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In Memory of My Mother





CHAPTER 1

A nnette SPotted tHe sign for Fisher’s Quilts 
through the torrential downpour.

Feeling panicky in the back of her throat, she 
jammed on the brakes, but the car coasted through the 
muddy slush and slid into a ditch. Her neck snapped 
forward then slammed back against the headrest.

Her brain spun with confusion, feeling like she was 
on a roller coaster that was hurtling faster and faster 
and she wanted off . But too late to turn around and 
drive back home to New Jersey. This car wasn’t going 
anywhere until she summoned a tow truck. She killed 
the engine, but the relentless rain pounded on her 
vehicle’s roof like snare drums.

She needed a drink.
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No, not an alcoholic beverage. Not ever again.
“You’re okay,” she told herself. “You can do this.”
At least the airbag hadn’t infl ated, making it pos-

sible to escape. The situation catapulted her back to 
that night she could never forget. She had suff ered 
fr om claustrophobia ever since. Why had she gone 
to that party by herself? Because those guys were her 
brother’s fr iends and had convinced her he’d be there 
any minute. They’d served her vodka … until she’d 
passed out.

No time to relive her nightmare now. She reached 
for the door handle and pushed her shoulder against 
the door without success.

Feeling trapped, a tremor of fear fl ushed through 
her. Would she never escape that night that haunted 
her?

The rain fell like a hose turned on full blast; the 
windshield was soon covered with a veneer of water. 
The setting sun cast a creepy luminous shadow. What 
on earth was she doing here? Who in their right mind 
would travel to Lancaster County during a storm?

Annette. Because she wasn’t planning to go home 
ever again until she discovered the truth. Not since 
she and her brother, Kevin, took their DNA tests 
and found out they weren’t related in any way, which 
fl ipped Annette’s world upside down.

They’d gone to their father, as their mother had 
died two years earlier. The corner of his mouth had 
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lift ed. “Uh . . . well, we adopted you, Annette. I’d 
wanted a boy, but your mother said it was too late to 
change our minds. And then she got pregnant with 
Kevin two years later. She was over the moon with 
happiness. I mean, we both were…”

Annette and her brother had looked at each other 
with new eyes. She recalled him as a toddler and 
remembered their father’s elation. “Finally, I have 
a son.”

“Yes. God answered our prayers.” Mom’s hand had 
moved to the nape of her neck. “He answered them—
twice.”

Kevin had been their captain-of-the-football-
team-golden-boy son. His athletic abilities and good 
grades earned him a scholarship to Harvard. Not 
to mention his good looks. The girls had swarmed 
around him in high school and college. King of the 
prom, you name it. He’d never been without a date 
for an important social event.

Annette heard a dull knock on her window, then 
saw a man’s glove swipe across it. “Are you okay in 
there?” came his muffl  ed words. “Unlock the door. 
Hurry, the water’s rising.”

She fumbled to unlock it as a heft y form tugged at 
the door and pulled it open past water-laden grasses.

“Kumm.” He must be Amish, dressed the way she’d 
seen in books and TV movies. He assisted her in 
exiting her dungeon.
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“Thank you so much.” With the wind whipping 
particles of rain into her eyes, Annette squinted at 
the shop, down a fence-lined lane at what looked to 
be an impossibly long distance. “I need to go to the 
quilt shop.”

“They’re not open.” Rain accumulated on his straw 
hat making it droop. His shoulders were soaked. “It’s 
seven o’clock and they close at six.”

“But that’s where I’m headed.” She’d have to check 
the damage to her pathetic car later. “Will you help 
me?”

“Yah, of course I will. If I can.”
When she stood, she found her legs wobbly. She 

could barely keep her balance. The man, who looked 
to be in his mid-twenties, a few years her junior, 
took her elbow and helped her clamber out of the 
ditch. She chided herself for thinking she could drive 
her aged Honda in a storm of this intensity. But the 
weatherman hadn’t predicted this colossal accumu-
lation of rain.

A depressing thought hit her: if she drowned, no 
one would miss her.

A gust of wind blew the man’s straw hat off . He bent 
to retrieve it. Aft er a shake, he set it on his head.

There wasn’t another vehicle in sight. Annette felt 
chill air invading her damp clothing. “Wait, maybe I 
should call a tow truck fi rst.” She reached for her cell 
phone but couldn’t fi nd it on the console. She looked 
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down onto the mat of the passenger seat and saw it was 
submerged in water. “Oh, no.” She stretched over to 
reach it and stuff ed it into her purse. Maybe it could 
be fi xed.

Who was she trying to kid? She’d lived in the Land 
of Make Believe her whole life.

“I doubt you’ll get help tonight towing your car.” He 
straightened his hat. The wind threatened to toss it 
away again. “My fr iend and I can help you tomorrow.”

“Really? I heard Amish don’t drive cars.” She didn’t 
trust him. Or any man.

“My fr iend Matt is Mennonite, so he can.”
Annette wondered if Matt was the guy she’d spoken 

to on the phone. His voice had been deep and manly. 
But there must be a thousand Matts in Lancaster 
County. She’d been tempted to ask his last name but 
decided to play it cool. Yet she recalled the name of 
the furniture store used as the DNA contact. Miller’s. 
It must be somewhere in the vicinity.

