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ab im kopp: crazy in the head
ach: oh
appeditlich: delicious
boppli: baby
bruder: brother
bu/buwe: boy/boys
daed: dad
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kinn/kinner: child/children
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Prologue

C’mon, Katharine. I said I was sorry.”
Katharine Miller leaned against the bathroom door and 

closed her eyes. How many times had Simeon said those exact 
same words? More than she could count. More than she wanted 
to think about.

“Katharine. Please let me come in.”
A shiver traveled through her, and again, like several times 

before, his sudden gentle tone chopped at her resolve.
“I shouldn’t have lost mei temper,” he continued, his deep 

voice barely muffled by the oak door between them.
No, he shouldn’t have.
“I promise I’ll do better. Let me prove it to you.”
His last plea almost had her opening the door, but she held firm. 

He’d made these promises before, and for a while he kept them, 
becoming the nice, caring man she had fallen for when he asked 
her out on a date after a Sunday singing less than four months ago.

“Katharine . . . can you forgive me?”
A thump sounded against the door, as if he was leaning against 
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it. She closed her eyes and stayed as still as possible. Normally when 
he asked for forgiveness, she gave it. Her Amish faith required it. 
But this time, she couldn’t respond. When he pounded his fist against 
the other side of the door, she flinched, knowing she had to answer 
before he became incensed again. “I— I’ll be right out.”

“Make it quick,” he said, sounding less remorseful and more 
demanding. “I don’t want to be late for supper at the Schroeders’ like 
we were last time.”

Even though it hurt to do so, she pressed her lips together. Their 
tardiness to his best friend’s monthly Saturday afternoon barbecue 
had been due to another one of their fights. She couldn’t remember 
what started that argument, and he had hit her on the shoulder on 
the way to Galen and Elsie’s house. But this was the first time he’d 
slapped her across the face.

“I’ll be waiting outside,” he finally said, his tone now edged with 
frustration. “Be out in five minutes.”

He didn’t have to add anything else to that order. When she heard 
him walk away, she hurried to the bathroom mirror and nearly 
cried at the sight of blood on the corner of her mouth. Quickly 
she pulled herself together. Her tears would anger him further, 
and he was plenty mad as it was, despite his attempts at making 
her believe he was apologetic. She washed her face, then carefully 
patted her skin dry. Her complexion, always prone to breakouts, 
was now constantly covered with acne. One more thing for Simeon 
to complain about.

She stared at her reflection, her lips trembling, and this time 
she couldn’t steady her emotions. “I can’t do this anymore,” she 
whispered, fighting to keep her composure. But she didn’t have a 
choice. In their small district in Hulett, Wyoming, potential spouses 
were scarce, and when Simeon had showed interest in her, she hadn’t 
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only been surprised, she’d been beyond grateful. Even though she 
was twenty- one and not an old maid by any means, her constant 
battles with her weight and complexion made her assume she’d never 
marry— and more than anything, she wanted to get married and 
have a family. But she had to be realistic. There were far prettier 
single women in Hulett. Why would any man want her?

But Simeon, a handsome, muscular blacksmith who’d had all 
the women’s attention at one time or another, inexplicably pursued 
her. After their first date, he wanted to spend every minute with 
her, showering her with compliments and devotion. What woman 
wouldn’t be thankful to have a man like him? And when he asked 
her to marry him two months after they started dating, she thought 
God had answered her prayer.

But the closer they came to their wedding date, the more he had 
changed. Now he was barely a remnant of the man she’d fallen in 
love with . . . and was set to marry in less than a month.

Oh no. She was doing exactly what she shouldn’t be right now— 
wasting time. She hung the towel back on the hook and rushed out 
of the bathroom. Her parents were out with friends this afternoon, 
leaving her and Simeon alone in the house. If her mother and father 
had been there, they wouldn’t have gotten into a fight. He was always 
on his best behavior when anyone else was around. But when they 
were alone . . .

She ran out of the house and jumped into the buggy, not an easy 
feat since she had gained more than forty pounds this year on top of 
the thirty she already needed to lose. The buggy’s cover did little to 
mask the heat of the hot desert sun, and she immediately broke out 
in a sweat.

Simeon gave her look of disgust. “You need to geh on a diet,” he 
said, lightly tapping the horse’s back with the reins.
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So much for being sorry. It wasn’t lost on her that he often treated 
his horse better than he treated her. “I am on a diet.”

“Then why do you keep getting fatter?” He glared at her, his 
thick black brows becoming a single line over his deep- set, dark 
brown eyes that used to make her swoon every time she looked into 
them. Now all she felt was fear.

“I- I don’t know,” she mumbled. But she did know. Each morn-
ing she promised to stick to her diet, and by the end of the day, she 
failed. This past month she had given up entirely, the urge to eat 
becoming more overwhelming the closer they came to their wedding 
day. There was no reason to talk to him about it, or about anything 
else important to her. He wouldn’t understand, or even try to.

He turned the corner and guided his buggy down the Schroeders’ 
road. Her stomach turned, and she stared at her lap, sweat dripping 
down the sides of her face as they continued on the short drive. She 
glanced at his profile, remembering when his chiseled jaw and full 
mouth made her heart race. How could a man with such a beautiful 
outside be so horrible inside?

At least she would have a reprieve at the Schroeders’, not only 
because they would be around other people but because Galen’s wife, 
Elsie, was one of Katharine’s friends. One of the few she had left 
since Simeon monopolized all of her time outside of her job making 
baskets and her chores at home.

When they arrived at the Schroeders’, Simeon parked the buggy 
and turned to Katharine. “Not a word about what happened today. 
Do you understand?”

She nodded. “Ya.”
His eyes switched from hard to endearing, almost loving. He 

cupped her cheek with his palm, and she fought not to pull away. “I 
love you, Katharine. That’s why I get so angry. I care about you so 
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much, and I just want what’s best for you. But when you get rebel-
lious, I have to intervene. That’s mei God- given duty. We both know 
that.”

Her fingernails pressed into her palm. Earlier today his idea of 
her being rebellious was not being ready when he came to pick her 
up. Last week she was late for their date because she had helped her 
mother bake apple pies to take to a store to sell. Whenever she didn’t 
do or say exactly what he wanted, she was “rebelling.”

“Do you forgive me?”
She paused, feeling his fingers tighten slightly on her cheek. 

“Ya,” she finally managed to say. “I forgive you.”
He removed his hand. She didn’t miss him wiping his palm on 

his pants before getting out of the buggy. The way he could switch 
his emotions on and off confused her. Lord, am I wrong when I don’t do 
everything he says and I don’t perfectly follow his schedule? I don’t want 
to rebel or disappoint you. But I’m miserable, Lord. And I’m sorry, but 
lately I haven’t felt anything for Simeon. I thought I loved him, and he 
loved me. But now I’m not sure of anything.

“Katharine!”
She hurried out of the buggy, then turned around and grabbed 

the basket that held an extra apple pie she and her mother had baked 
to bring to the Schroeders’. It was one of the first baskets she’d made 
when she started weaving them four years ago. Since then she had 
developed a good business selling them out of her and her parents’ 
home, and she had a large nest egg built up, one that Simeon knew 
about. She wished she’d never told him about the money.

By the time she headed for the house, Simeon was already talk-
ing to Galen, who was standing in front of a black gas grill. The lid 
was open, and large puffs of smoke floated in the air. As she passed 
by the two men and headed for the house, Simeon’s eyes narrowed at 
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her for a split second before he grinned and turned to talk to Galen 
again.

Was this how their marriage would be for the rest of their lives? 
Him running hot and cold, physically abusing her and pleading for 
forgiveness afterward? And what about any children the Lord might 
bless them with? Would he treat them the same way?

She schooled her features and walked into Elsie’s kitchen. Her 
friend was at the counter preparing a large salad. She barely glanced 
at Katharine and smiled, her cheeks plump and cute during her 
eighth month of pregnancy. “Hi,” she said, turning her focus back 
to the carrot she was chopping.

