. If the outfit represented her past, the letter symbolized 
her present.

Dear Margaret,

Thank you so much for the lovely pressed flower picture 

you sent me. I have it displayed in my bedroom on the dresser. 

The yellow, blue, and pink wildflowers are so beautiful, and 

the frame is remarkably simple and pretty. It looks like some-

thing I would buy in a store!

Doris said that she told you about the mail- order bride 

advertisement that someone from our community put in the 

paper. We still don’t know who put in the ad, but it certainly has 

had some repercussions. Some good— we’ve had one double 

wedding already. Do you remember the Bontrager family, the 

one with all the boys? The oldest twins got married. Then their 

oldest son also married, but not to a woman in Birch Creek. 

The downside is that now we have an overabundance of single 

females! That isn’t all due to the advertisement, though. We’ve 
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had four more families move to Birch Creek since you last 

visited, all who had mostly daughters. Of course, we still have 

a few bachelors left, but the tables have certainly turned.

I hope someday we’ll find out who put the ad in the paper. 

Of course, the two main suspects are Cevilla and Delilah, our 

local matchmakers, although no one will mention it within 

their hearing. But they seemed as puzzled as the rest of us, so 

they might not be involved. It would be nice to know the truth, 

but the culprit might always be a mystery.

I hope you’re doing well. Know that you’re always wel-

come for another visit. I miss you— it was nice to have another 

woman in the house now that Karen and Ivy are married and 

settled in with their own families. Feel free to come to Birch 

Creek anytime. You can stay as long as you like!

Love,

Aenti Mary

Margaret already knew about the ad her aunt mentioned. Her 
mother had shown it to her almost two months ago: “Looking 
for marriage, ladies? Single Amish men available in Birch Creek, 
Ohio.” The advertisement, which was so small and had been 
crammed in the corner of a local Holmes County area newspaper, 
was easy enough to overlook. Apparently, people liked to scour 
the newspaper, because some of her peers had seen the adver-
tisement too. Her married friends, knowing that she had relatives 
in Birch Creek, had teased her about packing her bags and mov-
ing there, where she would have her pick of husbands.

Like that would ever happen. She enjoyed the time she spent 
in Birch Creek, and not just because she liked being with Aenti
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Mary. She had also made friends with Nina Stoll, now Nina Yoder 
since she had married Mary’s son, Ira. Her visit to the community 
happened before the advertisement hit the paper, and she’d seen 
firsthand that the single men far outnumbered the single women, 
with her being the only single woman in town. She had to admit 
she enjoyed the attention of the young men, even if it was limited 
to one singing at her uncle’s house and a few flirtatious conversa-
tions after church. She hadn’t seen anyone who piqued her inter-
est, and when she returned to Salt Creek, she hadn’t given any of 
the Birch Creek men a second thought.

But from almost the moment Margaret was baptized, her 
mother had been dropping hints as big as anvils that she needed 
to get married like her three older sisters, June, Ruth, and Wanda. 
She’d mentioned it just this morning, as Margaret helped her and 
her sisters prepare the pie shells for baking. “Marriage is the best 
thing for you,” Mamm said with an emphatic nod. “You’re at the 
right age to get married.” As usual, her sisters backed up their 
mother’s words with looks of silent approval. All four were a 
united front and had been since Margaret could remember. And 
of course, all three of them were married by the time they were 
twenty— the same age Margaret was now.

But it was what they left unsaid that stuck in Margaret’s craw. 
Marriage would make her an acceptable member of the commu-
nity and redeem some of the embarrassment her family had 
experienced due to Margaret’s latest indiscretion. Better yet, she 
would become someone else’s problem.

She clenched her fists and shifted her gaze to her English out-
fit. If her family thought she was so imperfect and such a failure, 
she might as well prove them right.
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Nee. She gave her head a hard shake. She didn’t join the 
church because of her family— she joined because she wanted to 
be Amish. As much as she would like to forget about the pres-
sure she felt from her family to be as perfect as possible, doing 
something against the Ordnung, and her own personal principles, 
wasn’t the way to do that. Going back to her English life, even 
for one night, wasn’t an option anymore.

Quickly she grabbed the illicit clothing and placed it in a flat 
plastic bin under her single bed, shoving the box to the very back 
until she heard the plastic hit the wall. She had to get rid of the 
clothing, but only when she was sure Mamm and Daed wouldn’t 
catch her. If they did, that would open up another can of worms 
that she wouldn’t be able to put back. Until she could throw out 
the clothing unhindered, it would stay under the bed.

She sat on the edge of her mattress, stunned by how close 
she had come to making another huge mistake. Her shoulders 
slumped. She thought God had changed the rebellious part of her 
heart. And maybe since she’d ultimately changed her mind, she 
had indeed made a little progress. Very little, but she would take 
what she could get.

Margaret stood and started to pace, biting her fingernail. 
She’d made the right decision, but she still had problems to deal 
with. Being at odds with her mother all the time, for one. That 
wasn’t going to change anytime soon. She was still the black sheep 
of her family too. Mamm had never pressured Margaret’s sisters 
to get married. In fact, she cried at every single one of their wed-
dings. Margaret reckoned her mother would squeal with joy once 
Margaret finally tied the knot.

Then there was the problem of Alexis and Dylan. She couldn’t 
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be sure they wouldn’t show up at her house again, and she could 
only hope they wouldn’t come any closer than their usual meeting 
spot down the road when they came to pick up her tonight. She 
wouldn’t be there, and she figured their desire to party would 
keep them from waiting too long. Dylan’s leering had made her 
uncomfortable, and she knew from experience that he was a man 
who always got what he wanted. Alexis asked her to join them, 
but she could see Dylan showing up alone next time. Would she 
be able to resist him if he did? She wasn’t so sure.

She shuddered and picked up her aunt’s letter. A thought 
occurred to her. She did miss her aunt and uncle and cousins, and 
she would love to see Nina again. Maybe I do have an escape.

Decision made, she went downstairs and found Mamm and 
Daed in the living room. Her father had his feet up on an old 
tufted stool that had been in the family for two generations, his 
hands folded over his stomach as he softly snored. Mamm was 
sitting in her chair near the gas- powered lamp, darning a pair of 
his socks. When Margaret entered the room, her mother lifted her 
gaze and peered over her reading glasses. “Shh,” she said, gestur-
ing to Daed with a lift of her finger. “He’s sleeping.”

Margaret nodded and walked over to Mamm. She sat down 
on the floor at her mother’s feet and looked up at her. She’d been 
told over the years how much she favored her mother in every way 
except for height and temperament. While Margaret was petite, 
barely five feet tall, her mother was at least five foot six, just like 
her other three daughters. Margaret was lively, Mamm staid. 
Margaret was adventurous. Her mother was a homebody. All the 
qualities Mamm possessed were also passed down to her sisters. 
She couldn’t be more opposite from the women in her family. 
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Perhaps that was part of the reason she’d been so drawn to the 
English world. Among her friends she could just be Margaret, 
instead of the troublesome daughter and sister. Yet just thinking 
about how close she’d come to going out tonight scared her and 
strengthened her resolve.

“Mamm,” she said, keeping her voice low so she wouldn’t 
wake up her father. “I’m going to visit Aenti Mary and Onkel
Freemont for a while.”

Mamm set the sock down in her lap, her expression almost 
unreadable except for a quick lift of her brow. “I’ve suggested that 
to you several times. Since you haven’t caught the eye of any of our 
eligible young men in this district, you need to look elsewhere.” 
She eyed her suspiciously. “What made you change your mind?”

“Oh, nix in particular.” She bit the inside of her cheek at the 
fib, then told Mamm about her aunt’s letter. “I miss Nina too,” she 
added. “I thought it would be a nice time to visit.”

“It’s harvest time.”
Oops. How had she forgotten about that? She knew how busy 

everyone was this time of the year. Yesterday she went out to pick 
buckets of blueberries from the bushes her father had planted 
years ago, and tomorrow she’d planned to put up blueberry jelly 
and pie filling. She glanced down at her lap, resisting the urge 
to argue with Mamm even though she was desperate to leave. 
Meek and mild, remember? “I’ll wait until after the harvest then.”

“Nee, nee. Your schwesters and I can take care of all that. Miriam 
is old enough to help.”

Her oldest sister’s daughter was almost five, and she had helped 
with canning last year, mostly sorting out the fruits and vegeta-
bles and handing them to June to prepare. Not only did Margaret 
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not have a close relationship with her sisters but she also didn’t 
feel accepted by their families, including her four young nieces 
and nephews. They had all kept their distance from her since she 
was sixteen, and in hindsight she didn’t blame them. She didn’t 
exactly set a good example, and they were vindicated when she 
had broken the Ordnung so soon. But she had always helped out 
with the harvest, even during her rumspringa. “Are you sure you 
don’t need mei help?”

“This is more important.”
“Visiting aenti?”
“Nee. I’m talking about you getting married. You’re twenty 

years old already,” Mamm said in her quiet but firm way. “You’ve 
put off your duty long enough.”

Margaret held in a sigh, knowing she would get a quick but 
cutting look from her mother if she heard it. On the outside, Doris 
Yoder was a humble, soft- spoken wife and mother who embodied 
the Amish way of life. But when her buttons were pushed, she 
could devastate the strongest of men with one facial expression.

But tonight, Margaret was prepared to appease her mother. 
“You’re right. It has been long enough,” she said, being vague on 
purpose and letting her mother think she was agreeing that she 
needed to find a husband.

Doris set the sock on the side table next to her chair. “Are you 
sure this isn’t just an excuse to rebel against the Ordnung again? 
How do I know you’re not planning to take off to the English 
world like you did last year?”

Margaret flinched. She deserved this censure, even though it 
hurt. She wanted to be a compliant Amish woman, but she didn’t 
want to lose who she was in the process. “It was only one time,” 
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she said, hanging her head. “I only went to one party and came 
right home.” How was she supposed to have known her father 
would be up in the middle of the night with a gallbladder attack? 
He had his gallbladder removed shortly after that, and while she 
was glad he wasn’t in pain anymore, she couldn’t help but feel a 
little resentful that a tiny human organ had been her downfall. 
The party was a bust, and she’d felt guilty the moment she left 
her house. But apparently not guilty enough, because she had just 
considered sneaking out again.

She met her mother’s disapproving eyes. “I promise the only 
place I’m going is to Aenti Mary’s.”

“I’m sure she will let me know if you don’t show up.” Mamm
sniffed. “Hopefully, you’ll be able to find a suitable Amish man 
while you’re there. Men don’t want rebellious wives, but perhaps 
there is one desperate man in Birch Creek who would be willing to 
set you straight.”

The idea of any man setting her straight, desperate or not, didn’t 
sit well with her. But she swallowed that thought and didn’t respond.

Suddenly another idea occurred to her, and although it made 
her stomach twist, she didn’t dismiss it out of hand. What if 
she did seriously consider marriage? Being married would ensure 
she wouldn’t go back to her rebellious ways. To do so would 
mean deceiving her husband, and she would never do that. She 
had done some shameful things in her past, but betrayal was a line 
she would never cross.