“Uh, okay.” But where would she sleep? She’d 
planned to fi nd a cheap motel room in town. Well, 
she’d come this far and would not be deterred. As the 
sky darkened, she was losing sight of the quilt shop’s 
sign. She couldn’t aff ord to wait any longer. She took 
a step and felt icy water creeping over the tops of her 
shoes.

The man proff ered a hand. “You best let me give 
you support.”
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“Nah, I’m fine.” A moment later she lost her 
balance, but he caught her midair.

“Thanks again,” she said, even though Mom taught 
her never to trust strangers. Hold on. She hadn’t even 
been Annette’s real mother. How could she believe 
her words of advice?

“What’s your name?” Annette asked, her words 
muted by a gust of wind.

“Ira. You want to borrow my coat?”
“No, that’s okay. I should have thought to wear 

waterproof clothing.”
“And what’s yours?” he asked.
Did she want to tell a stranger anything about 

herself? A first name couldn’t hurt anything. 
“Annette.” She looked around expecting to spot his 
buggy but saw nothing. She’d heard the Amish used 
horses and buggies and wouldn’t mind getting a look 
at one. But apparently, he was on foot.

“I’m looking for the owners of the quilt shop.”
He pointed toward a spacious two-story home. 

“They live in that big white house. The shop will be 
closed.”

Annette began her trudge toward the house as rain 
thrashed down. A glass hurricane lamp in a window 
cast amber light across a manicured but soaked lawn. 
Now that she thought about it, there were no lights 
leading up to the house, and the sky was draining of 
color.
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“Change your mind?” Ira asked.
She hadn’t realized she’d slowed her pace. She sped 

up. “No. I’m fi ne.”
She and a pint-size dog she’d never seen before 

headed for the house’s fr ont door, but Ira beckoned 
her around to the back, past a barn. They crossed the 
barnyard and climbed the back stairs to a small porch. 
He knocked on the door, then stomped his feet.

The door swung open. “Ira,” said a jubilant Amish 
woman who looked to be in her early twenties. She 
wore a blue calf-length dress, a black bib apron, a 
white heart-shaped organza head covering, and an 
expectant grin. She grabbed his arm and pulled him 
inside. “What a lovely surprise.”

“Hello, Emma. I’m not coming in but for a 
moment. I brought a stranger named Annette.”

“Oh?” Emma’s smile fl attened.
“And our neighbor’s hund followed us.”
“Better not let Piper inside lest Dat has a connip-

tion.” Her eyes traveled up and down Annette’s skinny 
jeans then locked onto Ira’s face. “What are you doing 
out on such a greislich night, Ira?”

Searching for Daisy, Mam’s old buggy horse.” He 
glanced at Annette then locked his gaze onto petite 
Emma. “I was just about to give up when I noticed 
Annette’s car skidding into the ditch out fr ont. It 
looks like the bumper and fender are dented, but 
there’s no way to tell.”
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Annette scanned the room and was surprised to 
see what appeared to be modern appliances. Without 
electricity?

Her gaze latched on to muffi  ns on a cooling rack. 
Two loaves of bread sitting on the counter emitted 
a luscious aroma. She hadn’t eaten for hours. Her 
stomach growled with hunger.

Emma introduced Annette to her mother, Martha, 
and her older willowy sister, Sarah. Both women, 
dressed the same as Emma, gawked at Annette, 
but seemed fr iendly and insisted she join them for 
supper. “We’ve got plenty of sliced ham, cold meat-
loaf, cheeses, chowchow, and applesauce.” Martha 
turned to Sarah. “What’s keeping you? Set the table 
and slice the bread. Your dat will be in fr om the barn 
in fi ve minutes. He’s been laboring all day and the 
table isn’t even ready.”

“I’d best be going.” Ira repositioned his hat.
“P—Please stop back again soon,” Emma said. Her 

voice revealed longing.
“Yah, come back,” Sarah said.
“Okay.” His gaze caught Annette’s for a moment 

and then he looked away, but not before Annette 
noticed his hazelnut-colored eyes and clean-shaven 
chin. Even with a straw hat and funky long bangs, he 
was good-looking. No wonder Emma and Sarah both 
had a crush on him. It was obvious. But he didn’t seem 
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to notice, or he was purposely ignoring them when 
he wished them all a good night.

Annette listened to his departing footsteps and 
hoped he really would come back and help her with 
her car. She didn’t belong to AAA or have towing cov-
erage in her driver’s insurance. She doubted she had 
enough money in the bank to cover the deductible if 
her car was damaged.

“Where are you headed tonight?” Martha asked 
her. “Shopping?”

Sarah lift ed her chin. “The quilt store is closed, but 
I suppose I could walk over there with you. Eventually 
one of us will have to lock it up. And return Piper, 
that mischievous cairn terrier. The neighbor’s house 
sitter must wonder where she is.”

“Uh, sure. Thanks.” Annette felt her cheeks 
warming. “The truth is ... and I really am so sorry to 
bother you, but I guess this house is my destination.”