“Hi, Elsie. I brought apple pie. Where should I put it?”
“There is fine.” She gestured to the table, which wasn’t set for 

the meal. Although it was hot outside, the Schroeders had a shaded 
patio, and there was a pleasant breeze in the air. As long as it wasn’t 
raining or snowing, they usually ate outside for lunch since the win-
ters in Wyoming were long and everyone took advantage of nice 
weather whenever they could.

Katharine took the pie out of the basket and set it next to a bowl 
of homemade potato chips, keeping the plastic wrap on until they 
were ready for dessert. Then she walked over to Elsie. “Can I help 
you with anything?”

“I’m almost done here.” She scraped the small pieces of chopped 
carrot on top of a bed of lettuce, cucumbers, grape tomatoes, and 
red onion. As she picked up the tongs to toss the salad, she looked at 
Katharine and continued talking. “I’ve got a pitcher of lemonade 
on the counter— ” Her eyes widened and she dropped the tongs. 
“Katharine, you’re bleeding!”

Katharine touched the corner of her mouth and felt the blood. 
Oh no. She went to the table and grabbed a napkin from the holder 
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and pressed it against the wound. “It’s nix,” she said. Elsie’s shock 
had disappeared, now replaced with concern.

Elsie waddled over to her. “Let me see.”
Reluctantly she removed the napkin, wincing at Elsie’s livid ex -

pression. “Did Simeon do that to you?”
Katharine started to shake her head. It had become a habit to 

make excuses for the marks he left behind— the pinched bruise on 
her upper arm that her mother had noticed last month because it was 
too hot to wear a long- sleeved dress. The dent in her shin when he 
had kicked her “accidentally” because she was walking too slow on 
their tour of the property he bought where he planned to build their 
house. At least last month, when he punched her shoulder, he hadn’t 
left a mark. This time he’d left one she couldn’t cover up.

Elsie folded her lips inward. “Never mind, you don’t have to tell 
me. I know he did. Katharine, why do you stay with him?”

She fought back tears again and glanced out the back kitchen 
window where Simeon and Galen were in full view. The warning 
look he gave her before she walked inside helped keep her emotion-
less. “I love him,” she said, trying to convince herself even more 
than Elsie.

Elsie didn’t say anything for a long moment, and Katharine 
thought she had dropped the subject. Then she frowned. “Come 
with me,” she said, heading out of the kitchen.

Puzzled, Katharine followed her to her bedroom. Elsie went 
to one of the bedside tables and opened the drawer. She fished 
around for a few seconds before pulling out a letter, then she ges-
tured for Katharine to sit down on the bed next to her. “My cousin 
Amy in Montana sent this to me a month ago. When I read it, I 
thought of you. Read the third paragraph.” She handed the letter 
to Katharine:
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Mother told me the funniest thing the other day, Elsie. 

There’s a small settlement in Ohio near Holmes County— I 

think she said the name was Birch Creek. My Aunt Clara found 

out from her sister Lucy, who had talked to an old friend in 

Shipshe who has a third cousin in Millersburg who had seen an 

ad in the paper advertising for brides for the bachelors in the 

district. Can you believe that? A town so desperate for women 

that they have to advertise in the paper. If I wasn’t already mar-

ried, I might be tempted to go there myself. Aunt Clara tried to 

convince her daughter Frannie to go, only to find out Frannie 

had been dating her now fiancé for over three years. Aunt Clara 

is over the moon, of course. She was so sure Frannie would never 

get married . . .

Katharine continued to read the next few sentences about 
Frannie’s upcoming wedding, then stopped. “What does this have 
to do with me?”

Elsie awkwardly shifted her pregnant body on the bed and 
faced her. “You need to leave Hulett.”

“What?”
“Simeon is nee gut. I’m afraid if you marry him . . .” Her voice 

sounded thick. “You’re not safe, Katharine.”
After a long pause, Katharine said, “I know.” She’d never admit-

ted that out loud, but now that she had, a new fear kicked in. Elsie 
was right, she couldn’t marry Simeon. But he wouldn’t let her go 
that easily. The one time she expressed doubts about their relation-
ship and told him she needed some time to think things over, he 
exploded. “Why are you hurting me?” he’d shouted. “How can you 
be so cruel?” She’d been so startled by his reaction she reassured 
him that she wasn’t breaking up with him. And that occurred when 
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he was still treating her well. If she left him now, his reaction would 
be so much worse.

“I don’t know what to do,” she said to Elsie. “I can’t break up 
with him. He won’t allow that. And won’t people question my arrival 
in Birch Creek?”

“That’s why this is a perfect opportunity for you. There have 
to be plenty of women in Birch Creek by now, searching for a hus-
band. If you went there, everyone would think you’re looking for 
one too.”

“But I’m not.”
“You don’t have to tell anyone the real reason you’re there.”
Katharine got up from the bed. The idea of being free from 

Simeon, even for a little while, gave her a tiny bit of hope. She turned 
around. “But what about mei parents? I can’t tell them the truth. 
They won’t believe me anyway. They think Simeon is perfect.” And 
he was when he was around them. So much so that they were more 
excited about her engagement than she was.

“Oh, Katharine,” Mamm had said with tears in her eyes as 
Simeon stood next to her. “God has blessed you with a wonderful 
mann!” Then she glanced at her father, who looked just as pleased. 
Three years ago he worked for a commercial roofing company and 
had fallen off one of the buildings, breaking his back. He hadn’t been 
able to work since. His recovery had been long and hard on both of 
her parents, and her marrying Simeon made them happy. How could 
she destroy their happiness, especially when the last three years had 
been so difficult?

Elsie tapped her finger against her chin. “I’ll figure something 
out for you to say. I can come up with a story to cover for you.”

“I can’t ask you to do that.”
“You’re not asking. I’m doing this because I refuse to stand by 
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and watch you be abused.” She pushed herself up from the bed and 
went to Katharine, grabbing her hands. “When I moved to Hulett 
after marrying Galen, he was eager to introduce me to his best friend, 
telling me what a great guy he is, that he would do anything for 
anyone. Simeon was there for him when his father died, so I under-
stand mei husband’s loyalty. But I knew a man like Simeon once.”

“You did?”
Elsie nodded. “Mei cousin almost married him. A friend helped 

her escape. She’s happily married to a gut man who treats her well. I 
want that for you too.”

Katharine didn’t know what to say. Could she leave Hulett and 
travel over a thousand miles without telling anyone? What would 
her parents do? What would Simeon do?

There was another, deeper thought that she couldn’t share with 
Elsie. What if Simeon was her only chance at marriage and a family? 
There were still moments when he was nice to her. Even sweet, like 
the time he brought her flowers when she had a cold. Her mother 
had been impressed by that, and so had Katharine. Perhaps he would 
change after the wedding, and she would have the husband she had 
prayed so hard for.

“Give it some thought, at least.” Elsie hugged her. “We better 
join Galen and Simeon before he gets suspicious.”

“Does Galen ever get suspicious?”
“Nee.” She half smiled. “He’s so sweet and trusting. I’m sure 

that’s why Simeon is friends with him.”
For the rest of the afternoon, Katharine kept quiet as she mulled 

over what Elsie said. To her friend’s credit, Elsie hadn’t given any 
hint to either man that they were discussing Simeon and Katharine’s 
relationship. In fact, she placed an extra helping of roasted pota-
toes, Simeon’s favorite, on his plate. When he glanced at the pile of 
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potatoes, he looked at Katharine. “You should take cooking lessons 
from Elsie,” he said, his smile as genuine as she’d ever seen it.

“Katharine’s a gut cook,” Galen said, cutting into his steak. 
“That cherry cobbler she made for lunch after church last week was 
delicious.”

“You’re right. She does make good desserts.” Simeon continued 
to smile as he stabbed his fork into a potato. “But there’s nix wrong 
with learning new things.”