Despite herself, she continued to entertain the notion. The 
men in Birch Creek didn’t know about her past. She wasn’t sure if 
any of the young men in Salt Creek knew the extent of it either, 
other than her one indiscretion that she had to publicly confess. 
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There were a few who had dipped their toes into the English 
world, but their paths had never crossed with Margaret’s. Still, 
there would be a higher chance for them to find out. In Birch 
Creek, she would be able to start anew. Eventually her old life 
wouldn’t have the hold over her that it did now. And this was the 
opportunity she needed— a new start in her life, and in her heart.

She snapped back to reality. What was she thinking? The last 
thing she needed was a husband, regardless of what her mother 
and sisters thought. Marriage wasn’t for her, and it wouldn’t be 
until she could get her brain and heart in line. She still had a lot of 
changing and maturing to do before she could even think about 
being an Amish man’s wife.

“I’ll help you pack.” Mamm rose from her chair.
At the same time, her father snorted as his eyes flew open. 

“Pack? Pack for what?”
“Margaret is going to Birch Creek tomorrow,” Mamm said, a 

slight smile on her face.
“You are?” Daed sat up and yawned. “That’s nice. Give 

Freemont mei regards.” He rose from the couch and arched his 
back. “I’m heading for bed.”

Margaret watched her father leave, feeling disappointed. He 
hadn’t asked how long she would be gone, but she wasn’t sur-
prised by that. He wasn’t demonstrative with his daughters and 
had left the child raising to Mamm, which she’d been more than 
happy to do . . . at least with their first three daughters.

“Have you arranged for a taxi to pick you up in the morning?” 
Mamm said, walking toward the stairs that led to Margaret’s 
room and the other bedroom on the second floor.

“I just now decided to geh, Mamm.” She moved to stand in 
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front of her mother. “I haven’t even written Aenti Mary that I’m 
coming yet.”

“I’m sure you can call her in the morning and let her know. 
Then you can catch the afternoon bus to Ashtabula.” She stepped 
around Margaret and started up the stairs.

Margaret paused. Was her mother that eager to get rid of her? 
The last time she visited Birch Creek, Mamm had been glad she 
was seeing family, but she hadn’t acted like she wanted Margaret 
gone. Then again, this visit was all about getting Margaret mar-
ried off. And getting me out of her hair.

Taking in a big breath, she headed up the stairs. She’d break 
it to her mother later when she got back from Birch Creek that 
it wasn’t the right time for her to get married. This visit was 
about taking a break from the pressure at home, both from her 
family and her so- called English friends. During this visit she 
would spend time with her aunt, uncle, cousins, and friends only. 
Seeking out a husband was out of the question, something she 
would make clear to any man who came within five yards. No, 
make that ten. She couldn’t afford misunderstandings, and she 
would make sure there weren’t any.

a

“Owen, that’s your fifth yawn in a row.”
Owen slammed his mouth closed and shot his brother Ezra an 

annoyed look. He picked up his cold meatloaf sandwich from the 
lunch his mamm had made for him and his father and brothers. 
The others had finished eating already, but he and Ezra were lag-
ging behind. “I didn’t know you were counting,” he said, irritated.
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“How could I not?” Ezra smirked. “You’ve done more yawn-
ing than eating.”

Putting down his sandwich, Owen said, “I’ve had a few 
things on mei mind, and I didn’t get a gut night’s sleep last night.” 
He took a swig of his glass of cold tea. They were eating lunch 
on the back patio, surrounded by the land and livestock of their 
family farm. Behind the large house were acres of corn, two types 
of peas, three types of beans, regular size and cherry tomatoes, 
and a variety of greens, all ready for harvest. The potatoes, beets, 
parsnips, and carrots needed more time in the ground. Then there 
was his mother’s garden, which was filled with all sorts of vegeta-
bles, and on the side of the barn, the parcel of pastureland for their 
herds of cattle, sheep, and a few pigs his younger brothers raised.

“Let me guess,” Ezra said, pushing up the brim of his yellow 
straw hat. “You’re thinking about irrigation or installing solar 
panels or taking a plumb line and making sure all the rows of corn 
are perfectly straight.”

“Very funny.” Ezra wasn’t the wiseacre their younger brother 
Jesse was, but that never stopped him from cracking a joke or 
two. Owen looked at his sandwich. “If you gotta know, I was 
pon dering whether or not to harvest the salsify.” He bit into the 
meatloaf, which had been left over from last night. His mother 
made great meatloaf, but Owen preferred to eat it cold.

“Then I guessed correctly.” Ezra smirked. “You were think-
ing about work.”

“What else am I supposed to think about? Today’s a workday.”
“Every day is a workday for you.” Before Owen could pro-

test, Ezra added, “Except the Lord’s Day. At least you rest then. 
A little.”
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Rolling his eyes, Owen ignored Ezra and polished off the rest 
of his sandwich. While all the Bontragers worked hard, he had 
developed a reputation for being a workaholic. It was an exagger-
ation, of course. Sure, he was the first one up and doing the chores 
and the last one making sure all the animals were snug and safe 
before turning in. But that was just him being conscientious. And 
what did it matter if he was the one who had designed the garden 
this year and had diagrammed all the crops they planted, includ-
ing the new one he wanted to try? He never missed a livestock 
auction either, but those were more fun than work. He loved farm-
ing, and he believed that a job worth doing was a job worth doing 
well. Their farm was thriving, and he wanted to keep it that way.

Their father, Thomas, who had come from a long line of farm-
ers, hadn’t always been prosperous. Owen’s parents and his eleven 
siblings used to live in Fredericktown, and farming hadn’t been 
a successful vocation for them until they moved to Birch Creek, 
when his only sister, Phoebe, married Jalon, a local man who 
was also a farmer. The new farm they established here had flour-
ished. And while Owen was young back then— when times were 
lean— he could still remember how tense everyone was . . . and 
how hungry he had been. That wasn’t something he’d ever forget.

“While we’re on the subject of work,” Ezra said, polishing his 
apple with his napkin, “I gotta admit I thought you were a little 
ab im kopp for planting that salsafee stuff. But it looks like it’s 
coming along just fine.”

Pleased by Ezra’s comment, Owen smiled. “You mean salsify.” 
When he had decided to try growing the plant from seed after see-
ing it at a garden show in Akron last year, he wasn’t sure if it would 
grow. Now he wasn’t sure what he was going to do with it. He’d 
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never heard of salsify, which was a reed- type plant that was pre-
pared similarly to mashed potatoes or turnips. It wasn’t the nicest 
looking vegetable, but it was useful. “Turns out salsify loves Birch 
Creek soil. I’m going to end up with more than I can give away.”

“That’s a gut problem to have.” Ezra eased his long legs from 
underneath one of the three picnic tables spaced out on the patio. 
He picked up his plate and plastic glass, then pointed to Owen’s. 
“Are you finished?”

Owen nodded and handed Ezra his plate, keeping his tea 
glass. His mind still on the salsify, he decided to harvest a few and 
take them over to Freemont and Mary Yoder’s. Mary was a good 
cook, and if the bishop and his wife gave their stamp of approval 
to the vegetable, he would start harvesting in earnest and give 
the crop away.

He drummed his fingers against the table. Maybe he would 
take some to the farmers market that was held every Monday just 
outside of Birch Creek, if he had enough left over. The market 
had become more popular in recent years, according to Ezra. He 
was in charge of selling their vegetables and Mamm’s homemade 
bread and cinnamon rolls, with their younger brothers’ help when 
they weren’t in school.

There was a time when Owen was the youngest son working 
on the farm, in the shadow of his older brothers. But over the last 
year, things had changed. His three older brothers Devon, Zeb, 
and Zeke had left to start their own businesses— Devon was a 
roofer in Fredericktown, and Zeb and Zeke owned a horse farm a 
few miles away. All three had gotten married, which was a shock 
to Owen since all the men in the community had given up on 
marriage due to the lack of prospects in their town. Zeke and 
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Zeb, who were identical twins, had even married another pair 
of identical twins, courtesy of a stupid ad someone in the district 
placed in a Holmes County newspaper, which had to have been 
a practical joke. Regardless, the ad had contributed to two of his 
brothers marrying, while Devon had married a woman back in 
Fredericktown, surprising their whole family. He didn’t think any 
of his family would want to go back there. He certainly didn’t.

After the advertisement had been in the paper for a while, a 
tidal wave of women started showing up in Birch Creek. A few of 
them, like the Keim sisters, moved to the community with their 
families and were unaware of the bachelor ad. But there were at 
least five women that had arrived in Birch Creek with the express 
interest of getting married, and they took up residence at Stoll’s 
Inn. One woman, Katharine, even lived with Delilah Stoll and 
her son, Loren, the owners of the inn.

Owen thought the whole advertising for a bride thing was 
ridiculous, and he had no idea if his brothers and two friends 
who were of dating age were actually dating anyone, since it was 
typical for Amish youth to keep their dating lives a secret. Besides, 
he was too focused on his work here, along with reading books on 
horticulture and farming, to pay attention to anyone else’s social 
activities. Dating and romance had never been something he seri-
ously considered, and he didn’t see that changing anytime soon. 
Maybe someday. Getting married was the natural progression of 
Amish life. But for him, marriage was a far- off future prospect. 
Dating took time, and right now his time was at a premium.

He blinked and realized he’d been woolgathering longer than 
he intended to. He stood, drained the tea from his glass, and took 
it inside the kitchen to find the room empty. Mamm, who spent 
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most her time in the kitchen, had left for her usual Wednesday 
afternoon visit with Rhoda Troyer. He placed the glass in the 
sink and then walked toward the barn. Along the way, he saw that 
Ezra, Nelson, Perry, and Jesse were back in the field harvesting 
green beans. He went out and joined them.

For the rest of the afternoon he picked green beans, the hot 
summer sun beating down on his back and the top of his head, the 
heat penetrating through his straw hat. Sweat ran down his face, 
but he didn’t mind. He never shied away from hard work unless it 
was schoolwork. He always liked reading and didn’t mind learn-
ing some math, but the worst part about being in school was that 
he had to sit still. That had been torture, and he’d never been so 
happy when he turned fourteen, finished his last year of school, 
and left his school days behind.

He and his siblings hauled several bushels of beans to the gar-
dening shed. Tomorrow, the youngest would go through the 
beans and divide them— two- thirds would be for sale and the 
other third would be snapped, washed, and canned for their fam-
ily’s use. When his brothers went inside to wash up for supper, 
he strolled to the cow barn. As he neared, he heard the sound of 
streams of milk hitting metal pails.

“Do you need any help?” Owen asked, looking at his young-
est brothers— Elam, who was eight, and the twins, Moses and 
Mahlon, who were eleven. Daed stood nearby, supervising their 
work as they milked their three dairy cows. Most of the milk was 
used by their family, but Ezra would take a few bottles to sell at 
the Middlefield market.

“We’ve got it all under control,” Daed said, casting a glance 
at his youngest sons. “Don’t we, buwe?”
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“Ya!” the twins said at the same time, with Elam’s affirmation 
coming a second later. “I’m almost done filling mei bucket,” Elam 
added.

Owen nodded but hung back for a few minutes in case they 
needed assistance. He yawned again and looked at his hands, see-
ing the dirt that gathered in the creases of his palms and had col-
lected underneath his fingernails. It would take a good scrubbing 
to get it all off, but he didn’t mind. Just like he didn’t mind a hard 
day’s work outside surrounded by the fruits, or in today’s case, 
vegetables, of his family’s labors. The times in Fredericktown 
when there wasn’t enough for the family to eat had made an 
impression on him and an even stronger one on his older brothers.