“Why is that?” Martha asked.
Before she could answer, the back door opened, 

and a man’s deep voice spoke to Ira. Some stomp-
ing of boots, and then the door closed with a thud. 
The women sped into action. One sister wiped down 
the long rectangular table covered with a blue-and-
white checkered vinyl cloth, while the other brought 
out plates, cutlery, and paper napkins. Martha placed 
the items around the table. Annette noticed there 
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were fi ve places, meaning she was included, for which 
she was grateful. She should have brought a snack to 
nibble on as she drove or stopped at a café along the 
way.

Annette heard a dog’s nails on the fl oor just outside 
the kitchen, then running water. She assumed 
someone was washing their hands. The water snapped 
off , then the kitchen door swung open, bringing with 
it a gust of soggy air. A burly, bearded man entered. 
His stern expression told her he was fatigued and not 
in the mood for chitchat. Wearing a soaked straw hat 
and slippers, he must have shed his wet jacket and 
boots in the back hallway.

The little dog dodged past the man, evoking a string 
of words she couldn’t decipher. Pennsylvania Dutch?

Martha’s cheeks blanched as she introduced the 
man. “Annette, this is my husband, Jacob.”

A clap of lightning followed by a rumble of thunder 
caused the dog to yelp and dash under the table.

Sarah and Emma remained silent. Were they afr aid 
of the storm, their father, or was their behavior for 
Annette’s benefi t?

Without looking her way, Jacob removed his wet hat 
and hung it on a wooden peg. Droplets of water fell 
to the fl oor fr om his profuse beard.

Martha’s voice fi lled with delight. “Looks like we 
have a dinner guest tonight, Jacob. This is Annette. 
What did you say your last name was?”
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She purposely hadn’t. “Um— Dupont.” What could 
it hurt?

“French?” Her husband was obviously not 
impressed.

“Yes.” Annette ran her fi ngers through her damp 
shoulder-length tangled hair.

“Her car slid off  the road into the ditch, and she’s 
got nowhere else to go,” Martha said. “We can’t turn 
her away in this storm.” A rumble of thunder shook 
the house, followed closely by a clap of thunder. The 
dog trembled and whimpered.

Jacob’s tense features soft ened. “I suppose not.”
“Even Piper, if we dry her off ?” Emma said. “Please, 

Dat. Please.”
“Yah, on such a wicked night. Maybe her owners’ 

house sitter will come fetch her.”
Sarah cut cooling bread, and Martha arranged the 

sliced meatloaf, ham, and cheese on platters, and 
then scooped beets, condiments, and applesauce 
into dishes. As Annette watched them, she observed 
an eerie family resemblance to herself. How could 
she have been so stupid all these years? Her father 
had dark brown eyes and hair, and Mom’s hair wasn’t 
much lighter. Annette’s hair was strawberry-blonde 
and her eyes pale blue.

Minutes later, all bent their heads as Jacob led them 
in a silent prayer fr om his end of the table. Weird. 
Not a word was spoken. Annette guessed God could 
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hear her thoughts, but he certainly hadn’t answered 
her prayers. If anything, he’d tossed Annette into a 
sinkhole.

Her mother had died of ovarian cancer two years 
ago. A year later Dad rushed into a new marriage with 
a woman who wanted no part of Annette. Although 
she found Kevin delightful. Everyone did.

Annette had discovered her boyfr iend was cheating 
on her three months back. Then the clothing store 
where she’d been working closed. Since losing her 
job, she’d lived off  her savings, which were shrinking.

Why had she studied philosophy in college when she 
knew she couldn’t earn a living fr om it? Returning 
to school to earn her master’s degree held no appeal. 
And she’d have to take out a loan. But her future was 
bleak without a good-paying job. She felt defeated. 
Unlike her brother who was climbing the corporate 
ladder at Microsoft . Living like a fat cat about ready 
to move to Seattle.

Finally, Jacob cleared his throat—a guttural sound—
and all heads raised. Arms reached out to spoon food 
onto plates and silverware clattered. Annette grabbed 
a muffi  n, tore it in half, and slathered it with butter.

Still, there was no conversation until Martha said, 
“Annette, you never did fi nish telling us what you’re 
doing in this area.”

Annette hesitated as she tried to decide whether 
to reveal the truth. But it was too late to turn back. 
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“I took a DNA test and found out that I’m possibly 
related to someone in this room.”

Jacob sputtered into laughter. “You’ve been reading 
too many Amish romance novels.”

“No, I haven’t.” But she wished she’d researched 
something about the Amish. Her mother had always 
discouraged her fr om visiting this area or reading 
what she called fl uff y Amish romance.

Martha looked up at Annette with interest, but 
Sarah stared at the table. Martha gave her head a 
shake. “I can assure you I haven’t taken a DNA test, 
nor will I ever.”

“Sarah and Emma?” Jacob’s voice turned harsh. “Is 
there something you want to tell us?”

“Nee, don’t force me, Dat.” Sarah buried her hands 
in her lap. “It’ll only make you mad.”

Martha’s eyes widened. “Sarah, if you’ve done 
something sinful, you must come clean.”

Sarah’s face contorted. “Please, Mam.”
Jacob bolted to his feet, his large, calloused hands 

resting on the table supporting his weight. “I can tell 
that you’re fi bbing, so spit it out.”

Sarah blinked several times. “Several years ago, 
when I was in my rumspringa… and I still am—some 
Englisch fr iends and I got on a computer at Matt’s fam-
ily’s furniture store. We went on a website where they 
trace your DNA.”