Galen nodded, shoving a big bite of steak into his mouth. He was 
a hearty eater and had some extra weight on him too, but she doubted 
Simeon ever commented on it.

She met Simeon’s gaze. The smile was still there, and now he was 
directing it at her. She couldn’t help but give him a tiny smile back.

After picking at her slice of apple pie, she decided that she 
couldn’t go through with Elsie’s plan. She wasn’t a good liar, and 
she detested deception. She didn’t want her parents to worry about 
her either. She was an only child, and while her father was fully 
recovered, she wanted to be here to help them if they needed her. She 
also didn’t want to put Elsie in a bad situation. If Simeon ever found 
out she had helped Katharine leave him . . .

She couldn’t bring herself to think about that. Later she’d tell 
Elsie thank you, but that she would handle Simeon. Surely after they 
were married and the house was built, he wouldn’t be so stressed. 
Then things would go back to normal in their relationship.

During the ride home from the Schroeders’, Simeon said, “You 
didn’t eat much today.”

Katharine stared straight ahead. “I wanted to stick to mei diet.” 
That was partially true, but she couldn’t tell him the other rea-
son she had lost her appetite, or that she had spent even one second 
thinking about leaving him.
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“What were you and Elsie talking about earlier?”
She stilled. “When? We talked about a lot of things today.”
“I saw the two of you coming out of her bedroom. I was in the 

bathroom washing up.” He turned to her, a cool expression on his 
face. “I heard you talking, but I couldn’t make out what you were 
saying.”

“Just maedel talk,” she said, unable to look at him. “And boppli 
talk. She’s due in three weeks.”

He didn’t say anything for a long moment. When he pulled into 
her driveway, the lights were on in the house. Whew, her parents 
were back from their visit. She didn’t have to worry about him get-
ting mad or doing anything else since he knew they were nearby. 
Normally she would invite him inside, mostly because he expected 
the invitation, not because she wanted him there. Eager to get away 
from him, she grabbed the pie carrier. “See you tom— ”

He seized her hand, squeezing it tight, the carrier falling out of 
her grasp. “I don’t believe you.”

She looked at her hand. The tips of her fingers were turning 
purple. “You’re hurting me,” she said, trying to pull out of his grip.

He held fast, then increased the pressure until she winced. 
“You’re lying to me,” he said through gritted teeth, twisting her 
wrist. “You know I don’t like lies. What were you two talking about? 
Were you talking about me?”

Pain shot up her arm, and she scrambled to think of a response. 
“I’m going on a trip,” she cried out.

“Where? Why am I only hearing this now?”
“I just decided. Ow! Simeon, you’re going to break mei wrist!” 

After ten years of being a blacksmith, he was strong enough to do so.
He let her go but didn’t move away. “We’re getting married in a 

month. Why would you take a trip now?”
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God, please help me. Then the words came to her, as if she had 
been thinking about this plan for months instead of hearing about it 
from Elsie. “I have a friend in Montana. Her name is Frannie. We’ve 
been writing to each other for years. She invited me to visit her next 
week.”

“You never said anything about this friend before.”
“I haven’t?” How she managed to sound lighthearted, she had 

no idea. “I thought I did.
“I would have remembered if you had.”
That was true. Simeon didn’t forget a thing. “I’m sorry. I should 

have.”
“Write her back and tell her you can’t geh.”
Panic set in. “But I want to see her. I won’t be able to visit after 

our wedding.” She moved closer to him, keeping her gaze downcast. 
“Please?” She nearly choked on the next words. “I’ll do anything 
you ask if you allow me to geh.”

His suspicious expression disappeared, replaced by a satisfied 
smile that turned her stomach rancid. He moved closer to her, until 
his face was inches from hers. “Anything?”

Gulping, she nodded. “Anything,” she whispered.
Simeon sat back, his mouth forming a smirk. “How long will 

you be gone?”
“A week.” Or forever. Right now she didn’t care. Elsie was right, 

she had to get away from him.
“I can take a week off work. I’ll geh with you.”
“Nee!” When his eyes narrowed, she added, “What about the 

house? It’s not finished yet. You do want it to be finished before the 
wedding, ya?”

Slowly, he nodded. Paused. Then said, “Five days. You will be 
back in five days.”
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Intense relief flowed through her, and she almost dropped her 
facade. “I will. I promise.” And because she knew from experience 
how to mollify him, she bowed her head. “I’m sorry. I should have 
talked to you about this before.”

“Ya. You should have.” He picked up her hand, still sore from 
his grip, and kissed the top of it, as if that made everything good 
between them. “I love you, Katharine. Everything I say and do is 
because I love you.”

There it was again, the softness in his voice, the tenderness in 
his eyes, the gentleness of his touch as he lightly held the hand he 
had nearly damaged minutes before. These were the moments that 
gave her hope that if she could somehow keep from upsetting him, 
everything would work out. They would be happy. I would be happy.

“And I forgive you for not telling me about your trip.” His lips 
pressed together before he said, “Just don’t ever keep me in the dark 
about anything else again, or you will regret it.”

Just like that, her hope vanished. “I won’t.”
“And?”
“I— I love you.”
He let go of her hand and gave her a satisfied smile. “Gut. Gut. 

Tell your parents I’ll see them tomorrow for supper.”
She nodded quickly, thankful he didn’t want to see them now. 

She picked up the pie carrier from the buggy floor and climbed out, 
ignoring the urge to run to the house and raise his suspicions and ire 
again. With a calm she didn’t feel, she walked up the driveway, then 
opened the front door.

Her parents were in the living room, both of them taking their 
usual late Saturday afternoon naps, a habit formed after Daed ’s acci-
dent. A wave of relief hit her that she didn’t have to deliver Simeon’s 
message or explain her afternoon to them. She tiptoed to the stairs, 
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made her way to her bedroom, went inside, and silently closed the 
door. Then she collapsed onto the bed.

Thank you, Lord. There was no way she could have made up the 
pen pal idea or convinced Simeon that she could visit her nonexistent 
“friend” without God’s help.

Then she sat up. She had lied, and God wouldn’t be happy about 
that. Please understand. I’m desperate. She bowed her head and asked 
for forgiveness for the lie she told Simeon— and the one she was 
going to tell her parents later tonight.

In spite of her fervent prayer, when she opened her eyes, doubt 
began to set in. Am I doing the right thing?

A sharp ache shot through her hand, and she looked at it. The 
skin wasn’t crimson anymore, but still pink and painful. He would 
have broken her hand if she hadn’t been able to appease him. She 
was sure of that.

She touched one of her pudgy fingers. Her parents had been only 
a few feet away inside the house when he contorted her wrist. What 
would he do to her the next time she made a mistake when they were 
alone? Slap her face again? Break her arm? Or something worse?

Her doubt fled. She had no choice . . . She had to go to Birch 
Creek. She didn’t have a plan. She didn’t even know if she was doing 
the right thing. All she knew was that she had to leave Hulett and 
Simeon behind . . . or she might not survive.
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Chapter 1

A YEAR LATER

You’re cute, you know that?”
Ezra Bontrager paused, his axe hovering in the air. 

He glanced at Charity Raber, the overly thin young woman who 
had been following him around Stoll’s Inn grounds for the past 
hour. Levi had warned him two weeks ago when he took the job 
as the inn’s handyman that many of the guests here were answer-
ing the bride ad in the paper— an ad that was placed over a year 
ago but was still causing trouble in the community. Since then 
three of his brothers had gotten married, and one was engaged 
to marry this fall. Birch Creek was running out of bachelors, and 
now there was no shortage of bachelorettes. Whoever put that 
ad in the paper had no idea what they had wrought.