Because the Bontragers had experienced both lack and abun-
dance, not a single member of the family took their current good 
fortune for granted. Even the little ones, who didn’t remember 
anything, knew that their prosperity could change at any time. But 
even in hard times, God was there. “And my God shall supply all 
your need according to His riches in glory by Christ Jesus.” That 
was his father’s favorite verse, one his mother had embroidered 
on a cloth, put in a frame, and hung on the wall in the kitchen for 
everyone in the family to see. There wasn’t a meal that went by 
that Owen didn’t see that verse, and he believed it to be true.

When he realized his brothers and father didn’t need help with 
the milking, he turned around and headed for the house, ready to 
get the dirt off his hands and to dig into whatever delicious meal 
his mother had made. Life was good, and he was satisfied. He had 
the farm, his family, and his faith. He smiled. Those three things 
were all he needed.
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Chapter 2

R hoda Troyer waved to her friend Mary Yoder as Mary 
climbed into her buggy to head back home. Rhoda smiled 

and crossed her thin arms over her chest. A few brown leaves 
f loated from the three trees in her front yard, and she leaned 
against the doorjamb. Another fall. Another season without 
Emmanuel. She pressed her lips together, then turned and went 
inside.

The house, which had once been occupied by her husband and 
two boys, was now empty except for her. Her sons, Sol and Aden, 
were married and had their own families, and she derived great 
joy from them and her grandchildren. Sol and Aden’s upbringing 
had been difficult, to say the least, and she praised God that he 
had healed them of their childhood wounds and that they had 
married two lovely and kindhearted women. They were also wise 
and affectionate fathers. Two things Emmanuel wasn’t.

She went into the kitchen and filled up the kettle for another 
cup of peppermint tea. She drank the beverage several times a 
day, as it was the only thing that settled her stomach. Indigestion 
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and nausea were nearly lifelong companions ever since she had 
met Emmanuel Troyer when she was sixteen. She should have lis-
tened to her stomach— and her intuition— back then. But he had 
charmed her, and she thought he was not only handsome, but also 
smart and driven. Her father had abandoned their family shortly 
after Rhoda was born, and she was convinced that Emmanuel, 
with his serious demeanor and single- minded devotion to God, 
would be a faithful husband and father. When he moved to Birch 
Creek and became the bishop, she thought he had God’s favor 
upon him. And because of that, she ignored the warning signs that 
her husband wasn’t the good man he seemed to be.

A chill ran through her, as it usually did when she remembered 
the past. The kettle whistled, and she put a peppermint- flavored 
tea bag in her mug, then poured the hot water over it. As the tea 
steeped, she tried to push the past out of her mind. Emmanuel was 
gone and had been for years. She had no idea where he was, and 
she hadn’t heard a word from him since he’d been exposed as a 
thief. For years she insisted he would return, while her sons had 
believed the opposite. She was unwilling to give up, but each year 
hanging onto that faith became harder and harder.

Rhoda picked up the mug and sat down at the table. She was 
grateful for her friends, especially Mary Yoder and Naomi Beiler. 
Naomi had also experienced her own marital troubles, but her 
husband, Bartholomew, returned to her, and Rhoda had hoped 
Emmanuel would do the same. If he was brave enough to come 
back, that would mean he’d changed. He would have atoned before 
God and would be eager to repent in front of the church and ask 
everyone for forgiveness, because not only had he sinned against 
God and his family, he had also sinned against the congregation.
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But after years of silence, she was beginning to believe her 
husband would never return and make things right. She knew 
God could perform miracles, and that’s what it would take for 
Emmanuel to realize the magnitude of what he had done. She 
hadn’t lost faith in God but in her husband— a man she once 
thought was closer to God than anyone.

A knock sounded at the kitchen door, surprising her. She 
wasn’t expecting anyone tonight. Her sons’ families never knocked, 
and she never minded them bursting right in, especially the grand-
children. Although she had enjoyed Mary’s visit a short while 
ago, her thoughts about Emmanuel had soured her mood, and 
she wasn’t interested in being around anyone right now. She con-
sidered not answering the door and then changed her mind. She 
might not want company, but she wasn’t about to be rude either.

She was surprised a second time when she opened the door 
and saw Loren Stoll standing there, holding a wicker basket. “Hi, 
Rhoda,” he said, averting his gaze for a second before looking at 
her again. “Mamm asked me to bring this over. She would have 
come herself, but she’s had a cold for a few days and didn’t want 
to pass it on to you.”

Opening the door wider, Rhoda motioned for him to come 
inside. “Let me take that from you,” she said, accepting the basket 
when he handed it to her.

“It’s just a loaf of white bread, some peanut butter spread, home-
made butter, and elderberry jam.” Loren half grinned. “Mamm is 
always making too much, and she thought you might like some 
of the extras.”

Rhoda’s bad mood lifted a little. “She’s right, I do like all 
those foods. Delilah is so kind.”
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“That she is. She’s always making sure everyone is taken care 
of.” Rather than turn to leave, Loren stood there a bit longer, and 
suddenly he started looking around the kitchen as he shifted 
from one foot to the other.

“Would you like some tea?” Rhoda asked, realizing she was 
being a poor hostess. Then again, she’d never had a widowed 
man in her house before. Loren, along with his mother and his 
son, Levi, owned and operated Stoll’s Inn, a bed- and- breakfast 
that had been busy almost from the first time they opened nearly 
two years ago. Right now, it housed several single women who 
had answered the recent newspaper ad for bachelors. She couldn’t 
imagine who would have done such a foolish thing, but the adver-
tisement had yielded three marriages. Perhaps the ad wasn’t so 
foolish after all.

“I’m afraid I’ll have to decline,” he said, now looking at her. 
“I need to get back to the inn. It’s mei evening to man the front 
desk, which will be an easy, if unpleasant, task. We haven’t had a 
vacancy in several months, and I don’t like turning away people 
in need.”

“I understand.” She set the basket down on the table and 
walked to the back door, opening it for him. “Danki for coming 
over. Please thank Delilah for me. I’ll pray she gets over her cold 
quickly.”

“I know she’ll appreciate that.” He smiled.
She felt something flutter in her stomach, and for once it was 

a pleasant feeling. As she met Loren’s gaze, she realized he was 
an attractive man, something she’d never paid attention to be-
fore. Like his son, Levi, he had sandy- blond hair, although his 
was threaded with plenty of silver, and clear blue eyes. He stood 
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several inches taller than her, which wasn’t much since she was on 
the short side. He was also clean- shaven, something that was unu-
sual at his age but made sense due to his being a widower. She’d 
known him and his family for a while and had crossed his path 
many times, but for some reason, she couldn’t look away from him 
as he stood in her home.

“I guess I better go. I wouldn’t be surprised if Mamm was 
working up front. Even with a cold she’s hard to keep pinned 
down.” He started to leave, then turned around. “Uh, Rhoda?”

“Ya?”
“Do you need any help around here? I know Sol and Aden 

take gut care of you. But if there’s a job that needs doing, like cut-
ting firewood or cleaning out the barn, I’d be happy to do that 
for you.”

Her cheeks warmed, and like the flittering in her stomach, 
it felt nice. But there was nothing for him to do. Her sons made 
sure she didn’t want for a single thing. “I can’t think of anything 
now, but thank you.”

“Oh.” He glanced at his feet. “Well, the offer stands if you 
change your mind.”

“I’ll remember that.” She smiled, and when he looked at her, 
his expression matched hers.

“See you later, Rhoda.” He opened the back door.
“Gut bye, Loren.”
After he left, she closed the door behind him, then put her 

hand over her stomach, still marveling at her giddy emotions. 
How long had it been since she felt like this? Far too long. She 
basked in the warmth of sensations she couldn’t define but 
allowed herself to enjoy, then she brought herself up short. Was 
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she wrong to have these feelings? She didn’t know if Emmanuel 
was alive or dead, and she was still a married woman as long 
as that question remained unanswered. How could she even be 
thinking about another man, never mind that she was actually 
attracted to him?

But am I supposed to be alone forever?
The sour pain in her stomach returned, and she picked up her 

tea, which had cooled down enough for her to take a long drink. 
She had to regain her senses. Loren was just being nice, and of 
course biblical, since Christians were supposed to look after wid-
ows, even though no one was sure if she was a widow or not.

But she was alone . . . and lonely. She couldn’t deny that.
Then again, maybe loneliness was her penance for standing 

by while Emmanuel committed so many sins. She couldn’t count 
how many times during the years she had almost intervened when 
Emmanuel was cruelly disciplining their sons. But she always 
remembered what he’d said the first time she caught him treating 
them so horribly. “If you ever interfere with mei decisions, you 
will get twice the discipline as the buwe.” Even now her blood ran 
cold as she remembered the ice in his eyes and the menacing tone 
of his words. She had been scared of Emmanuel that day and made 
sure she stayed in line ever since.

Yet she had also hated her cowardice. Her fear overran her 
instinct to protect her boys, and they paid the price. They said 
they forgave her, but she couldn’t forgive herself. She would have 
to pay whatever penance God gave her, and she would pay it for 
the rest of her life. It’s what I deserve.

a
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Thursday afternoon, Margaret stepped off the bus at the station 
in Ashtabula, a book under her arm and her purse slung over her 
shoulder. The bus had only been half full, and she noticed she 
was the only Amish passenger. The mid- September wind whirled 
around some of the dry brown leaves that had fallen from the 
trees, and one settled on the toe of her black sneaker. She shook it 
off, then went to get her suitcase, which was stowed underneath 
the bus in the luggage compartment.

Yesterday morning she had followed Mamm’s suggestion 
and called her aunt, who was thrilled about Margaret’s visit— of 
course she didn’t mind that she was coming at the last minute. She 
couldn’t get a ticket yesterday afternoon or this morning, like her 
mother had wanted her to, and had to settle for arriving in the 
afternoon. Again, Margaret couldn’t help but feel like she was 
being rushed out of the house. June and Wanda came over right 
before she left, and they barely told her goodbye. And right before 
she got into the taxi, her mother told her not to be in a hurry to 
come back. Gee. Thanks.

She inhaled a deep breath. Regardless of her mother’s motives 
and behavior, now that she was away from her family and Salt 
Creek, she felt freer than she had in a long time. In Birch Creek 
she wouldn’t have to worry about upsetting her parents or wonder 
if any of her English friends would show up with more tempta-
tions. For the next few weeks, she could relax and enjoy time with 
family and friends who wouldn’t judge her or try to get her to turn 
her back on her commitment to her faith.

As she waited for her suitcase, she wondered who was going 
to pick her up. She hoped it would be Nina, although that was 
unlikely. When she had called her friend and firmed up plans for 
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Margaret to visit, she’d sounded exhausted. Margaret knew Nina 
liked helping Ira with the farmwork, and harvest time had to be 
even harder for Freemont’s family, whose farm was larger than her 
father’s. More than likely, Aenti Mary had booked a taxi for her, 
although she didn’t mention it when they talked last night. Maybe 
it slipped her mind. Margaret wouldn’t be surprised. Harvest time 
was busy for everyone.