“But why on earth would you do that? Do you not 
believe that you’re Amish through and through?”
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“Yah, but I thought it would be fun.”
“And what did you fi nd out?” Jacob leaned forward 

and Sarah shrank back.
“Exactly what you said. I’m Amish. Our ancestors 

came fr om Switzerland.”
Jacob thudded back onto his chair. “I do not 

approve of this in any way, but I suppose it has harmed 
no one.”

“Except me.” The words fl ew fr om Annette before 
she could silence herself. Her hand moved to cover 
her mouth. But too late.



CHAPTER 2

GatHerinG Her couraGe,  Annette gulped a 
mouthful of water. Then she spoke to Martha. No 

way could she look into Jacob’s piercing glare.
“Like I said, I took a DNA test recently that listed a 

shop named Miller’s as a possible contact, which led 
me here.” She wouldn’t mention she’d spoken to a guy 
named Matt for fear of starting a dispute. Matt had 
done her a favor by divulging what he had. Although 
maybe she was better off  not knowing any of this. 
Perhaps she had been happier living in ignorance.

“I will not listen to you any longer.” Jacob rapped 
the table with his spoon handle. “How dare you insin-
uate my wife . . . I can’t even say it.”
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Martha’s face grew pale. “Dearest Jacob, you know 
I would never, ever be unfaithful to you.”

“Hush, we mustn’t speak of personal matters—even 
if lies—in fr ont of a stranger.”

Martha stood and brought the platter of meat-
loaf, ham, and cheese to Jacob fi rst. Aft er he’d served 
himself, she sat and then he passed the platter around 
the table. “Our daughters could be your cousins, 
Annette,” Martha said. “They have many cousins. 
But certainly not your sister.”

“Since when do you know so much about DNA 
testing?” Jacob asked.

“I’ve read about it in the newspaper. It’s all the rage 
in the Englisch world. Ancestry.com and 23andMe. 
Nothing I’ve ever contemplated or ever would.”

“You know I’m a minister.” Jacob balled his fi st. 
“We are admonished to stay apart fr om the Englisch
world.”

“If you like, I’ll confess to the whole congregation. 
But I know many women who scan the newspaper 
when they’re in line at Walmart.”

“One wrong doesn’t make a right.” Jacob glowered 
at her, then his daughters. “Don’t you realize my posi-
tion? I’m supposed to set a good example for the rest 
of the district.”

Annette was too stunned to say what was on her 
mind. This fellow was a minister?
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“It’s entirely my fault.” Sarah stared at her plate. “I 
knew I was sinning and hanging out with the wrong 
crowd. I fi gured it was my one chance to use a com-
puter before I got baptized ….” Her sentence tapered 
off . “I never should have given the store’s number as 
a way to locate me.”

“What were you thinking?” Martha shook her head.
“I guess I wasn’t. I’m so sorry.”
“Ach, I shudder to think of other tomfooleries you’ve 

dabbled with.” Jacob’s gaze bore into hers. Then he 
glanced to Annette. “We’d best talk about this when 
Annette isn’t here.”

Martha appeared visibly relieved, her shoulders 
lowering. “Yah, we should wait.” She glanced at 
Sarah. “But there is no way we can ignore the situa-
tion. What if Annette is indeed one of our relatives?”

“We’ve got plenty of those.” Jacob tossed his napkin 
on the table. “How would we ever fi gure out which 
one it is? And do we really want to know?”

His question spiked into Annette like an arrow. 
Did she want to know the truth? She pictured herself 
returning home and pretending everything was 
hunky-dory. Maybe this was all a terrible mistake.

No, her gut told her it wasn’t. And the expression 
on her brother Kevin’s face had said it all. He was as 
shocked as she was. Anyway, her father had already 
admitted to adopting her. Her parents’ betrayal was 
the worst part. Dad never paid much attention to her 
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while she was growing up. He’d oft en mentioned how 
glad he was he had a son, but never spoke of a pre-
cious daughter. Annette had fi gured that was why he’d 
gone to her brother’s soccer and soft ball games and 
opted out of her piano recitals.

The Fisher family consumed the rest of their meal 
in silence. Upset as Annette was, she savored the 
food—sliced cheeses and cold meatloaf, a medley of 
pickled vegetables they called chowchow, and apple-
sauce.

Annette felt Piper leaning against her leg. She 
stroked the pooch behind her ears and felt Piper sniff  
her fi ngers. Annette was tempted to feed her a scrap 
fr om the table but fi gured her action would further 
agitate Jacob.

Martha attempted an unconvincing smile. “Is 
anyone ready for dessert?”

“Nee, I’ve lost my appetite.” Jacob pushed back his 
chair. “I’ve got chores to do in the barn.” Wind rattled 
the windowpanes as he fr owned at Annette. “When 
Annette and that scamp of a dog are gone, we’ll fi nish 
this conversation. We need to fi nd a place for that hund
until its owners come to fetch it. I can’t believe it’s in 
the kitchen with the food.”

“But P—Piper is so cute,” Emma said. “And sweet.”
Sarah chimed in. “Can we get a dog just like her?”
“I’ll put her in the barn until her owners come for 

her.”
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“Please d—don’t tie the dog in the barn, Dat,” Emma 
said.