He set the axe next to the stump, letting the piece of wood he 
was about to split fall over. “Uh, that’s nice of you to say, Charity, 
but I’m kind of busy right now.”
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“Need any help?”
That was the fourth time she’d asked him since he’d checked 

the dripping faucet in the guest room that she shared with another 
husband- seeking woman. That repair was easy since all he had to do 
was turn the water completely off, tighten the faucet, then turn the 
water back on again. When he left the room, she followed him down 
the staircase, out the front door to the mailbox he still needed to fix 
after a car clipped it two days ago, then back up the driveway to 
the woodpile, maintaining a steady stream of chatter the whole time. 
When he grabbed the axe, he figured she’d get the hint that he didn’t 
have time to chat. Unfortunately, she didn’t.

“Nee. I don’t need any help.” He fought for patience. Normally 
he was a good- natured guy, but there was only so much banal mon-
ologuing he could take. “Don’t you have some plans for today?”

“Ya,” she said, nodding. Her bright- red hair peeked out from 
underneath her white kapp. The kapp was shaped like a heart and 
different from the round ones the women in Ohio wore. “But that’s 
not until later this afternoon.” She tilted her head at him, her freckled 
face breaking into a smile. “You’re cute, you know that?”

Oh brother. Not only was she repeating herself, she was also 
getting close to his last nerve. “Look, Charity, I’m really . . .” He 
spied Katharine Miller walking into the Stolls’ barn. “I forgot I 
have to do something,” he said, hurrying away from her. When she 
started to follow him again, he held up his hand. “It’s something I 
have to do by myself.”

“Okay,” she said, doubt creeping into her pale- blue eyes. “I’ll 
wait outside then.” She batted her almost transparent eyelashes. 
“Don’t be long.”

He figured she was trying to be flirty, but she’d only accomplished 
getting further on his nerves.
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Ezra rushed into the barn, heading to the back where he figured 
Katharine would be. He didn’t know her very well, and she kept to 
herself most of the time. Odd since every other woman who had 
answered the advertisement had been on the prowl for a husband, 
with the exception of his brothers’ wives. But for the most part, 
women who came here either went home disappointed or married 
someone in a nearby district. They didn’t stay unless they’d married 
a Bontrager.

Sure enough, she was in a small space in the back of the barn 
where she had set up her basket weaving business. She was just sit-
ting down in the chair in front of the table when Ezra skidded to a 
stop in front of her.

Glancing up, she frowned but didn’t say anything. They hadn’t 
interacted with each other before he took the job at Stoll’s Inn two 
weeks ago, but he did remember when she first came to church. His 
young and extremely immature brother Jesse had mumbled a crack 
about her weight, and after cuffing him on the head, Ezra turned to 
take a look at her. Sure, she carried some extra weight, and he could 
even see the red acne on her face from his seat near the front of the 
Yoders’ barn. But what had struck him was how sad she seemed, 
her shoulders slumping as if she carried a burden almost too hard 
to bear. Once the service was over, she disappeared, and he hadn’t 
given her much thought after that.

As the months passed, though, her complexion had cleared up, 
and her weight had gone down. She wasn’t thin by any means, but 
she looked healthier. She also rarely said much, even to the Stolls, 
the family she lived with. At least, he’d never seen her talk much to 
them. She did her job and when she was finished with her tasks, she 
spent the rest of her time making top- notch baskets. They’d never 
been in close proximity before, and he’d been busy learning the job 
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from Loren and his son Levi, who both owned and ran the inn along 
with Loren’s mother, Delilah.

Her left brow raised. Knowing she had to be wondering why he 
was standing in front of her, he started to explain. “Uh, hi— ”

“Ezra!” Charity’s voice carried from the front of the barn. 
“Where are you?”

Oh nee. He looked over his shoulder, then back at Katharine, 
who still remained silent. He’d never met such a quiet woman in his 
life, and after spending a few hours with Charity, he was starting 
to appreciate that quality. “Can you hide me?” he pleaded in a loud 
whisper.

“What?” Now both of her eyebrows were arched.
He heard Charity’s footsteps nearing, and without asking he 

dove under the table, then pulled a few of the hay bales nearby in 
front of him. Still crouching, he held his breath.

“Ezra— oh.” Charity’s surprised pause lasted less than a second. 
“What are you doing here, Katharine?” she asked, her tone border-
line snotty, as if Katharine didn’t have the right to be in the same 
barn as her.

“This is mei workstation,” Katharine replied, sounding unruffled.
“Aren’t you a maid, though?”
“I am. But I also make baskets and sell them at the inn. You 

might have seen some of them— ”
“Ya, whatever, but where’s Ezra? He told me he had to do some-

thing here before we went on our date this afternoon.”
Ezra gasped, losing a bit of his balance. That little twerp. How 

dare she lie about him, or rather, them? Wait, there was no them. He 
settled himself, then realized his backside was against Katharine’s 
legs. He should move, but if he did, he might draw Charity’s atten-
tion, and that was the last thing he wanted. He just hoped Katharine 
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wouldn’t kick him out from under the table, even though she had 
every right to.

Instead she remained still. “I haven’t seen him.”
“Are you sure? Because I saw him geh into the barn and I didn’t 

see him come out.”
He imagined Charity’s thin arms crossed over her boyish frame. 

He’d suspected she was young, but now he wondered if she was even 
old enough to date, much less find a husband. She certainly was 
sounding childish.

“I don’t know what else to tell you. He’s not here.”
Her voice had a surprisingly pleasant lilt to it. When Charity 

didn’t respond, Ezra was relieved. Hopefully she would move on, 
and he could stand up and give Katharine the apology he owed her.

He wasn’t that lucky. “You make baskets, huh,” Charity said.
“Ya.” He heard Katharine sliding pieces of willow around on the 

tabletop above him.
“That sounds boring.”
“It’s not.” A pause. “I can show you how to make one if you 

want.”
No no no. He did not want Charity lingering any more than nec-

essary. His legs were cramping as it was. He was the tallest in his 
family, and although he was turning twenty- one in two months, he’d 
grown two more inches over the fall, and that had put him at six foot 
four. And a half, but no one was counting. He was practically folded 
up in a ball under the table and balancing on his toes while being 
keenly aware that a part of him that shouldn’t be pressed against 
Katharine’s legs still was. He shifted his line of sight and his eyes 
widened. All Charity had to do was look down at her feet and she 
would be able to see him through the gap in the hay bales he’d hastily 
arranged in front of him. Great. Just great.
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“Nah,” Charity said, taking a step back from the table. “I need 
to geh find Ezra.”

“You must like him a lot.”
“Oh, I do. He’s so tall. He’s cute, you know.”
Katharine didn’t respond.
Ezra frowned. What— she didn’t think he was cute? He wasn’t 

prideful, but he wasn’t oblivious either. Charity wasn’t the only 
single woman in Birch Creek who had pursued him or been compli-
mentary of his looks. Now that he thought about it, Katharine was 
the only one who hadn’t.

“Are you positive you don’t want to learn how to make a bas-
ket?” she said to Charity. “I just started a square one that’s big 
enough for lots of storage. It should only take me, oh, an hour or 
two to teach you. I’m sure wherever Ezra is, he won’t mind waiting 
for you.”

He nearly groaned out loud. Had Katharine lost her mind? 
There was no way he could stay under this table for an hour, much 
less two. When Charity didn’t answer right away, he started to panic. 
Was the girl actually considering Katharine’s offer?

“I don’t like doing crafts,” she sneered, as if she were referring 
to snakes and cockroaches instead of an industry that was bread and 
butter for a lot of Amish. “Mamm says the only Amish who make 
crafts are the ones who aren’t gut at doing anything else.” She turned 
and left.

Wow. Not only was Charity wrong, she was also a brat.
After several of the longest minutes of his life, he felt Katharine 

nudge him with her foot. “You’re safe now. She’s gone.”
He shoved away the bales and scrambled from under the table 

and rose. Intense tingling shot through his right leg. Rats, his foot 
had gone to sleep. He hopped on the other one and faced her. She 
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was organizing the willow pieces as if he weren’t there. “Danki,” he 
said, touching the table with his fingertips to help keep his balance. 
“I haven’t been able to shake her all morning.”