“Here you are, ma’am.”
She turned around and took her dark- brown suitcase out 

of the bus driver’s hand and gave her the tip she had stashed in 
her jacket pocket. With her book in one hand and her luggage 
in the other, she walked to the parking lot and waited for her 
ride. She glanced around and watched as one by one the other 
passengers had either left in their own cars that were parked in 
the station parking lot or had been picked up by other drivers and 
taxis. Before long, all the other passengers were gone, their rides 
having picked them up. She frowned. Surely Aenti Mary hadn’t 
forgotten about her?

Then a dark- blue sedan pulled up alongside the curb in front 
of her. Instead of the driver getting out, the back door opened 
and a wiry Amish man exited the car. He regarded her for a sec-
ond, then walked over to her. “Hello. Are you Margaret Yoder?”

She paused, not recognizing him. “I am.”
“Oh gut. I was worried you might have called another taxi. 

I’m Owen Bontrager. Your aenti asked if I wouldn’t mind picking 
you up for her.”

Her guard immediately went up. Had her mother talked to 
Aenti Mary behind her back, telling her that Margaret was here 
on a husband hunt? She wouldn’t put it past her. She was familiar 
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with the Bontragers, and not just because her aunt had mentioned 
them in her most recent letter. When she had attended the singing 
with Nina, her friend told her that all the young men who were 
of dating age were there, including several Bontragers. But she 
didn’t remember this brother.

“I’m sorry we’re late,” he continued, gesturing to the car be  hind 
him. “I stopped by to give your aunt and uncle some extra seeds I 
had from my salsify plants. The crop isn’t quite ready to harvest, 
but I thought Freemont might like to try growing some himself.”

She had no idea what salsify was or why he was telling her this 
story, but she nodded anyway, not wanting to be rude.

“Turned out Mary was right in the middle of canning tomato 
sauce and had lost track of time. Since Freemont and Judah had 
gone to the diner for lunch and hadn’t returned yet, she asked me 
if I could geh get you, since she didn’t want you to have to ride in 
the taxi alone.” He glanced at her suitcase. “Can I help you with 
your luggage?”

This all seemed innocent enough, and she wasn’t surprised 
her aunt didn’t want her riding by herself. When she handed him 
her suitcase, he took it and then gave her a quick smile, revealing 
front teeth that overlapped each other.

“How was your trip?” he asked as he took the bag from her.
“Gut.” She tried not to fall into the habit she usually had of 

evaluating a man’s physical attributes at first sight, but she couldn’t 
help it. For sure, Owen wasn’t in Dylan’s ballpark when it came 
to good looks. He was too thin for one thing. And those teeth . . .

She gave her brain a mental shake. Good looks didn’t make a 
good man. Dylan was a prime example.

“Glad to hear it,” he said. “I’ll put this in the trunk for you.”
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For the first time, Margaret fully met his gaze. Whoa. His 
teeth might not be perfect, but his eyes sure were. Or more accu-
rately, the thick black eyelashes that rimmed them. She thought 
about her own sparse ones. That wasn’t fair. A man shouldn’t have 
better eyelashes than a woman.

Margaret blinked more than was necessary as Owen walked 
over to the trunk, which the driver had already unlocked. He put 
her luggage inside, then shut the lid. He opened the car door and 
got into the back seat behind the driver.

Realizing she was dawdling, not to mention overthinking 
her lack of eyelashes, she hurried to the front passenger door and 
opened it. She was about to sit down when she saw a box filled with 
magazines on the front seat, along with another overfilled box on 
the floor.

“I’m sorry.” The driver, an older woman with short salt- and- 
pepper hair, gestured to the boxes. “I moved these from the trunk 
so you would have enough room for your luggage. I was on my way 
to donate these to our local elementary school for their art classes 
when your aunt called. I hope you don’t mind sitting in the back.”

“Not at all.” Margaret smiled at the woman, who seemed gen-
uinely apologetic. She closed the door, then opened the back door 
and slid onto the seat. She set her purse and book in her lap and 
glanced at Owen. To her surprise, he also had a book with him, 
and he was already reading it.

“Ready to go?” the driver said.
“Yep,” Owen said, not lifting his gaze from the book. Then, 

as if he’d had a second thought, he looked up and said, “Thanks, 
Peggy.”

“Any time.” She adjusted the rearview mirror. “I think a lot 
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of your family, and the Yoders too. I’m glad I could help you guys 
out.”

As Peggy guided her car out of the parking lot, Margaret 
stared straight ahead, feeling awkward and unfriendly. It was eas-
ier to be reserved back home since her public confession, mostly 
because she was still ashamed of her behavior. But she discovered 
being aloof wasn’t easy. She liked being friendly with everyone 
and hadn’t realized that she wasn’t supposed to be too sociable 
with men until her sisters had pointed it out to her, with a good 
dose of disgust.

“You’re too forward,” June had said one day when Margaret 
was fourteen and was seen chatting with one of the Miller brothers 
after church.

“What does that mean?” Margaret asked as she climbed into 
the front of the buggy.

“You stood close to Timothy.” Ruth, her second oldest sister, 
chimed in.

“So?” She’d had to since his cousin Merlin, who was standing 
next to him, started yelling at his younger brother to stop picking 
the bark off the Hershbergers’ tree, the family that had hosted 
church that morning. Timothy was telling her that he’d gone to a 
Cleveland Indians baseball game and saw a grand slam home run. 
He could always tell a good story, and Margaret was delighted by 
his lively description of the event. “I couldn’t hear what he was 
saying. Did you know he saw a grand slam— ”

“And you giggled too much.” Wanda sniffed and lifted her 
chin.

“He’s funny.”
“You always giggle too much.”
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Margaret crossed her arms over her chest, vexed by their criti-
cism. Why did her sisters have to be so boring? And judgmental? 
They’re just jealous. They wish they were as pretty as I am.

She cringed at the memory, embarrassed she’d been so pride-
ful. It didn’t matter that she was young at the time and that her 
sisters constantly irritated her. Truth be told, she was pretty, espe-
cially compared to her plain- faced sisters, although that had been 
in doubt when she was younger and was more interested in climb-
ing trees and fishing than she was in boys. That didn’t mean she 
should be arrogant about her beauty, or worse, use her looks to 
her advantage— something she had done more than once during 
her rumspringa. Her cheeks heated even though the temperature 
in the car was comfortable.

She glanced at Owen, hoping he didn’t notice she was flush 
with shame. Fortunately, he seemed engrossed in his book. He 
turned the page, and from the pictures, it looked like he was read-
ing about plants or gardens. Then she remembered that his family 
owned a farm, so it made sense he would read such a book. She 
wracked her brain trying to figure out why she couldn’t place 
him. Then again, would she have noticed him in the first place? 
She recalled that his older brothers were quite good- looking, and 
other than his eyes, Owen definitely wasn’t.

There she was, judging him again. I’m just as bad as my 
schwesters. No, she was worse, because she was shallow. Why else 
would she be evaluating his looks?

She settled back against the seat, trying to shift her thoughts 
but failing spectacularly. If her mother and aunt were in cahoots 
to match her with Owen, they’d clearly picked the wrong man. 
He was more interested in reading than he was in her. Which was 
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a little ego bruising now that she thought about it. She was used 
to men wanting to talk to her, not ignoring her. But shouldn’t she 
be glad that he would rather read than pay her a single second of 
attention?

Margaret grabbed her own book and yanked it open, making 
a second attempt to distract herself from her contradicting mus-
ings. Two weeks ago, she went to the library and saw the book, 
which was a quick reference guide to herbal medicine, sitting on 
a display table. On a lark, she’d looked through it, then checked 
it out. While she had always enjoyed picking and pressing wild-
flowers, and had recently started framing them as art, learning 
about natural medicine was new to her.

She ended up being engrossed in the different uses of the herbs 
she and her mother often planted in the garden, and she also read 
about some new varieties she’d never heard of, such as Gentian 
lutea, a yellow flowered plant that is native to Europe and good 
for indigestion. After reading the small volume, she had wanted 
to find out more about herbal medicine, so she returned the book 
and bought a copy for herself using the library’s computer since 
the manual was only available for purchase online.

But as she turned to the page on the uses of dandelion root, 
she couldn’t focus on the entry. Instead she glanced at Owen 
again, who turned another page in his book. Unable to stand the 
silence anymore she remembered what he’d said when he picked 
her up. “What’s salsify?”

He turned, his eyes widening as if the question surprised him. 
“It’s a root vegetable, similar to a turnip or potato in consistency. 
It doesn’t look anything like a turnip or potato, though, because 
it’s long and thin and resembles tree roots.”
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That didn’t sound very appetizing. “What does it taste like?”
“Well, depends on who you ask. Some people say it tastes 

like oysters.”
“Ew. Why would anyone want to eat a plant that tastes like 

that?”
The corner of his mouth lifted slightly. “You realize some 

people like oysters, ya? Anyway, not everyone thinks it tastes 
like that. Some folks say it’s like eating a mild artichoke. Others 
say it doesn’t taste like much of anything, which is why they like 
to use it in dishes that have stronger flavors. You can mash it, stew 
it, and put it in soups. It’s very versatile.”

She wasn’t a fan of artichokes either, but to each his own. 
“What made you decide to plant it?”

“I like trying new things. Last year I experimented with 
Bodacious corn.”

“And?”
“Best corn I ever ate. We planted double the crop this year— it 

was so popular at the farmers market. I reckon it will be again this 
season too.” He went back to reading his book.

As he continued to read, she looked at him again. Deep- black 
hair, close to the color of charcoal, curled over his ears and at the 
nape of his neck. His straw hat was pushed back from his fore-
head, but her gaze skimmed straight down to his eyelashes again.

Suddenly he turned to her, lifting a questioning eyebrow.
Oh nee. She’d been caught. Quickly she picked up her book 

and held it in front of him. “I, too, like to read about plants.” Oh, 
for goodness’ sake, she sounded nuts. She set the book back down 
and smoothed the part in the middle of her hair. “I mean, I like 
reading about herbal medicine. Which is what I’m doing. Right 
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now.” She snapped her eyes to the page, hoping she looked casual, 
but knowing that yet again she was failing.

“Herbal medicine,” he said. “Sounds interesting.”
Her gaze flew to his, and all promises of being quiet and un -

noticeable flew out the window. “I find it fascinating how many 
important uses a simple plant has.” She gestured to the book. 
“This has a lot of recipes to heal whatever ails you, from bone 
spurs to sweaty feet.”

He rubbed his chin. “Sweaty feet, huh? A few of mei bruders
could use some help in that department.” Then he added, “I think 
Mamm has a few herbal recipes she uses, and I know Daed has 
a handwritten notebook of animal and farm remedies that have 
been passed down through our family.”

“Really? Mamm was never much for home remedies, but she 
swears by her wild cherry cough syrup.”

“Is it easy to make?”
Margaret paused. She didn’t know because her mother had 

never shared it with her. She had given a copy of the recipe to all 
her sisters after they got married, though, but Margaret wasn’t 
about to admit that to Owen. Wait, she wasn’t even supposed to 
be talking to him. “Pretty easy,” she said in a clipped tone, irri-
tated with herself for dropping her resolve so easily, and with her 
mother for being so . . . herself. She picked up the book again. “If 
you don’t mind, I’d like to finish this chapter.”