“With all this rain the roof might leak,” Martha said.
Annette squirmed in her seat as splats of water blew 

past the window. The storm was turning into a hur-
ricane. She never should have come here. She sec-
ond-guessed her every action since she’d learned the 
truth.

Once Jacob left  the room, she turned to Martha. 
“I’m so sorry to just show up like this. I left  a couple 
of messages on the quilt shop’s phone, but no one 
returned my call.”

“Ach, that recorder is old and needs to be replaced. 
And we don’t have a phone in the house.”

Annette had heard the Amish didn’t have telephones 
in their homes. Crazy or what? Well, maybe peace-
ful. She was sorry she had brought her cell phone 
with her—if it still functioned. Doubtful. Not that 
her so-called father would try to track her down. He 
was too enamored with his new wife.

Annette tried to smile but her mouth felt lopsided. 
The corners of her lips refused to perk up.

“In any case, I shouldn’t have arrived without 
warning and ruined your evening.”

Nothing changes if nothing changes. Annette repeated an 
AA slogan in her mind. She was ready to roll up her 
sleeves and make the necessary changes instead of stag-
nating in the quagmire she called home.
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“You haven’t,” Martha said. “It’s Sarah who Jacob is 
mad at.” She smiled as Emma winced. “He will settle 
down. When he’s not stressed, he’s gentle and easy-
going.”

“Yah, sometimes he has us in stitches,” Sarah said.
Annette found her statement diffi  cult to believe. 

She couldn’t imagine Jacob not grumpy or angry about 
something. And yet he and she could be related.

“Mei man oft en goes back to the barn aft er dinner,” 
Martha said to Annette, then aimed her gaze at Sarah. 
“As for you, we still have much to talk about. Why 
would you take a DNA test? Are you not planning to 
join the church? It’s been eight years since you turned 
sixteen. And you’ve completed your baptism classes.”

“Yah, I am. I’m so sorry. But . . . ”
“And what else did you experiment with?”
“I drank beer a couple of times, but I didn’t like the 

taste.” She paused, as if wondering how much to reveal.
Annette remembered experimenting with pot and 

alcohol in high school and college. Alcohol took hold 
of her like a demon until a fr iend coaxed her to an 
AA meeting where Annette told a room full of strang-
ers about her secrets and she swore to never drink 
again. She’d been clean and sober for fi ve years now, 
but times like this made her crave booze. Just one sip 
of wine. She could practically taste it.

As Martha folded her napkin, thunder rumbled. 
“Ach, Sarah, when your dat fi nds out he’ll be furious.”
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“Maybe he won’t.” Sarah gazed at her mother with 
pleading eyes.

“You want me to lie to your dat? I can’t. But I 
suppose it can wait a few days.” She expelled a lengthy 
sigh as she stood up. “First we should get Annette sit-
uated.”

“Do you rent out rooms?” Annette asked.
“Sometimes, but you’ll spend the night here as our 

guest for as long as you like.” Martha rested her hand 
on Annette’s. Martha’s skin was warm and surpris-
ingly soft  for a woman who must do plenty of labor.

“I don’t feel right about staying here without 
paying,” Anette said. “I have a credit card.”

“Since I refuse payment, what are your choices?” 
Martha shrugged one shoulder in a playful manner. 
“With this storm increasing, you’ll not be driving 
anywhere. How would you get into town to fi nd a 
hotel—if there’s an empty room available this time of 
year with so many tourists?” She stood and turned to 
her daughters. “You two clear the table and put away 
the food. Now, follow me, Annette. Leave your plate 
where it is.”

“But I should help somehow.” She tried to think of 
ways to contribute but came up empty.

A branch scratched against the side of the house as 
the wind picked up. Annette pictured her car sinking 
into the muddy ditch. She’d be lucky to locate it in 
the morning.
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She was stranded.
Annette had no one to blame but herself for acting 

impulsively, venturing out at the spur of the moment. 
Her family might be fi nishing up supper. But they 
weren’t really her family. Her dad was not her real 
father, and her new stepmother never welcomed her 
into their home.

Annette felt a twinge of guilt for her resentful atti-
tude toward her father, but he’d never treated her 
with unconditional love. She could not get over her 
parents’ duplicity. Sadness and confusion, more than 
anger, had incited her to take this journey.

Annette followed Martha through a spacious but 
sparse living room with a huge stone fi replace. Where 
was the usual decor? There weren’t even paintings 
on the walls. Only a calendar and a white candle in a 
glass hurricane lamp on the windowsill.

As they traveled toward a hall lit by one propane 
gas light, all she saw out the fr ont windows was an 
elephant-gray sky and forks of lightning stabbing the 
earth. Poking up here and there were a few fence posts 
and trees, their branches swaying.

“Ach, what a storm, and it’s only getting worse.” 
Martha pulled a fl ashlight fr om her apron pocket, 
fl icked it on, and led her up a staircase and toward 
the back of the house. Annette followed in her wake, 
her stockinged feet padding across the wooden fl oors. 
The farther they stepped fr om the living room and 
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kitchen, the colder it got. She felt goose bumps erupt-
ing on her arms.