Katharine looked up at him, and this time he noticed her eyes 
were a pretty shade of bluish green. Those pretty eyes were also 
slightly narrowing. “Maybe you should have been honest with her, 
instead of dating her.”

That clipped his ego a bit, but she wasn’t wrong. “I can clear that 
up. I never said I was going to ask her on a date. Or that we were 
going on a date together. She’s basically a child.”

“She’s eighteen.”
“Really?” He frowned. “She doesn’t act like it.”
“And hiding under a table is so mature.”
She had him there. Gingerly, he set his foot down, glad that 

the unbearable tingling had almost stopped. Now that Charity was 
gone, he was embarrassed. “I’ll admit, this isn’t mei best moment, but 
I did tell her I was busy and she still insisted on following me. And 
then she lied to you about us going out. Not to mention the crack she 
made about doing crafts.”

Katharine went back to organizing the willow strips.
He sighed. “Right. This isn’t yer problem, it’s mine. Danki any-

way for yer help.” He headed for the front of the barn.
“Do you want me to talk to her?”
Stunned, Ezra whirled around. That was a great idea and would 

get him off the hook. But while he was tempted, he couldn’t take 
her up on her offer. “Nee. I have to fix this myself. I’ll make sure 
she listens to me this time.” Then he paused. “You weren’t really 
going to teach her how to make a basket, were you? Not while I was 
waiting— ”

“Hiding,” she corrected.
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“Hiding under the table, where she could have caught me at any 
time.”

A tiny smile played at the corner of her lips as she picked up some 
more willow strips and set them on the table.

Huh. That was unexpected. All the other times he’d seen 
Katharine, she had been serious and aloof. Playful wasn’t something 
he associated with her. He couldn’t help but grin, then left to find 
Charity. He wasn’t sure what he was going to say, but he was sure 
that he was never hiding from a woman again. If his brothers found 
out about this, he’d never hear the end of it.

a

Katharine couldn’t help but smile as Ezra hurried out of the barn. 
She’d had a hard time keeping her amusement hidden as he explained 
the situation with Charity. She shook her head and gathered the 
willow strips, set them aside, and reached for the large square chip 
board that would be the bottom of the basket. She knew Charity 
wouldn’t have agreed to learn how to basket weave. That girl had 
one thing on her mind— snagging a husband. Obviously Ezra was 
her latest target. She didn’t know who she should feel sorrier for— 
Charity, because he wasn’t interested in her, or Ezra, because she 
was relentless.

Using a pencil and ruler, she started marking off evenly spaced 
holes on the chipboard. She agreed with Charity on one thing— Ezra 
was cute. She’d noticed that the moment Levi introduced him to her 
on his first day of work. She already knew who he was. Everyone 
knew the Bontrager family, who had eleven male children and one 
female, Phoebe, who was the oldest. She also knew that nearly half 
of the men were married or engaged to be married, and the rest were 

Love in Plain Sight_content.indd   23Love in Plain Sight_content.indd   23 1/28/22   3:33 PM1/28/22   3:33 PM



Kathleen Fuller

24

in their late teens and younger. Not that she’d had any interaction 
with the family, or anyone else other than the Stolls. Selah, Levi’s 
wife, had tried to befriend her. But when Katharine arrived at Birch 
Creek, she vowed to keep her distance, and she had kept that prom-
ise. Delilah was the only person she ever had more than four- word 
conversations with.

She paused, her heart growing heavy as it usually did when 
she thought about her predicament. Most of the time she kept 
busy, either working at the inn or making her baskets. Delilah had 
insisted on selling some of them at the inn, and they were also used 
in the rooms and in the Stolls’ home. And like her business in Hulett, 
the baskets were almost always sold out the minute they were on 
display. She had agreed to sell some of them in Schrock’s Grocery, 
and with the extra work she was able to keep to herself almost all 
the time.

But it was a lonely life. After living in Birch Creek for a year, she 
wondered if this was the way her life would permanently be.

She spent the next two hours working on the baskets, then went 
to the house to help Delilah prepare supper. She stopped at the 
bathroom to wash up, and in spite of herself, looked at her reflec-
tion in the mirror. Her face was still chubby, despite the fact that 
she had lost almost forty pounds over the past year. At least her 
complexion had almost cleared up, thanks to a homemade cream 
Margaret Yoder made for her two months ago. The concoction 
had been a miracle for her acne, and now she had only a few 
bumps on her forehead and chin. The dresses she brought with 
her from Hulett were too big, and she needed to make some new 
ones. Maybe after she finished weaving the new basket. Finding 
time to sew, or to do much of anything else, was difficult. But she 
had to keep busy. The rare times she wasn’t, memories of Simeon 
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intruded, along with homesickness. She missed her parents, and 
her friendship with Elsie.

Shoving the past out of her mind, she left the bathroom and went 
into the kitchen. Delilah wasn’t there, but Katharine didn’t hesitate 
to start on supper, something she had done many times in the past 
when Delilah was caught up with inn business. Loren and Levi were 
the official innkeepers and Delilah the official cook, but that didn’t 
keep her from dipping her toes— and nose— into the day- to- day 
workings of Stoll’s Inn.

She looked at the menu pinned to the small corkboard on the 
kitchen wall. Delilah was so detailed and organized that she made 
menus for the inn and her family a month in advance, and she did 
all the shopping for the ingredients at one time. Ham pot pie was 
today’s scheduled dish, along with maple- glazed carrots, rolls, and 
fruit cocktail. Katharine had gathered the broth, potatoes, celery, 
onion, and ham and started chopping the vegetables when Delilah 
appeared.

“Danki, Katharine,” she said, bustling toward the stove, her face 
flushed. “You won’t believe what just happened. We had a late check-
out today while you were working on your baskets. When I went in 
the room to get the bedclothes, there were marks all over the wall. 
In permanent marker. I can’t believe that family let their toddler color 
on our pristine walls, and then didn’t bother to say anything before 
they left!”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Katharine turned to her, stunned. “I 
would have cleaned up the room.”

“I don’t mind cleaning a room once in a while. But this one— 
ach! The marker wouldn’t come off. It needs repainting.” She blew 
out a breath and glanced around the kitchen. “Can you finish up 
supper? I need to talk to Loren and Ezra.”
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“Of course.”
Delilah nodded, then paused and looked Katharine up and down 

with surprise. “Land sakes, I think you’ve lost five pounds since 
breakfast this morning.”

That made Katharine smile, but she didn’t reply. While she was 
friendly with Delilah, they weren’t as close as she wished they could 
be. She couldn’t afford to let anyone else get caught up in her mess 
of a life. Elsie keeping her secret was bad enough.

“You’ll need a new wardrobe soon at the rate you’re losing 
weight. How about we start on a new dress for you next week?” 
Delilah gave an emphatic nod, decision made.

“Danki,” she said without protest. She knew the woman well 
enough not to argue with her. And it would be nice to have a new 
dress that was actually smaller for a change.

Delilah headed out of the kitchen only to stop in the doorway 
and turn around. “Oh, before I forget,” she said, pulling a letter 
from her apron pocket. “This came for you today. I’ll set it on the 
table.”

She nodded, already knowing the letter was from Elsie, the only 
person who knew her real location. Ever since Katharine left Hulett, 
she and Elsie had kept in touch through letters, Katharine mailing 
hers to the post office box Elsie had rented. As far as anyone else 
knew, she was still in Montana.

After Delilah rushed out of the kitchen, Katharine continued 
to cook. As she spent the next forty- five minutes preparing the 
casserole and making the carrot dish, she thought about her parents 
again. They had been confused, of course, when she called them 
shortly after she arrived in Ohio, pretending to be in Montana and 
deciding to extend her stay. A week later, she called them again, 
saying that “Frannie” had caught pneumonia and needed her help. 
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A week after that, she called and told her mother and father that 
the wedding was off. “I met someone,” she said, barely able to say 
the words.