A confused expression crossed his face as he nodded. “Sure. 
I’m almost finished with this one too.”

She started to ask him what the chapter was about, but she 
pressed her lips together and stared at the dandelion picture in 
front of her. She wasn’t sure how much time had passed before 
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Peggy turned into the Yoders’ driveway, but when she looked up 
from the book, which was still open to the dandelion page, and 
saw the familiar house, the tension that had been gripping her 
shoulders eased. Her aunt and uncle’s place wasn’t her home, but 
when she visited them, it sure did feel like it.

Not that she visited often. Other than last year, she and her fam-
ily had traveled to Birch Creek one other time, well before her uncle 
had become the bishop. Things had been different in the district 
back then. Even at her young age, she’d felt the unease in the air, 
and she remembered her father made a comment as they went back 
home that he wished his brother would move back to Salt Creek.

“It’s not like Freemont’s farm is worth anything,” he mur-
mured when their taxi passed the Summit County line. Daed
didn’t like to ride on buses, and even though it was more expensive 
to hire a van for their family’s ride to and from her uncle’s, to him 
it was worth spending the extra money. “I doubt it ever will be.”

But as she stepped out of the car and surveyed Onkel Freemont’s 
home and the farmland surrounding it, she was glad her uncle had 
proved her father wrong. The farm had changed a lot over the years, 
something that struck her the last time she was here. Instead of fail-
ing crops, thin livestock, and a house in need of repair, she could see 
how God had blessed the fruits of her uncle’s labor. Several acres 
of corn swayed in the breeze. Yellow, purple, and crimson mums, 
bright and voluminous, filled pots on the front porch, and plump 
cows chomped on the grass in the large pasture on the other side 
of the house. She breathed in the crisp fall air, detecting a light 
hint of chimney smoke, and smiled. I’m so happy to be here.

“Margaret!” Aenti Mary flew out of the house and hurried 
down the few porch steps. Without a misstep, she rushed toward 
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her. Margaret met her halfway, and suddenly she was caught up 
in her aunt’s welcoming embrace.

“I’m so glad to see you.” Releasing her, Aenti Mary stepped 
back and gave Margaret a once- over. “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to 
meet you at the bus station. Thankfully, Owen was able to help 
me out.”

Margaret turned around to see him bringing her suitcase to -
ward her as Peggy drove away. She’d been so caught up in her 
happiness that she’d forgotten her luggage. Thankfully, Owen 
hadn’t.

“Danki, Owen.” Aenti Mary reached into the pocket of her 
tomato- stained apron. “Here’s the fare— ”

He held up his hand. “That’s okay. I took care of it.”
“I can’t let you do that.” When Owen refused to accept the 

money, she put the bills back in her pocket. “At least come inside 
and I’ll fix you a cup of coffee. I have some cinnamon snicker-
doodles I picked up from Carolyn’s bakery yesterday.”

He shook his head. “Danki, but I need to get back to the farm 
while there’s still some daylight left.” He turned to Margaret. 
“Nice to meet you.”

“You too,” she said, but as soon as the words left her mouth, 
he had already started to walk away. He seemed to be in a hurry 
to get back to whatever work he had to get back to. Although she 
wasn’t at fault, she couldn’t help but feel a niggle of guilt that he 
had to take time off to come pick her up. “Owen?”

He paused but didn’t turn around. Instead he glanced over his 
shoulder. “Ya?”

“Danki for riding to the Yoders with me. Oh, and for getting 
mei suitcase.”
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He gave her a slight smile and a quick wave, then rushed over 
to his buggy, which was parked in the driveway close to her aunt’s 
house.

“You and I can have those snickerdoodles then,” Aenti Mary 
said, putting her arm around Margaret’s shoulders. “I know they’re 
your favorite.”

She grinned, her mouth watering at the thought of the sweet 
dough covered in cinnamon sugar. Aenti Carolyn was her father’s 
and Onkel Freemont’s sister, and knowing she had baked the cook-
ies herself made Margaret more eager to try them. Aenti Carolyn’s 
baking skills were legendary in their family, and snickerdoodles 
were one of her specialties. “Is she still working at the bakery?” 
Margaret asked, referring to Aenti Carolyn’s business. “I thought 
she retired after having Junior.”

“She did, but when she heard you were coming for a visit, she 
wanted to make these special for you.”

Her heart warmed. When was the last time her mother, or 
anyone, had done something special for her? Surely there had 
been times while she was growing up, but not lately.

She heard the sound of Owen’s buggy pulling out of the 
driveway and fought the urge to turn around and watch him 
leave. Despite her vow to remain aloof— and her knowing for 
sure that she wouldn’t be interested in any man in Birch Creek— 
she found herself intrigued by Owen, and she told herself that 
being intrigued wasn’t the same as being interested. He was dif-
ferent from most of the men she’d ever met, and that included the 
English ones. Other than some small talk about plants, something 
they both were interested in, he had basically ignored her— and 
she wasn’t used to being ignored by the opposite sex.
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“Margaret?”
Thankfully, her aunt’s voice pulled her out of her thoughts. 

Intrigued or not, she didn’t need to think about Owen. “That was 
nice of Aenti Carolyn. I’ll have to pay her a visit soon and thank 
her for the treats.”

“I’m sure she’ll love that. Just know that Junior is a handful, 
so she’ll probably be spending most of the time chasing him down 
instead of visiting.”

“How old is he now?”
“Two, and he’s very, very busy. Atlee and Carolyn often joke 

that God allowed them a rambunctious child so late in life to keep 
them in shape.”

Margaret chuckled. Aenti Carolyn had married Atlee, who 
was a widower and didn’t have any children, when she was in her 
late forties and he in his early fifties. No one had been more sur-
prised than they were about Junior’s impending arrival.

As they walked to the house, Aenti Mary said, “I hope you 
didn’t mind that Owen picked you up.” She dipped her head. “I 
was elbow deep in tomato sauce and had more simmering on the 
stove, so I couldn’t just leave. I didn’t want you to have to ride all 
the way from the bus station by yourself.”

“That’s what Owen said, but I would have been fine alone, 
Aenti.”

“Oh, I know. But it’s always gut to have company, and I know 
how much you enjoy conversation. Owen is a nice yung mann, 
and of course I can’t say enough gut things about his familye. I 
knew you two would get along well.”

Margaret wouldn’t exactly describe her and Owen’s interac-
tion that way, but at least he was cordial to her. She held in a 

MatchedandMarried_5p.indd   39 5/28/21   12:53 PM



Kathleen Fuller

40

disappointed sigh. So, her aunt did have an ulterior motive when 
she sent him to fetch her. “Aenti,” Margaret said, her guard back 
up. “Did Mamm talk to you before I left?”

“About what?”
“About . . .” She didn’t want to say out loud that her mother 

was eager to get rid of her by marrying her off. “About anything.”
“Nee. I haven’t talked to Doris in at least two weeks. Maybe 

three.” Aenti Mary’s brow creased. “Why do you ask?”
She really doesn’t know. She was just being thoughtful. Re -

lieved that her aunt wasn’t colluding with her mother behind her 
back, Margaret said, “Oh, I just wondered if you and Mamm had 
talked before I left, that’s all. I thought she might have called you 
since I know how close you two are.” Then to make sure Aenti 
Mary didn’t ask any more questions, she quickened her steps. 
“I can’t wait to try Aenti Carolyn’s snickerdoodles.” Then she 
added, “But I’m sure they’re not as gut as yours.” Which wasn’t 
exactly true, but Aenti Mary’s baking was almost on par with Aenti 
Carolyn’s. Except for her donuts. Those had always been awful.

“Oh, I don’t know about that.” But Aenti Mary smiled, clearly 
pleased with Margaret’s kind words, although she would never out-
right acknowledge them. Compliments weren’t handed out very 
often, at least not in her own family. They were seen as a source of 
pride, and the last thing Margaret needed was to be more prideful. 
She had to learn more humility, particularly when it came to her 
thoughts about herself. Her list of failings was endless, and it would 
serve her well to keep that at the forefront of her mind, instead of 
pondering about how curious she was about Owen Bontrager.

By the time she and her aunt went inside the house, Margaret 
had put him out of her mind . . . hopefully for good.
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Chapter 3

S he sure is pretty . . .
Owen blinked, then gripped Apollo’s reins as he made his 

way back to the farm, his thoughts focused on Margaret. When 
was the last time he’d noticed a woman’s looks? He couldn’t recall, 
even with the influx of women who had arrived in Birch Creek 
since the mail- order bride ad ran in the paper. Surely he would 
have paid more than scant attention to at least one of the young 
women, wouldn’t he? But he genuinely couldn’t remember any 
of their faces— not well enough for them to make an impression 
on him.

But Margaret definitely had.
When he arrived at Mary’s with the salsify seeds, she had 

explained who Margaret was and that she had previously been to 
Birch Creek for a visit. That jogged Owen’s memory, but for some 
reason he had no idea what she looked like. Now that he’d seen 
her, he couldn’t understand why he didn’t remember her . . . unless 
he’d had his head in the clouds, like he normally did.
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As he continued to head home, he vaguely remembered hear-
ing Devon and Zeke mention Margaret more than a year ago 
when they returned from the singing at the Yoders, an event he 
hadn’t bothered to attend because he wanted to clean out the sheep 
barn instead. At the time, he hadn’t thought his decision strange 
because Nina would have been the only single woman in attend-
ance, or so he believed. Nina was nice but not his type at all, and as 
it turned out, she was head over heels for Ira anyway. Besides, he 
didn’t need to go to the Yoders to sing hymns and eat snacks with 
his brothers and the three other single young men in the district. 
Even when his brothers had returned and Devon and Zeke started 
blabbing on about Margaret, he had tuned them out.

But how had he missed seeing Margaret after that? She would 
have attended church at least once. Then again, why would he pay 
attention to the female side of the congregation when he knew 
everyone? Maybe he had just overlooked her. She was a petite 
woman— a little taller than her cousin Ivy, who was the shortest 
adult in the district. He was a little less than average height but 
seemed much taller when he stood in front of her. Since she was 
so small, he may not have seen her. Now he couldn’t stop seeing 
her in his mind. Or thinking about her. Like how big her brown 
eyes were. She had a slightly sloped nose and smooth, lightly 
tanned skin. Then there was her perfectly shaped mouth . . .

His face heated despite the cool air filtering through the 
buggy as Apollo trotted at a brisk clip. He tightened his hold on 
the reins. Mary had trusted him to accompany Margaret to the 
Yoders’, and here he was thinking about how pretty she was. 
Thankfully, he’d brought a book to distract him, or he would 
have stared at her the whole way home. It didn’t work since he 
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couldn’t remember what he’d read, even though he scanned the 
page three times. Finally, he gave up and started turning the pages 
in case she noticed he wasn’t really reading.

His grip relaxed. Just because he thought she was pretty didn’t 
mean anything. And once they started talking, he was able to shift 
his thoughts to plants, something he was always open to discuss-
ing. He enjoyed their conversation and would have liked to con-
tinue it, but she surprised him by cutting things off and returning 
to her book. She might be pretty and interested in plants, but she 
was an odd bird. One that he would do well not to ponder fur-
ther. Before long, Ezra or Nelson or even some of the other single 
guys in the district would start vying for her attention anyway. 
He didn’t have time for such foolishness, even if he did have the 
inclination. Which he didn’t. I definitely don’t.