“No heat back here?” she asked.
“We like the family to stay together in the kitchen 

or living room.” Martha paused and pivoted to her. 
“Especially now that our four older sons are married 
and have places of their own in Ohio, and Emma and 
Sarah are in rumspringa—their running-around time—
meaning they have much more fr eedom to come and 
go as they wish.”

Stopping near the end of the hall, Martha opened 
a door. She lit a propane lamp by the bed with a Bic 
lighter aft er they stepped inside. The air hung damp 
and heavy. She fl uff ed the quilt. “We’ll get you nice 
and warm. Lots of quilts in this home.”

Annette liked sleeping in a cold room but won-
dered what it would feel like to wake up and crawl out 
of bed, her bare feet meeting the icy wooden fl oor. 
“Uh, would it be all right if I borrowed a nightgown?” 
She was fl abbergasted she’d forgotten to pack one.

“Yah, of course, the girls and I have plenty. And 
I’ll fi nd you a pair of slippers.”

“I should have thought to bring some of those too.” 
Annette felt nervous but decided now was her chance 
to speak to Martha about what weighed heaviest on her 
heart. They may not be alone together again. “Can 
you think of anyone who had a child out of wedlock 
about twenty-eight years ago?”
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Martha’s lovely face took on a look of surprise, her 
eyebrows lift ing. “If they did, I can’t imagine them 
putting the baby up for adoption. There are plenty 
of families who would take the child in. I would have, 
myself. An Amish family can never be too large.”

“How big is yours?”
“Besides my husband and our six children, I have 

many, many cousins, aunts, and uncles. Both my 
parents are alive and live with my youngest bruder 
in Ohio. My older sister has no children, and her 
husband passed away soon aft er they wed. No cousins 
for my girls at her house. Surely, I would’ve heard of 
an unmarried woman in such a quandary.” She paused 
and rubbed her chin in thought. “Gossip is a sin, but 
it’s hard to contain. We may not have telephones in 
the house, but news travels through the Amish com-
munity like a fl ock of chattering starlings.”

Annette looked into her face, devoid of makeup, 
and thought she could indeed be related. Martha had 
sandy gold hair, although Annette saw gray streaks 
peeking out of her white head covering. Same blue 
eyes.

But why should Annette believe her? Her own 
parents had lied all her life. She recalled the look 
of derision on Dad’s face when she and her brother, 
Kevin, mentioned the DNA tests. Their parents had 
pounded into them the importance of honesty, yet 
Mom and Dad had been blatant liars.
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An idea took root in the back of Annette’s mind. 
Maybe Martha was her mother. Perhaps as a teen 
Martha had given birth to Annette—not out of the 
realm of possibilities. If so, she didn’t seem anxious 
to reclaim her, which made Annette think Jacob was 
not her father. Had Martha had an aff air during her 
rumspringa and ended up pregnant before she married 
Jacob? Although that didn’t make sense either. Cer-
tainly, someone would have noticed.

Annette inspected Martha’s attire: a loose brown 
dress and a fl owing black apron. An abundance of 
sin could be hidden under that copious fabric. As if 
reading Annette’s mind, Martha said, “I wish I could 
say you were mine.” Her kindness made Annette feel 
as if she were melting into a puddle of wax. “I’d be 
delighted with a daughter like you.” Martha dabbed 
the corners of her eyes. “Well, we know someone who 
does know the truth—”

Martha must be referring to her real birth mother 
or God. Not that Annette didn’t believe in God 
entirely, but he’d never spoken to her or made a whit 
of diff erence in her life. She chided herself for the 
hundreds of prayers she’d sent up to heaven during 
her adoptive mother’s illness and then when driving 
here to Lancaster County when most likely no one 
was listening. Or else she wouldn’t be in this crazy, 
confusing mess.
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Bubbles of laughter erupted fr om the kitchen; the 
clattering of dishes and fl atware drift ed up the stairs.

“I’m guessing the girls are done cleaning up,” 
Martha said. “Come and see your room, then we’ll 
join them.”

“Are you sure I can’t reimburse you in some way?” 
She knew she was repeating herself and hoping for 
the same response. It wasn’t as if her wallet was laden 
with cash. Quite the contrary. Annette’s brother had 
off ered to lend her money, but pride made her refuse. 
She fi gured he’d use it as leverage. He knew of her 
battle with alcohol and her other secrets, and she 
didn’t trust him not to divulge them.

“Your room and meals will be our gift  to you on 
this stormy night,” Martha said. “I insist.”

Annette doubted her husband would agree. “I feel 
terrible for interrupting your supper. I was rude to 
just show up out of nowhere.”

Her lips formed a concerned smile. “Don’t worry 
about us. It’s you I worry about—a lost lamb. But the 
herder will leave his fl ock and come looking for you.”

Annette realized Martha was trying to be kind, but 
her words brought her no solace. She was just as lost 
as when she arrived. But at least she had a good meal 
in her stomach. “Did I thank you for your delicious 
supper?”

“I’m glad you enjoyed it.”
“I’m afr aid Jacob wasn’t happy to have me there.”
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“He’s a good man, but sometimes at the end of 
the day . . . Well, he’s been up working since before 
dawn. We have three dozen Holsteins, and he was 
racing around trying to salvage anything left  out in the 
storm. Plus, as a minister, he has a second non-pay-
ing, full-time job.”

Annette wanted to know more. “He’s an ordained 
minister?”