“What do you mean?” her mother had asked.
“I . . . I’ve fallen in love with someone else. His name is Michael 

Miller.” She bit her lip, dismayed at how easily she was able to lie to 
her mother and father. She drew in a deep breath, this time telling 
them the truth. “I’m not marrying Simeon.”

Daed had gotten on the line at that point, more confused 
than angry. He asked her to come home and talk things over, but 
Katharine refused.

“What about Simeon?” he asked. “Does he know about this?”
“Not yet,” she whispered. “I will let him know, though.”
“I don’t understand,” Mamm had said, her voice sounding far-

ther away.
Katharine could imagine both her parents huddled in their small 

phone shanty, trying to make sense of why their daughter, who 
had always been obedient and had never given them a moment’s 
trouble, was now backing out of her betrothal to a man they loved 
like a son. “This is for the best.”

“Please,” Mamm said, her voice thick. “You can bring this young 
man with you if you want. Just come home. All we want is for you 
to be happy. We miss you, lieb.”

“I miss you too.” Then she hung up the phone, and it was the 
second hardest thing she’d ever had to do. She was taking advantage 
of the fact that her father couldn’t travel far due to the accident and 
her mother would never leave his side. All she could do was pray 
they would eventually forgive her deception.

Katharine blinked, her thoughts coming back to the present. She 
and her parents had spoken sporadically over the past year, but the 
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conversations were strained and short. She never did call Simeon, 
and he never called her. If he had gone looking for her in Montana, 
he hadn’t told her parents or Elsie. It was as if their relationship had 
never existed. At times that saddened her, but lately not as often. It 
also validated her decision to leave him.

Once the casserole was baking and the carrots simmering on the 
stove, she sat down at the table and opened Elsie’s letter.

Dear Katharine,

I was so happy to get your last letter and to find out that 

you’re still okay in Ohio. I miss you and wish you could come 

back home. I also wish I could say that Simeon is leaving your 

parents alone, but he’s still weaseling his way into their lives. I 

probably shouldn’t tell you this, but he’s been eating supper at 

their house almost every night during the week after he gets off 

work. I’m convinced he’s up to something, but Galen says I’m 

imagining things, and that Simeon and your parents are com-

forting each other over their “loss.” I want to tell him the truth, 

but I know he wouldn’t understand.

Katharine stopped reading, her heart squeezing in her chest. 
She didn’t like that Elsie couldn’t be honest with Galen. But her 
friend had insisted it wasn’t a problem and that she would always 
keep her secret. That was necessary now since Simeon was still 
spending time with her parents. The last time she talked to them 
was almost a month ago, and the conversation had been strained. 
As usual they asked her to come home with “Michael,” her imagi-
nary boyfriend. And as usual, she put them off. They didn’t men-
tion Simeon during that call, or the three that preceded it, and that 
had given her a spark of hope that she could return to Hulett soon. 
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She should have known better. Whenever she dared to have hope, 
it was eventually dashed.

I wish you could see Jason now. He’s gotten so big, and he’s 

walking everywhere! And he’s going to have a sibling soon. I’m 

due in two months. I thought about telling you in my last letter 

that I was expecting, but I held off. Galen is so excited to be a 

father again, and he’s hoping for a little girl this time. I am too, 

but another boy would also be wonderful.

I miss you, Katharine. I know I said this already, but I truly 

mean it. Even though you’ve been gone for a year, I feel we’ve 

become closer friends through our letters to each other. But I 

hope you’re also making friends in Birch Creek. Maybe even 

finding a future husband. Don’t let your experience with Simeon 

keep you from loving someone else. If the right man comes along, 

don’t let him get away.

Love,

Elsie

Katharine folded the letter, clinging to it for a moment before 
putting it in the pocket of her apron. Although her homesickness 
had eased the more time she spent in Birch Creek, anytime she heard 
from home, her yearning for Hulett returned. Now she wondered if 
she’d ever be able to go back to Wyoming. Not until I know Simeon 
has moved on and is out of my life for good.

Then there was Elsie, who was encouraging her to move on. 
And she had— from Simeon at least. She held no love for him, or 
respect. Only shame for the things he said and did to her, and how 
she had allowed him to treat her. She would never allow that to 
happen again, because she would never let another man capture 
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her heart. Her dream of marriage and a family was gone, and she 
accepted it.

Delilah entered the kitchen, a wide grin on her rotund face. “Set 
an extra plate, Katharine,” she said, her blue eyes twinkling behind 
her glasses. “Ezra is joining us for supper tonight.”
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Chapter 2

Ezra?” Katharine said, surprised. She had lived with the 
Stolls for a year, and this was the first time one of the handy-

men they had hired— and there had been several— joined them 
for a meal. Lester, who had been here when Katharine arrived, 
was as standoffish and aloof as she was. But he had also been kind, 
in a gruff way. After he suddenly left, a succession of English 
handymen had been employed, the one who had been there the 
longest being Ralph, who stayed three months. Most of them left 
because they found better- paying jobs. Stoll’s Inn was successful, 
but only three years old. No one was rolling in money, and the 
Stolls couldn’t afford to pay what the English men had wanted.

“Ya. Ezra.” Delilah grabbed the pitcher of iced tea and started 
to fill the glasses on the table. “That young man is an answer to 
prayer. As soon as he saw the mess in Room 3, he offered to stay 
late and repaint the wall. Fortunately we saved all the paint from 
when we renovated the inn, and he said he would have it finished 
by suppertime.” She set the pitcher on the table and put her fists 
on her plump hips. “But the next time I see Bob at the hardware 
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store, I’m giving him a piece of mei mind. He said that everything 
could be cleaned off this kind of paint. Apparently, everything but 
permanent marker. I still can’t believe that couple let their child 
draw on our walls!”

Loren entered the kitchen in the middle of Delilah’s rant and 
glanced at his mother. His normally calm expression mirrored her 
upset. “Gut thing we don’t have inconsiderate guests that often,” he 
muttered, taking a seat at the table. “Ezra is washing up. He said he’d 
be here in a few minutes.”

Katharine placed another plate on the table, then added a fork, 
knife, and spoon. She and the Stolls didn’t always eat alone. Oc -
casionally Levi and Selah joined them for a meal, but they usually 
stayed at their own house on the other side of the inn. Levi’s sister, 
Nina, and her husband, Ira, and their son, Nathan, also came over 
sometimes, but usually it was just Katharine, Delilah, and Loren who 
took their meals together.

The timer went off for the casserole, and Delilah pulled it out of 
the stove, filling the kitchen with the mouth- watering scent of smoky 
ham and seasoned vegetables. Katharine had set a breadbasket filled 
with rolls on the table when Ezra walked in. Most of the time she 
averted her gaze around everyone but the Stolls, but after his es -
capade with Charity she couldn’t help but look at him. He gave her 
a sheepish smile before sitting down next to Loren. Again she was 
struck by how handsome he was, his good looks almost the polar 
opposite of Simeon’s . . .

A sudden attack of nerves hit her. Did Ezra like ham casserole? 
Would he like her ham casserole? Why did she even care if he did? 
Simeon had never liked her cooking and had always complained 
about something during the meal. Too much salt, too little salt, too 
much gravy, too little gravy. It had gotten to the point where she was 

Love in Plain Sight_content.indd   32Love in Plain Sight_content.indd   32 1/28/22   3:33 PM1/28/22   3:33 PM



Love in Plain Sigh t

33

a jumpy wreck when he came over to her house once a week for sup-
per. Her mother had insisted she make the meals for him. “You’ll be 
cooking for him the rest of yer life after you marry,” she said. “Now 
is the time to practice.”