He shoved Margaret out of his mind as he neared his drive-
way. After he parked the buggy and released Apollo into the horse 
pasture for a late- afternoon snack, he yawned and headed straight 
for his garden. He’d noticed this morning that weeds had started 
to sprout, and since this was his personal garden patch and the one 
he liked to experiment with, he made sure to keep it as unspoiled 
as possible.

Owen knelt on the ground and started weeding around a row 
of mint plants. It didn’t take long to tidy up the garden, and after 
he finished, he started working on other farm chores, which never 
seemed to end. He spent the rest of the afternoon harvesting car-
rots alongside Elam, who was a chatterbox. By the time the two 
of them finished picking as many carrots as they could, Owen’s 
ears were sore. They’d not only worked up a sweat but also a big 
appetite.
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During suppertime, he ate two plates of chicken and biscuits, 
an extra serving of green beans, and a huge helping of cherry 
gelatin salad, while the rest of his family chatted about the day. As 
soon as he finished eating, he turned to Daed. “May I be excused? 
I wanted to give Apollo a brushing before I turn in for the night.” 
He stifled a yawn. He was tired from the long day, but he wouldn’t 
rest until he had brushed Apollo clean.

Daed frowned a little, then nodded. “You may.”
Owen took his dish and glass to the counter and set them by 

the sink. Then he went outside to the barn. He grabbed a curry -
comb and started to brush Apollo, yawning freely this time. As 
he ran the comb over Apollo’s gleaming black coat, Margaret 
popped into his mind again. When he was busy working earlier 
in the day, he’d managed not to think about her. But now that he 
was doing an important but mindless task, he suddenly couldn’t 
stop thinking about her again. He picked up the pace, moving the 
currycomb faster.

“I think he’s well brushed,” Daed said, entering the horse’s 
stall. “Don’t you?”

Owen stopped and looked at the horse, who hadn’t really 
needed the brushing in the first place. But even if he hadn’t used 
Apollo as a distraction from Margaret, he probably would have 
brushed him a few times before going to bed, as was his habit. A 
man’s horse was an investment, and Owen had bought Apollo 
two years ago and treated him well.

“Ya. I guess he is.” Owen hung the currycomb back on the 
hook near the stall door.

“Have you got a minute?” Daed gestured with his head to the 
main area of the barn.

MatchedandMarried_5p.indd   44 5/28/21   12:53 PM



Matched and Married

45

“Sure.” When he’d first walked into the barn after supper, 
he noticed it needed a quick sweeping and had planned to do that 
before he went back inside. He took down the push broom lean-
ing against the barn wall and started to sweep. He and Daed could 
talk while he worked.

Daed held up his hand. “The sweeping can wait until 
tomorrow.”

Owen paused, then put the broom back where he found it 
as his father walked over to a pile of square hay bales that were 
there for the express purpose of sitting down, not that Owen ever 
used them. As Owen lowered himself onto a bale, he tried not 
to yawn. That was the thing about yawning— sometimes once a 
person started, it was hard to stop. He didn’t need to be yawning 
in front of his father. Owen couldn’t read his expression, but he 
had the feeling whatever Daed was going to tell him was serious. 
He rarely spoke to him alone like this.

“We need to talk about last spring,” Daed said.
Uh- oh. Owen’s gut twisted.
“I know what happened.”
The words started to rush out of Owen’s mouth. “I promise 

that’s the first time. The only time. I’ve never fallen asleep while 
plowing before, and there was no harm done. The horses stopped 
as soon as I let go of the reins— Wait. How did you know?”

“Elam told me.” Daed crossed his arms over his chest. “He 
was scared something bad had happened to you when he saw you 
hit the ground.”

“I was fine,” he mumbled, but he still felt as guilty as he had 
when he looked up and saw his youngest brother hovering over 
him, his eyes wild with worry. Owen still wasn’t sure what 
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happened, other than he’d been extremely tired that day, hav-
ing spent the previous several days working from dawn until past 
dusk digging up his garden by hand. The draft horses could plow 
the field by themselves, and even with the bumpy ride as the plow 
drove through and overturned the cold dirt, he had managed to 
doze off, let go of the reins, and hit the ground, waking up im -
mediately. He told Elam not to say anything, but the eight- year- 
old clearly hadn’t listened to him.

“Thank God you weren’t hurt . . . or worse.” Daed uncrossed 
his arms, but his expression remained grim. “If you weren’t feeling 
gut you should have said something instead of working through it.”

“I was tired, not sick.” He tempered his tone, knowing his 
next question could be construed as being belligerent. “Why are 
you bringing this up now? Did Elam just tell you?”

Shaking his head, Daed said, “He told me that afternoon. 
The reason I didn’t say anything is that I suspected there was a 
problem, but I wanted to see if it was worth addressing. After this 
summer, and now with the harvest in full swing, I’m convinced 
that there is.”

Owen didn’t like the sound of this. “What problem?”
“I’m worried about you, sohn”— he held up his hand— “and 

before you say anything else, listen to me. I was going to have 
this conversation with you when the time was right, and in mei 
mind, that time is now.” Determination was in his eyes. “I’d like 
for you to take over the farm when I retire.”

Owen almost fell off the hay bale. He’d expected his father to 
give him a lecture on being irresponsible. Instead he was talking 
about Owen taking over the family business. Which made sense 
to Owen— he was the one who was the most interested in the 
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day- to- day business and work of the farm. But he hadn’t expected 
his father to tell him that so soon, and not on the heels of being 
angry with him for falling asleep at the plow. Then he realized 
the full implication of what his father was telling him. “Are you 
retiring?”

“Not for a while. There are still a few years left in these old 
bones. The work is in mei blood, just like it was in mei vatter’s. 
I can see it’s in yours, too, sohn. You’re the first one up working 
and usually the last one to turn in for the night. You took initi-
ative with the Bodacious corn, and now you’re growing the sal-
sify. Working hard and being innovative are key qualities of a gut
farmer. The older buwe didn’t have the same love for the land that 
you do, and neither do the younger ones, although I think Elam 
might grow into it. Devon was never interested in farming, but 
he’s an excellent roofer and is happy doing construction. When 
Zeb and Zeke struck out on their own and started a horse farm, I 
wasn’t that surprised, just concerned they were putting their cart 
before the horse, pun intended. At least in Zeke’s case I knew the 
decision was more impulsive than anything else.”

“He’s not as reckless anymore,” Owen pointed out. “Since he 
married Darla, he’s settled down a lot.”

“She’s a gut inf luence on him, that’s for sure. There’s an 
English saying that behind every gut man is a gut woman, and I 
be  lieve that to be true.” He leaned back, his hands moving from 
his knees to the hay bale. “That’s been the case with your mamm. 
I couldn’t ask for a better frau, and she’s a wonderful mutter to you 
and your bruders and schwester.”

Owen nodded, surprised his father was getting a little emo-
tional. “Are you sure nix is wrong?” he asked.
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“Other than mei kinner growing up faster than I’m ready for, 
nee.” He shook his head, his expression wistful. “You’ll know 
what I mean when you’re a vatter.”

That wasn’t about to happen anytime soon. But knowing 
that his parents were eager for more grandchildren, he didn’t 
say the words out loud. So far, his sister, Phoebe, who was the 
oldest, had been the only one to have children— Malachi and 
Hannah. Owen was sure that was going to change soon enough 
now that his three older brothers were married. He’d let them 
fulfill Mamm and Daed ’s hankering for more grosskinner.

“While we’re on the subject of family, that leads me to some-
thing else I wanted to talk about. Well, more like your mutter and 
I have been talking about this, and she’s asked me to bring it up 
to you.”

Now Owen was starting to get confused. First his father 
talked about the plow incident, then he told him he was letting 
him take over the farm when the time arrived. Now he was bring-
ing up another subject that apparently concerned his mother. “I 
don’t understand.”

“Your mamm has been worried for a while now that you might 
be a little too single- minded when it comes to work. At first, I 
dismissed the idea, but now it’s clear that she’s right. It’s not just 
that you work hard— which I appreciate— but you don’t do much 
else other than that.”

“The farm involves a lot of attention and a lot of work.”
Daed tugged at his long beard, giving Owen a reproving 

look. “Nee one knows that more than I do.”
Owen nodded, casting his gaze downward. “I didn’t mean 

anything by that.”
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“I know.” He sighed. “Guess I should just stop beating around 
the bush. Sohn, you need a vacation.”

His head jerked up. “What?” He couldn’t believe what he was 
hearing. “It’s the middle of harvest season.”

“And we have plenty of hands in this familye to make sure 
everything gets done. In fact, I need the twins and Elam to pitch 
in more. And since you refused to geh on vacation with us the last 
three years— ”

“Because someone had to feed the animals.”
“Jalon, Adam, and Malachi would have taken care of that,” 

Daed pointed out, referring to his son- in- law, cousin by marriage, 
and grandson. “But you simply wouldn’t budge. Don’t get me 
wrong. I would never begrudge a hard day’s work. But sohn, you 
put in more than your fair share. It’s time you took a break.”

None of what his father said made sense. Usually parents 
admonished their children to work harder so as not to be slothful. 
Then again, Owen had never been lazy when it came to farm-
work, so he’d never been scolded for that. School had been a 
different matter altogether. He’d enjoyed reading, but only books 
he wanted to read, not assigned material that always ended up 
being boring. Sitting still at a desk was torture when he’d rather 
have been outside. He learned more at home and on his own than 
he had ever learned in school, although he was well aware that 
was his own fault. He almost failed a grade more than once, and 
his performance— or rather lack of— had gotten him grounded 
several times during his school years.

But school was different from farming, and he wanted to give 
100 percent to that endeavor. Make that 110 percent. He more 
than made up for his lack of effort in school. In fact, he couldn’t 
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imagine doing anything else but farming. “I don’t need to take 
a break. And I can’t sit around while everyone else is working.”

“We’re not asking you to. Isn’t there a hobby you’ve wanted 
to try? Or something new you wanted to learn?”

“Ya. I want to learn how to grow better crops.” He thought 
about Margaret again, and how she was learning herbal medicine. 
“I also thought about adding extra herbs to the garden next year, 
so I was going to start planning that soon.” That idea had just 
popped into his mind, but it was a good one. If he grew enough 
special herbs just for medicinal purposes, Ezra and the younger 
boys could sell them at the market next year . . .

“When was the last time you sat by yourself and just prayed?” 
Daed asked. “Or took a nap?”

“Sunday.” He hadn’t napped, but he definitely had prayed. 
What about, he couldn’t recall, but probably something about 
the farm. Wow, he really was single- minded, wasn’t he? But that 
didn’t mean he needed to take off during the harvest, the most 
important time of the year for the farm and family.

“Then why did I see you in the toolshed that afternoon?” 
Daed raised a brow.

Oops. “I thought about reorganizing it. But I didn’t. I was 
just thinking about it.”

“That’s still work, Owen.”
“Thinking is work?”
“In your case, ya. Even God rested from his labors, but you 

never do. Overwork causes a lot of problems. Sickness for one. 
Then there’s exhaustion, which I think is your biggest trouble.”