“Yes, to the Amish church.”
“He went to divinity school?”
“No, but when he gets baptized, every man agrees 

that if he is chosen by lot, he will serve as a deacon, 
minister, or bishop.”

“Without pay?” Annette had never heard of such an 
arrangement. “I assume he takes the stormy days off .”

“Our cows need milking every day of the year, not 
to mention feeding. On a farm there is no day off .” 
She pushed down on the single bed against the wall. 
Annette heard springs creaking.

“I’m afr aid this mattress is lumpy.”
Annette admired the meticulously sewn quilt with 

its geometric shapes of bold colors. “This bed looks a 
lot more comfortable than my car.” A branch fl ipped 
against the side of the house. Annette was thankful 
to be out of the storm. “This room will be perfect. 
You’re very kind to bring in a stranger.”

“We would do this for anyone in need. Let’s go back 
to the kitchen and have dessert.”
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On the return through the living room, Annette 
noticed Jacob lounging in an easy chair reading a mag-
azine. He didn’t look up. Fair enough. The man must 
be exhausted.

Martha and Annette reentered the kitchen. Much to 
Annette’s surprise, her suitcase sat near the back door.

“Ira brought it in.” Emma’s fl uttery voice revealed 
her pleasure at seeing him.

Ira sat at the table with a cup of coff ee and a wedge 
of butterscotch pie. His smile seemed genuine.

“I should have thought to bring the suitcase in when 
I fi rst came.”

Annette couldn’t read his expression. Was he 
annoyed or happy to be here? The latter, no doubt. 
Two fl irty sisters both pouring on all the attention 
rather than washing the dishes, which were scraped 
and stacked in the sink, soaking.

Martha arched a brow. “You’re always welcome 
here, Ira, but these dishes need washing.”

“We were just about to, Mam. Honest.” Sarah 
poured more coff ee for Ira.

“Thank you for bringing in my stuff ,” Annette said 
to him. “I was so shaken up I forgot about it.”

“I should have thought to ask you earlier.” He took 
a sip fr om his mug. “You left  the car unlocked, so 
when I passed by it, I could easily get into the trunk.”
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Annette knew there was nothing easy about going 
outside this evening. She’d endured miserable storms 
in New Jersey, but nothing like this.

“Have a seat.” Martha pulled out a chair for Annette 
in the middle of the table.

“I really could help with the dishes,” Annette said. 
“It would give me some way to contribute.”

“Our daughters are quite capable.” Her voice was 
fi rm yet carried with it the melody of love and humor. 
“Now, girls, get to work.” Martha probably fi gured 
Ira had returned to see one of her daughters. Flirta-
tious Sarah seemed the obvious choice, yet shy Emma 
was equally lovely. Fetching Annette’s suitcase was just 
his excuse to return, but Annette was glad to have her 
clothes.

“Thanks again for bringing in my things, Ira.” 
Annette couldn’t help but admire his attractive fea-
tures, even if his haircut was outdated. Make that anti-
quated, with those long bangs. Maybe he was trying to 
look like one of the Beatles fr om decades ago.

“It was no trouble, although the rain is accumulat-
ing quickly, and the creek is swelling.”

“Won’t you miss your supper?” Martha asked.
“Not really. Whilst looking for my mam’s mare, 

Daisy, I jogged home hoping she’d returned to the 
barn. But no such luck. So I ran into the house 
and grabbed a quick snack. My mam and sisters are 
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canning. They chased me out of the kitchen, said I 
was sampling too much.”

“You’re welcome to stop by here any time,” Sarah 
called out over her shoulder. She turned to the sink 
and squirted in liquid soap, her face fl ushing fr om 
the hot water or fr om her nerves.

Annette wondered which sister Ira fancied. She’d 
heard the Amish sometimes dated in secret.

“Mam’s so worried about Daisy,” Ira said. “That the 
creek will swell over the road and she’ll get trapped. 
That old mare is going lame and needs to be replaced, 
according to Dat, but Mam won’t hear of it.”

“Ira’s family lives across the road and down one 
farm,” Martha told Annette.

Martha glanced out the window as daggers of light-
ning brightened the oppressive sky, then she turned 
back to Annette. “I invited my sister, Barbara Lapp, 
to come tomorrow and stay for a few days until my 
birthday dinner.”

“We love our Aenti Barbara.” Emma’s voice fi lled 
with merriment.

“I can’t wait to see her,” Sarah said as she swabbed 
a counter with a wet rag.

“But with this storm I can’t imagine how she’ll get 
here,” Martha said.

“I’ll go fetch her,” Ira said. “Unless the road has 
washed out.”
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“You best ask your parents about that.” Martha wore 
an amused smile.

“Can I come with you?” Emma’s plaintive voice 
sounded hopeful.

“Me too, me too,” Sarah said. “Aft er all, I’m older 
and wiser.”

“Almost en aldi maed.” Emma smirked.
“Now, girls, neither of you is an old maid yet,” 

Martha said. “Let’s wait and see if his parents even 
give him permission.”

“I think they will.” Ira turned to Annette. “Maybe 
Annette will want to come too.”

“Yes, I would like to go.” Annette’s mind was awash 
with uncertainties. She’d come here on a mission: to 
fi nd her birth mother. Yet she wanted to see the area 
in daylight. “But I didn’t bring waterproof clothing.”