“Katharine?”
She turned to see Delilah seated at the opposite end of the table 

from Loren. Everyone was ready for prayer, and she was still stand-
ing behind her chair. “Sorry,” she mumbled, then quickly sat down.

Loren bowed his head. “Let’s pray.”
As they all silently prayed, Katharine tried to settle her jitters. 

She’d never had a problem cooking for Loren and Delilah, and she 
shouldn’t be worried about what Ezra thought. He wasn’t Simeon. 
Then again, she wasn’t the best judge of character.

“Do you want a roll, Katharine?”
She opened her eyes to see Ezra holding up the plate of bread 

in front of her. She hadn’t realized the prayer was over. The rolls 
smelled heavenly, and more than anything she wanted one. Bread 
with butter was one of her weaknesses. “Nee,” she said, barely look-
ing at him.

He nodded, then took three rolls from the basket and put them 
on his plate.

Delilah handed her the serving spoon for the casserole, and she 
took a small amount and placed it next to the carrots on her dish. 
Ezra, on the other hand, had given himself a huge serving of the 
casserole and twice the number of carrots. She didn’t begrudge him 
the large helpings, only the fact that he could eat so much and stay 
thin, while she could gain weight just looking at food. Even though 
she wasn’t stress eating anymore, she was determined to cut down 
on her calories. She still had more weight to lose.

“Katharine made this basket.” Delilah grinned as she set two 
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rolls on her plate. The woman didn’t skimp on her meals either, and 
while she carried extra weight, she carried it well. She also enjoyed 
her food, instead of resenting it like Katharine did. Hopefully some-
day she would be comfortable not only with herself but also with 
eating. “Don’t you think it’s lovely, Ezra?”

He stopped chewing, his mouth full with a huge bite of the roll. 
He nodded, then swallowed. “Lovely indeed.”

Her cheeks warmed at the compliment. There was something 
different about the people in Birch Creek. In her district in Hulett, 
there was an unspoken rule about compliments, even though oc-
casionally they were doled out, especially when someone needed 
encouragement. Here the people gave them more frequently, and not 
to pump up someone’s pride either. While Simeon had said he loved 
her and wanted to marry her soon after they started dating, he’d 
never complimented her on anything, although she couldn’t hold that 
against him considering the community rule. But she also couldn’t 
ignore that Ezra praising her basket felt good. Very good.

“She made supper tonight too,” Delilah said. “Using mei gross-
mutter’s recipe, of course.”

“Of course,” Loren mumbled, then turned to Ezra. “Did you 
have any trouble covering up the marks?”

“Nee. Only took one coat and they disappeared.” He lifted a 
generous spoonful of casserole.

Delilah clucked her tongue. “Unbelievable. If I had done some-
thing like that as a maedel, mei parents would have had mei hide.”

“Mine too.” Loren looked at his mother. “More than once.”
She lifted her chin. “Spare the rod, spoil the child.”
“I definitely wasn’t spoiled,” Loren said. At Delilah’s sour 

expression he added, “I’m just teasing, Mamm. You did an excellent 
job raising me and helping to raise Levi and Nina.”
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Her expression grew soft, and she looked down at her plate, a 
pleased smile on her face. Then she glanced at Katharine. “Perhaps 
sometime soon you can invite yer parents to visit us,” she said. “I’d 
like to meet them, and I’m sure they’re curious about Birch Creek.”

She could feel the color drain from her face. Delilah had never 
mentioned her parents before. Why was she bringing them up now? 
Any other time she asked questions about home, Katharine had 
been able to stall or change the subject. She’d told the Stolls she was 
from Montana, and that was all she had revealed, not wanting to lie 
any more than she had to. “They, uh, don’t like to travel much,” she 
finally said. At least that was the truth.

“Surely they’d travel to see their daughter.” Delilah dipped a 
piece of her roll into the last bit of casserole on her plate. “I’m sur-
prised they haven’t visited you yet.”

Now what do I say? When she saw Ezra’s puzzled expression, 
panic set in. She had no choice but to lie now. Not just to Loren and 
Delilah, who had been nothing but kind and open- hearted with her. 
She would also have to lie to Ezra. Her hands clenched in her lap.

“Don’t pester her,” Loren said, his voice firm. He pulled his 
napkin out of the neck of his shirt and wiped his mouth. “Gut supper, 
Katharine. Better than Mamm makes.”

“Excuse me?”
While Delilah protested, Katharine caught Ezra’s smirk out of 

the corner of her eye. She lifted her gaze and their eyes met. His 
mouth lifted into a grin as he gestured with his head toward Delilah.

Katharine’s fists unfolded. Saved by Loren, praise God.
“Loren, your vatter adored mei ham casserole,” Delilah fussed.
“I remember. Pretty sure he would adore Katharine’s too.” He 

winked and pushed back from the table. “If you’ll excuse me,” he 
said, standing up, “I’ll be back in a little while to do the chores.”
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“Off to see Rhoda?” Delilah said, her expression switching from 
offended to curious.

His brows flattened. “Maybe. Or maybe not. That’s for me to 
know, ya?”

“Humph.”
Loren looked at Ezra. “Danki for staying late and taking care of 

the room. See you in the morning.” Then he faced Delilah. “Gute 
nacht, Mamm.”

“But— ”
He hurried out of the room.
Delilah sighed. “He might be close to fifty, but he acts like a 

teenager sometimes.”
If she wasn’t so tense, Katharine would giggle at Delilah’s frus-

tration. The woman did not like being kept in the dark, especially 
when it came to her family and their plans. Before Delilah started 
questioning her again, Katharine stood and picked up her plate. “I’ll 
take care of the kitchen.”

“You’ll do nee such thing. You cooked and I will clean.” A mis-
chievous twinkle appeared in her eyes. “Why don’t you geh outside 
and enjoy the evening air?”

“I’d rather wash the dishes— ”
“Take some dessert with you.” Delilah popped up from her 

chair and scurried to the counter, then picked up a small plate of 
blondies, leftovers from the snacks she’d made early this morning 
for the inn’s guests. Turning, she handed it to Katharine. “You and 
Ezra can eat these on the patio.”

She looked at the thick, tan squares filled with chocolate and 
more butter than she wanted to think about. Her mouth watered, and 
she was sure her stomach would growl any minute. She’d eaten only 
a few bites tonight, and the scrumptious treats were almost more than 
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she could resist. When she first arrived in Birch Creek, she was still 
eating everything in sight, including Delilah’s blondies, so she knew 
how delectable they were. And how could she decline the dessert, 
and eating outside with Ezra, without hurting Delilah’s feelings?

“Geh on,” Delilah said, walking over to Ezra and snatching his 
plate from in front of him, even though he was still finishing up the 
last of the carrots. As his eyes widened, she added, “Soon it will be too 
cold to geh outside after supper, so take advantage of the nice nights 
while you can.”

Katharine lost the battle before it began, and she wasn’t so sure 
that Delilah wouldn’t pull Ezra’s chair out from under him. He likely 
had the same thought because he sprang up from his seat. “Um, 
okay,” he said, sounding a little hesitant, although he was eyeing the 
blondies with interest. “Those sure do look gut.”

“They are.” Delilah waved her hands at them until they walked 
out the back door. “Now shoo so I can finish cleaning in here.”

Katharine spun around. “But— ”
Delilah shut the door.
For the next few minutes, Katharine gripped the edge of the 

plate, trying not to breathe in the scent of the blondies. Neither one 
of them spoke or moved, their feet planted on the concrete patio. 
Awkward. No, not just awkward. Painfully awkward.

Finally Ezra moved closer to her. “Mind if I have one?” The 
motion sensor light above the back door illuminated his face.

“Oh, sure. Sorry.” She held out the plate to him. He took a 
blondie, then sat down on one of the chairs as if nothing out of the 
ordinary had happened. He bit into the dessert, leaned back, and 
looked at the stars. “She’s right,” he said after he finished eating 
the bite.