“I get plenty of sleep— ”
“You fell asleep plowing. Think about that for a minute.”
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He stilled, his father’s words sinking in. He had dismissed the 
plow incident, but he probably shouldn’t have. “I guess I could cut 
back on work a little. And I promise I’ll take a vacation this win-
ter. Wherever you and Mamm decide to take the familye, I’ll geh 
with you.” Uneasiness ran through him as he made the promise. 
Even though vacation was months in the future, he didn’t like the 
idea of leaving the farm. What if something happened, like a fire? 
That was a real possibility. A fire had taken out a lot of Freemont 
Yoder’s farm two years ago, and they had rebuilt, but that had 
set the Yoders back a lot. Then there were the animals. One of 
them might get sick while he was gone— 

“Owen.” His father snapped his fingers in front of him. “I 
can see those wheels spinning. You’re reconsidering vacation, 
aren’t you?”

His father knew him better than he knew himself. Scary. “Ya,” 
he mumbled.

“That does it.” Daed slapped his hands on his knees, then rose 
to his feet. “As of tonight, Owen, you’re on a one- week vacation. 
Enjoy sleeping in tomorrow.”

Owen’s mouth dropped. “Really?”
“Really.”
“But what am I supposed to do?”
“Well, your mamm would suggest getting to know some of 

the young women in the district. You have your pick of them 
now, thanks to that ab im kopp advertisement.” He chuckled, shak-
ing his head. “I really thought your mamm put that in the paper. 
I know she was worried about how you kinner were going to find 
fraus. She promises she didn’t have anything to do with the adver-
tisement, and she’s always simply trusted that God would provide 
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all of you buwe with gut Amish women. Looks like her prayers 
have been answered. Three of our sohns are married.”

“Only eight more to geh,” Owen mumbled.
“God willing. But you’re making it difficult on yourself, you 

know. You can’t meet someone if you’re here all the time.”
“I’m not here all the time. I geh to church, to the auctions, 

the farmers markets . . .” He paused. Other than an occasional 
trip to Schrock’s Grocery for garden supplies, or to Barton if 
he couldn’t find what he needed at Schrock’s, he couldn’t recall 
the last time he’d gone somewhere that didn’t have to do with 
his job. Except for today. “I even picked up Margaret Yoder this 
afternoon from the bus station.” There. That should make his 
case.

“Oh really?” Daed ’s eyes twinkled. “Your mamm will be 
happy to hear that.”

“I was just picking her up as a favor to Mary,” he said quickly, 
not wanting his parents to get the wrong idea. “She was busy 
canning tomato sauce and asked me to help her out.”

“And you were only too willing to oblige,” Daed teased. “See? 
You’re off to a gut start. You talked to a maedel.”

Owen didn’t reply. There was nothing humorous about this 
situation.

“Thank goodness this is all settled. It’s been weighing on mei 
mind for a while.” He grinned. “Enjoy your vacation.” Then he 
walked out of the barn.

Owen shot up from the hay bale and ran after Daed, who was 
halfway to the house. “I can’t stop work for a whole week. That’s 
impossible.”

Daed leveled his gaze. “And that, mei sohn, is why you need 
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this vacation.” He turned and kept walking. When he reached 
the house, he opened the screen door, then let it shut behind him.

End of conversation.
Dusk had descended while he and his father talked in the barn, 

and tiny twinkling lights appeared in the light- purple streaked 
sky. As if on cue, all of his brothers poured out of the house and 
started on the evening chores, going off in threes and pairs to 
bring in the sheep, lock up the pasture gates, settle the horses in 
for the night, and all the other chores that were necessary to keep 
the farm running smoothly.

He turned and followed Ezra and Nelson into the barn where 
Apollo and the other three horses were kept, intending to sweep 
the floor as planned. His vacation didn’t start until tomorrow, and 
he fully intended to plead his case one more time with his parents 
when he went inside. But when he entered the barn, Ezra and 
Nelson blocked his way.

“Daed said you were on vacation.” Ezra put his hands on his 
waist, an amused expression on his face.

“He also said you wouldn’t listen and would try to work any-
way.” Nelson imitated his brother, looking almost like his twin 
since Nelson’s last growth spurt had brought them within less 
than an inch of each other in height.

“I wish I was on vacation,” Ezra said. “Talk about lucky.”
“Wanna trade?” Owen said weakly.
“In a heartbeat. But that’s not going to wash with Daed and 

Mamm.”
“I know.” Owen took a step back. He was at the point of 

no return. Any pleading he did with Mamm and Daed would fall 
on deaf ears. Worse, Mamm would probably give him pointers 
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about finding a woman. He shuddered at the thought. “Geh on 
and finish up the chores,” he said, giving up. “I won’t follow you.”

“Promise?” Nelson tapped the toe of his work boot on the 
floor, which still needed sweeping.

“Promise.” Unable to do anything else, Owen trudged to -
ward the house, still trying to absorb everything his father had 
said. Being in charge of the farm was something he’d prayed for, 
and under any other circumstances, he would celebrate that an -
swered prayer. Instead he walked into the kitchen, went to the 
sink, and washed his hands, at a loss since he wasn’t joining his 
brothers as they completed the chores they had all done every 
night since he could remember.

Mamm was cutting slices of chocolate cake for dessert, glasses 
of milk already poured and ready for everyone when they came 
inside and washed up again. “Ready for your piece, Owen?”

“I can do that for you, Mamm.” It wouldn’t be the first time 
he’d helped her with the nightly dessert or with some of the 
housework. He didn’t ascribe to certain chores for women and 
certain ones for men, although he knew there were things men and 
women were particularly suited for. Cutting cake was an equal 
opportunity task. At least it would give him something to do.

“Nee.” Mamm grinned. “Yer on vacation, remember?”
Owen groaned. “I can’t even cut a piece of cake?”
“Not for the next week. No work outside or inside.” She 

handed him a fresh slice. “What a lucky yung mann you are, free 
from chores and jobs for seven whole days. Enjoy your cake.”

He took the dessert from her, ignoring her light laughter as 
he sat down. His whole family thought this was hilarious, and 
he didn’t appreciate that one bit. Staring at the cake, he thought 
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about his options. He could defy his parents, but that was some-
thing he had never done before and couldn’t bring himself to do 
now. Except for school, he had always been a rule follower, and 
even when he had been grounded, he didn’t complain because he 
deserved the discipline.

The only other option he had was to accept that he was now 
officially on vacation. Oddly enough, that acceptance sparked his 
appetite, and he dug into the cake. He was nearly finished when 
the back kitchen door opened and his brothers stampeded inside.

“All of you wash up,” Mamm yelled as they rushed out of the 
kitchen to the three bathrooms in the house. Owen swallowed 
the last bite of his piece, then rinsed the dish and his empty glass 
and put them in the sink. He didn’t want to be around his brothers 
right now. They would probably goad him with questions, tease 
him for being on vacation, or pout that they would have to work 
while he was loafing. There was nothing left for him to do but to 
go upstairs to his bedroom.

As the oldest son still at home, he finally had his own room 
after his married brothers had moved out. But instead of getting 
ready for bed, he paced the floor. He’d been exhausted at supper, 
but now he was wide- awake. How was he supposed to sleep when 
he’d never been in this position before? Who would tend his gar-
den? Who would make sure all the vegetables were harvested, 
even the little scrawny ones his younger brothers thought weren’t 
worth the hassle? Who would follow up after them and make sure 
the compost pile behind the barn was turned over on a regular 
basis? His father could do that, but he hadn’t needed to in a long 
time. Not when Owen was there to make sure all the work was 
done correctly.
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Owen fell back on the bed, annoyed. One thing he wasn’t 
going to do was look for a date.

First, he needed to know a woman before he would ask her 
out, and one or two dates would go nowhere. Once this ridicu-
lous vacation was over, he would be busier than ever. The salsify 
would be ready for harvest, his garden patch would need atten-
tion, and soon he’d have to get started on planning for next 
season. There wouldn’t be any time to get to know someone, even 
if he was interested.

Out of the blue, Margaret came to mind. He shook his head. 
Even if he was inclined to get to know a woman, she would be 
the last one he’d seek out. Unlike the other maed in Birch Creek, 
she was a visitor. Eventually she would go back to Salt Creek, 
where she lived, and that would be it. A long- distance relationship 
was beyond out of the question. He couldn’t imagine a single cir-
cumstance where he would agree to such a thing.

At the high risk of disappointing his mother, he vowed that 
dating was off the table, which was an easy decision to make. He 
still had to figure out how to spend his time over the next seven 
days in a way that didn’t involve work, and that would be far more 
difficult. But he had to find something to keep him occupied. 
Because if he didn’t, his father might extend his vacation— and 
he didn’t think he could handle that. Being forced to take a week 
off was torture enough.

a

By suppertime, Margaret already felt more at home than she did 
in her own house back in Salt Creek. Aenti Mary had invited the 

MatchedandMarried_5p.indd   56 5/28/21   12:53 PM



Matched and Married

57

entire family over for supper, including Seth and his wife, Martha, 
his sisters, Ivy and Karen and their husbands, Noah and Adam, 
along with their children. And of course Ira and Nina. As soon 
as Nina walked through the door, Margaret gave her a big hug.

“I’m so glad to see you,” she said, squeezing Nina tight. Un -
like Margaret, Nina was solidly built and several inches taller. 
Margaret enjoyed being engulfed in her friend’s soft embrace.

“Me too.” Nina stepped back and grinned. “I’ve missed you 
so much.”

Supper was a lively time, with everyone talking and eating the 
delicious meal Aenti Mary had prepared. The fried squash blos-
soms, baked chicken turnovers covered in white gravy, chow-
chow, and bountiful garden salad were scrumptious, and her aunt 
had topped off the meal with a lemon pie piled high with lightly 
browned meringue. Margaret, who tried not to overeat too often, 
had seconds of everything.

After supper she helped Nina, Martha, and Mary clean the 
kitchen, while Karen and Ivy watched the children. Karen and 
Adam had two boys and Ivy and Noah one girl, all of them under 
three years old. Then she and Nina walked onto the spacious back 
deck that Freemont and Judah had built over the summer. They 
sat down across from each other on white plastic lawn chairs, and 
as the fading sunlight yielded to dusk, they started to talk.

“Is everything all right with you?” Nina tugged her navy- 
blue sweater closer to her body. Now that the sun was almost past 
the horizon, the temperature had dipped, and a slight chill hung 
in the air.

Margaret was a little stunned by the question. “Ya . . .” Of 
course, that wasn’t the truth, even though her mood had perked up 
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considerably since arriving in Birch Creek. Knowing Nina would 
see straight through any deceptions, she regrouped. “Actually, 
things aren’t okay. Far from it.”

Unlike Margaret, Nina didn’t seem surprised by her response. 
“I figured.”

“You did?”
“Your sudden visit is the first clue. Actually, it’s the second. 

When I read your last letter, I could tell you weren’t your usual self.”
Frowning, Margaret said, “I don’t remember saying anything 

out of the ordinary.”
“You didn’t have to. I can read between the lines.” She shifted 

her plump frame in the chair. “Your letter was also short. Five lines, 
I think? Usually they’re two pages long.”