“About the blondies?”
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“Ya. And about the evening air.” He chuckled. “It is a nice night.”
She glanced up at the dark sky, the twinkling stars filling the 

black backdrop. Her instincts told her to stay in place. Better yet, 
she needed to come up with an excuse to go back inside. But Delilah 
would just send her out again, making the situation even more pecu-
liar than it already was. She slowly sat down in the chair farthest 
from him and balanced the plate on her lap.

“Aren’t you having any?” he asked, turning to her.
“Nee.”
Ezra frowned. “You don’t like blondies?”
“I do, but . . .” Did she really have to explain why? Obviously, 

she shouldn’t be eating dessert. Was he trying to tempt her on pur-
pose? Simeon sometimes did when her parents weren’t around and 
he knew she had started a new diet. He seemed to enjoy watching 
her struggle to fight temptation— a fight she almost always lost. Was 
Ezra doing that too?

He shrugged and polished off the rest of the blondie. “You’re 
missing out,” he said over the mouthful.

Yes, she was missing out. But she wasn’t about to let him make 
a fool out of her. She put the plate on the plastic table in front of 
them and shoved it toward him. Without skipping a beat, he grabbed 
another square.

They sat there together, more silence stretching out between 
them, which gave her time to realize she was judging Ezra without 
knowing him. So far he was nothing like Simeon, and it was nice to 
enjoy a starry night with someone and not have to walk on eggshells 
or have her feelings trampled on. The coil of tension around her 
shoulders eased.

“By the way,” he said after a few more silent minutes. “I spoke 
with Charity right after I left the barn. She finally got the message.”
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None of my business . . . none of my business . . . “What did you 
tell her?” she blurted, unable to keep her curiosity from overriding 
her vow to be detached.

He continued staring at the sky, his hands behind his head. “I 
told her the truth. That I wasn’t interested in her, and that she 
needed to be with someone who was.” He turned his head and 
looked at her. “Something I should have done in the first place. No 
one likes being deceived or made a fool of.”

She knew that better than anyone.
“Are you going to eat that other blondie?” He leaned forward 

in the chair.
“Nee. You can have it.”
He picked it up off the plate and settled back in his chair.
She watched him as he took bites of the dessert and stared up at 

the stars. His nose was slightly larger than average, but it fit his face, 
balancing out his large, heavy- lidded eyes and square jaw. His light 
brown, slightly wavy bangs covered his forehead.

“Did you make these?” he asked, then crammed the last bite 
into his mouth.

She had avoided making desserts from the moment she stepped 
foot in Birch Creek. The apple pies she’d helped her mom make 
before she left Hulett had been the last ones. “Nee. Delilah did.”

“She’s a gut cook. So are you. Loren was right, the ham pot pie 
was delicious.”

She dipped her head, unsure how to react to so many nice words 
in one day. But she should at least say something. “Mei mamm taught 
me,” she said.

“Back in West Kootenai, right?” He got up from the chair, then 
grabbed it and set it down in front of her.

Startled, she jerked back. “What are you doing?”
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“I like talking face- to- face.” He sat back down and asked, 
“What’s it like in Montana?”

His question had her scrambling, not to mention that now that 
he was facing her, she couldn’t exactly not look at him without com-
ing across stranger than people probably thought she already was. 
Weather. That was a safe subject. She’d never been to Montana, but 
she figured the climate was the same as Wyoming’s. “Freezing cold 
in the winters,” she mumbled. “Hot in the summers. Fall and spring 
are short, but pleasant.” That was vague enough.

His legs stretched out in front of him until his shoes were almost 
touching hers. He had the longest legs she’d ever seen. The only man 
she knew taller than him was Noah Schlabach, and Ezra wasn’t that 
much shorter than he was. “I’ve never been out of Ohio.”

She pulled her feet underneath her chair. Better yet, she should 
get up, tell him goodbye, and go inside. Surely they’d been out here 
long enough to satisfy Delilah. Instead, she stayed put. It had been 
so long since she’d had a normal conversation with someone other 
than the Stoll family, and she couldn’t bottle up her question. “Do 
you want to travel?”

He crossed his ankle over his knee. “Nah. I like Birch Creek. 
I haven’t always lived here, though. Mei familye moved here from 
Fredericktown when Phoebe got engaged to Jalon. I’ve only gone 
back once, for mei oldest bruder’s wedding. He got married last 
year.”

She didn’t reveal that she already knew everything he was telling 
her. Remaining on the outside of the community allowed her to pay 
attention to things and conversations busy people might miss. Like 
how the former bishop, Emmanuel Troyer, had left the community 
he founded nine years ago in disgrace, and how Loren had become 
friends with his wife Rhoda. Their relationship was platonic since no 
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one knew what had happened to Emmanuel, but Katharine had to 
wonder if there wasn’t something romantic between them.

“Do you have any siblings?”
Ezra’s question made her flinch. He seemed determined to learn 

about her. “I’m an only child.” No harm in telling him that.
“I can’t imagine not having a passel of siblings. Brothers around 

all the time, never having more than a few moments to myself.”
She’d always longed for a brother or a sister. Being an only child 

had been lonely at times, even though she and her parents were close. 
Were close. The thought brought on a pang of homesickness.

“Don’t get me wrong,” he continued. “I think mei familye is 
great. I just need a break from them sometimes.”

“Is that why you took the job here?”
“Ya. For the most part. I also wanted to do something other than 

farming. I guess I’m trying to figure out what I want to be when I 
grow up.”

Katharine held back a smile. The idea of Ezra growing any taller 
than he already was brought an amusing image to her mind.

He put his foot back on the ground, then stood. “I better head 
home. Tomorrow’s an early day. Then again, aren’t they all early 
days?”

She nodded, not trusting herself to say anything else. She rose, 
picked up the plate, and turned to go inside.

“Gute nacht, Katharine.”
Glancing at him, she saw his easy smile. More often than not he 

had a smile on his face, almost as if nothing could ruffle him. Except 
Charity. She whispered, “Gute nacht,” then opened the back door 
and walked into the kitchen.

She half expected to see Delilah there, pretending she wasn’t 
eavesdropping on them. To her surprise, the woman wasn’t. The 
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kitchen was as spotless as usual when Delilah cleaned. Katharine 
washed and dried the empty blondie dish, then put it away and 
headed upstairs.

When she entered her room, she shut the door and sat down on 
the edge of her bed. After their initial awkwardness, talking with 
Ezra had been nice. For the first time since she had arrived in Birch 
Creek, a question she kept deeply buried rose to the surface. Will I 
always be alone?

She took Elsie’s letter out of her pocket, ready to place it in her 
nightstand with her other letters. Instead she read the last paragraph 
again. Don’t let your experience with Simeon keep you from loving some-
one else.

She folded the letter. Sighed. And for a fleeting moment thought 
about a different future than the one she had resigned herself to. A 
future where she was happy. Where she was genuinely loved.

Then she came to her senses. It was easy for Elsie to give her 
that advice. Galen was a good man, in spite of his blind spot for 
Simeon. And Elsie had what Katharine didn’t— beauty. Before 
her first pregnancy she had been thin, and her complexion un -
blemished. Pretty girls never had trouble finding men to love them. 
Look at the married young women in Birch Creek. While beauty 
was always subjective, none of them were very fat or had scars 
from out- of- control acne. A few of the older women, like Abigail 
Bontrager and Delilah’s granddaughter, Nina, carried a few extra 
pounds, but not as many as she did. Even before Katharine had 
gained so much weight, she’d never been thin. She had thought 
Simeon saw past her surface to her heart. She had trusted her feel-
ings. She had trusted him.

She had been so wrong, about everything.
Katharine crammed the letter in the drawer and slammed it 
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shut. She’d rather be alone for the rest of her life than be controlled 
or pitied by another man. Elsie had gotten her happily ever after, but 
that didn’t happen for everyone. Katharine didn’t dare expect it to 
happen for her.
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