Margaret sighed. She tucked her lavender dress under her legs, 
which were curled up in her seat, and wondered how much she 
should tell Nina about her struggles. The two of them had become 
unexpectedly close through their letters over the past year, in spite 
of how they first met. She remembered how Nina had admitted 
that the first time she saw Margaret, which was when Ira had 
brought her along on one of Nina and Ira’s Saturday fishing trips, 
she’d thought Margaret and Ira were romantically interested in 
each other, not knowing that they were cousins. Margaret found 
that amusing, because anyone could see that Ira liked Nina for 
more than a friend and that she felt the same. They were the ones 
who were clueless about each other’s feelings. Late last year she 
was invited to their wedding but had to miss it because she had 
come down with the flu the day before she was supposed to leave. 
Ever since, she and Nina had written each other often, deepening 
their friendship.
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But despite their closeness, she had never admitted her past to 
Nina, and although Nina knew that Margaret had worn makeup 
during her rumspringa, she thankfully hadn’t brought up the sub-
ject again. If only that was all I’d done. She wasn’t ready to disclose 
the details of that regretful time to anyone, but she could explain 
to her closest friend one of the reasons for her visit. “I’m here 
because of the mail- order bride advertisement.”

Nina’s thick, pretty brows lifted up. She leaned toward 
Margaret, a spark of interest in her eyes. “You are?”

“Now wait a minute, let me finish.” She didn’t need Nina think-
ing she was serious about finding a husband. “Mamm has been 
bugging me to get married ever since I joined the church, so I let 
her think that I’m looking for a husband during mei visit here.”

“You lied to her?”
“Not exactly.” She didn’t like the guilt that was now nagging 

at her conscience. “I didn’t correct her assumption, that’s all.”
“Then you lied by omission.” Nina shook her head, clucking 

her tongue.
Margaret scowled, wishing she’d kept her mouth shut. “You 

sound like a judgmental old frau.” The guilt bloomed like a violet 
in springtime. She shouldn’t have deceived Mamm and her father, 
if Mamm had even bothered to tell him about the bride advertise-
ment. But none of that was Nina’s fault. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean 
to snap at you.”

“It’s okay.” Nina gave her a sympathetic smile. “I understand 
why you let her believe you were looking for a husband. There’s 
nix worse than someone else sticking their nose in your social life.”

Buoyed by Nina’s response, Margaret continued to explain 
how things were strained at home. “I’m trying to be more like mei 
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schwesters,” she said, struggling not to show her irritation that be -
ing boring and humorless was an ideal she had to strive for. “But 
Mamm is still disappointed in me. The only way I’ll make her 
happy is if I get married.”

“That’s a terrible idea,” Nina said. “You should only get mar-
ried when you meet the right man. And even then, you should 
wait until you’re both ready and sure that you want to marry each 
other.”

“I agree with you. Don’t worry, I’m only here to visit family 
and friends, not to geh on a husband hunt. I’m not going to get 
married anytime soon.”

“Gut. Not that I don’t want you to get married, but if you’re 
not doing it for the right reasons, it’s better to stay single.” The 
sensor light above the back door had turned on, casting low light 
over the patio and extending a few inches into the backyard. 
Margaret could now see Nina’s face and the annoyance in her 
eyes. “I re member how Grossmutter was always pressuring me 
and Levi to marry. More than once we had to tell her to mind her 
own business.”

“I could never tell Mamm to do that. She wouldn’t talk to me 
for a week if I did.”

“Really?”
“Really.” The one time Margaret had sassed her mother, she 

was twelve and Mamm had just finished lecturing her about how 
she talked too much and needed to learn to be quiet and follow 
her sisters’ examples. She’d been tired and moody and popped off 
a few choice words. She wasn’t sure what she’d even said, but she 
would never forget how her mother’s face turned the color of an 
eggplant, and then she’d given Margaret the silent treatment for 
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the next twelve days. Out of the blue, she started talking to her 
again as if nothing had happened, but Margaret had learned her 
lesson.

“The thing is,” Nina said, “even though she drove us ab im 
kopp with her meddling, we always knew Grossmutter wanted the 
best for us.”

Although Margaret had only met Delilah a few times, Nina 
had told her enough about her grandmother through her letters 
that Margaret felt like she knew her well. Delilah had raised Nina 
and her older brother Levi since they were young children, after 
their mother died. She was a strong- willed woman who didn’t 
hesitate to give her opinion or meddle in her family’s lives if she 
thought they needed it, a characteristic that had caused some 
friction over the years. According to Nina, her grandmother had 
learned her lesson and fortunately hadn’t interfered in her and 
Levi’s marriages. At least not yet.

“I’m sure that’s what your mutter wants for you too,” Nina 
added.

“I find that hard to believe.”
“Have you ever talked to her about it?”
After a pause, Margaret shook her head. There were a number 

of reasons why she couldn’t talk to her mother about not being 
ready to get married, the biggest one being that she was tired of 
feeling like a disappointment to her family. Her mother would no 
doubt bring up her failings yet again, reminding her that good 
Amish women didn’t sneak out of the house and go to parties 
with “those wild English fools.” Whenever that subject was 
brought up, Margaret quickly switched the topic, usually saying 
she agreed with her mother that she was stupid and wrong and 
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made a bad choice, just so Mamm wouldn’t ask her questions she 
wasn’t prepared to answer— at least not honestly.

“She wouldn’t understand,” Margaret finally said, then sat 
up and shifted in her seat until her toes touched the deck floor. 
As she did so many times with Mamm, she decided to change the 
focus of the conversation. “Enough about me. What’s new in your 
life since your last letter?”

“Well . . .” Nina glanced down at her lap, then back at 
Margaret. “There is some brand- new news.” After a pause, she 
added, “I’m expecting.”

Margaret clapped her hands. “That’s wonderful! I’m thrilled 
for you.”

“Shh. Nee one knows. I haven’t even told Ira yet.”
“Why not?”
“He’s been busy with the harvest. I didn’t want to bother 

him.”
But she wasn’t looking at Margaret when she was talking. 

Now who’s lying by omission? She moved her chair closer to Nina 
so she could lower her voice. “I’m sure he wouldn’t consider this 
news a bother. And Delilah is going to be thrilled.”

Nina bobbed her head but didn’t say anything.
Alarmed by her friend’s odd behavior, she asked, “Do you 

feel all right?”
Pressing her lips together, Nina nodded again. “But I felt the 

same way last time.”
Margaret’s heart dropped to her stomach. “Nina, why didn’t 

you tell me?”
“I didn’t tell anyone. Only Ira. I didn’t expect to get pregnant 

so soon after . . .” She wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand. 
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“What if something happens to this boppli?” she whispered, her 
voice so quiet and thin Margaret almost didn’t hear her.

Taking Nina’s hand, Margaret said, “That’s why you’re not 
telling Ira.”

“I’m scared.” She squeezed Margaret’s hand. “I don’t want to 
disappoint him again.”

“Oh, Nina.” Margaret’s heart went out to her friend. Nina 
was terrified and for some reason felt like she had to carry that 
fear alone. “Don’t you think he’d be upset if you didn’t tell him?” 
she said gently.

“I suppose he would.”
“And isn’t a part of marriage being able to share each other’s 

burdens? I’m sure you didn’t disappoint him. We both know that 
God is in control of these things.”

“You’re right. And I am six weeks along. Further than I was 
before.” She glanced at her stomach, which had been slightly 
rounded ever since Margaret had known her. “I haven’t had any 
morning sickness, thank goodness. But that could change, and I 
don’t think I could hide that from him.”

“Not if you end up with the morning sickness mei schwest-
ers had. June was sick more than the other two.” Or so she said. 
Margaret hadn’t been around her sisters too much when they 
were pregnant. She’d been too busy having fun— or what she 
had thought was fun— at the time. Now she knew she had been 
immature. “I know mei cousin, Nina. He loves you more than 
anything else in this world. You need to tell him.”

As if on cue, the back door opened and Ira stepped out. He 
came over to Nina and put his beefy hand on her shoulder. “We 
should be heading home,” he said, stifling a yawn. “We’ve got to 
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harvest the corn tomorrow. That’s going to take the whole day.” 
He turned to Margaret. “You have nee idea how excited Mamm
was when she told us you were coming for a visit.”

Margaret smirked as she stood, determined to lighten the mood 
for Nina. “And how about you, cousin? Are you glad to see me?”

He shrugged. “I guess.” When she pinched his arm he said, 
“Ow! That hurt. I didn’t think a little thing like you could squeeze 
so hard.” But he was laughing as he rubbed his shoulder.

“Let’s geh, weakling.” Nina stood next to him, then slipped 
her hand into his. “You’re right. We need to get home. I have some-
thing important to talk to you about.” She gave Margaret a sweet 
smile, and any hint that she had been upset moments ago was 
gone. Ignoring Ira’s puzzled look, she led him back into the house 
to say goodbye to his parents.

Margaret stayed behind and sat back down on the chair, still 
filled with joy about Nina’s pregnancy, although that joy was tem-
pered by knowing about her friend’s miscarriage. She was glad 
Nina had decided to tell Ira about the baby. She said a quick prayer 
for all three of them, asking God to keep the baby healthy and 
strong and to give Nina and Ira peace about this pregnancy.

When she finished, her thoughts shifted to her own future. 
Seeing her cousins and aunt and uncle happily married hadn’t 
changed her mind about waiting on marriage, but she couldn’t 
help wondering if children were in her future when— or if— she 
did marry. She hadn’t allowed herself to think about babies, but 
like getting married, having children would be expected too.

The idea seemed so distant to her. She couldn’t imagine her-
self as a mother, at least not a good one. That reminded her that 
she needed to visit Aenti Carolyn soon. The snickerdoodles had 
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been so delicious and addicting that she ate way too many of 
them. She needed to start watching how much she was eating. 
Her mother would notice if she put on any weight and wouldn’t 
hesitate to comment on it, and she’d point out how her sisters man-
aged to keep thin even after having babies. Ugh. She needed to 
stop thinking about her family, or they were going to ruin her trip.

The back door opened again, and Mary poked out her head. 
“Seth and Martha left. They told me to tell you gute nacht. Ivy and 
Karen had to leave too. Ivy asked you to stop at the store when 
you get a chance.”

Margaret started to stand. “I didn’t realize I’d been outside 
so long.”

Mary held up her hand. “That’s fine. Stay out here as long as 
you like. It’s such a lovely evening. Freemont and I are going to 
bed, but make yourself at home.” She smiled, opening the door a 
little wider. “Did I tell you I’m glad you’re here?”

Chuckling, Margaret replied, “Once or twice.”
After Mary shut the door, Margaret settled back in the chair. 

Mary was right. This evening was made to be enjoyed. The air 
was cool but not too crisp, and what few clouds had dotted the 
sky earlier had cleared. When she looked up, she could see thou-
sands of twinkling stars. As soon as she could, she would visit 
the antique store Ivy and Noah ran together, and she would also 
make sure to visit Karen and Adam, who lived near the Chupps 
and owned a farm with that family.

A feeling of contentment came over her, and the last bit of 
tension in her shoulders finally released. Just like her last visit to 
Birch Creek, she felt welcome and comfortable. It was nice to be 
wanted by family for a change.
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