“We can lend you some.” As Martha passed behind 
Annette, her hand brushed her shoulder in a loving 
fashion. “We’ve got plenty of boots, hats, and plastic 
coats.”

Sarah fr owned. “Are you sure we can all fi t in 
there?”

“Fit in where?” Jacob’s head poked through the 
kitchen door. He lumbered to the end of the table 
and sank down on his chair.

Martha set out a plate of pie for him then dolloped 
on whipped cream. “We’re trying to decide how to 
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pick up my sister tomorrow. Ira very kindly off ered 
to fetch her.”

“And we want to go too.” Emma twisted the ends 
of her cap’s strings.

“My daughters will not go gallivanting around the 
county in this terrible weather.”

“B—But—” Emma appeared crestfallen.
He turned to Martha. “Didn’t your schweschder

Barbara come last month? Can’t she visit one of your 
brothers?

“Travel all the way to Ohio during a storm on my 
birthday?” Martha paused for a moment, as if col-
lecting her thoughts. Her voice soft ened. “Jacob, lieb, 
we already invited Barbara to spend more time with 
us. You said it was okay months ago.”

He tugged his beard. “I suppose. But our daughters 
aren’t going with Ira to fetch her. If Annette wants to, 
let her. If Ira’s parents don’t mind.”



CHAPTER 3

Jacob told tHe girls to bundle up and make sure 
the shop was secure when they were done with the 

dishes. They both sighed, then agreed.
“There have been more and more break-ins in 

the area,” Jacob explained for Annette’s benefi t. His 
solemn face appeared pained. “And now this greislich
storm. Be careful out there.”

“In this kind of weather?” Sarah said. “No one will 
be outside.” The two young women got busy scour-
ing the pots and pans and wiping down the counters.

Annette wandered over and began towel drying the 
dishes. “Please allow me to help you.”

“If you insist,” Sarah said and giggled.
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“I can go out there with them,” Ira said. “I haven’t 
found Mam’s mare, but our house is fi lled with jab-
bering women. I have fi ve sisters,” he explained to 
Annette.

“Annette might enjoy going with you all, too,” 
Martha said.

“Yes, I am curious about the quilt shop.” This 
might be her only chance to see its interior. She set 
the towel aside and looked down at her skinny jeans. 
What was she thinking when she left  her apartment 
earlier today? She should have checked the Lancaster 
County weather forecast. “But I’m not dressed for 
the weather.”

“The girls can help you with that.” Martha looked 
to Emma. “You will, won’t you?”

“Yah, Mam.”
Annette’s best guess was Martha didn’t want Emma 

or Sarah alone with Ira—not that he wouldn’t make the 
perfect husband for either daughter, as far as Annette 
could see.

Willowy Sarah brought Annette a navy blue dress 
to cover her legs. Annette thanked Martha as she 
adjusted the waist so the garment wouldn’t sag and 
be too long. Standing fi ve four, the hem still dragged 
on the ground. Martha insisted Annette wear one of 
her black wool coats and a scarf, which she wrapped 
around Annette’s neck. Then she plopped a black 
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bonnet atop Annette’s head. She imagined she looked 
like a fr eak, but what did it matter?

Martha volunteered Emma to fi nish cleaning the 
kitchen while Sarah bundled up. Annette thought 
Sarah might wriggle out of making the trek when she 
looked out the window and saw the rain driving down, 
but she fi gured Sarah didn’t want Annette to be alone 
with her love interest. Or had Annette misread the 
dynamics?

“Too bad you don’t have a cleaning lady, Emma.” 
Annette knew this was a lame statement but reached 
for levity.

“W—We do.” Emma sent Annette a crooked smile. 
“You’re looking at her.”

“Would you do us a favor and take this pesky little 
terrier to her home?” Jacob asked Ira. “Day aft er day, 
she keeps sneaking into the house each time someone 
opens a door.”

Martha found an arm’s length of twine and attached 
the end to Piper’s collar. “Yah, please take her with 
you, Ira.”

Emma dried her hands. “Never mind the mess, 
I’m coming too. I’ll look aft er Piper and clean up the 
kitchen later.” She took hold of the leash, and the dog 
wriggled all over.

Martha handed Annette a fl ashlight. “Here, you’ll 
need this.”
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Ira extracted a fl ashlight fr om his jacket pocket, 
tested it, and found it working. Annette noticed 
Sarah, Emma, and she were wearing matching coats 
and bonnets. But that’s all they had in common. Not 
true if she were really Amish.

At the back door, they slid into matching tall rubber 
boots. Moments later, Annette grasped the railing 
as she descended the back steps. Particles of hail bit 
into her cheeks. She covered her face up to her eyes 
with the scarf, but gusts of wind blasted, making her 
squint. Ahead loomed the quilt shop, which looked 
more like a metal-walled twelve-car garage.

Wind slammed against the structure. Annette was 
curious to get inside and see what the business was all 
about. Debris and broken branches hindered them. 
Ira cleared the way with a shovel so the shop’s door 
could swing open. He leaned the shovel against the 
building, tried the knob, and found it unlocked. He 
said something, but she couldn’t hear him above the 
moaning wind.

Sarah and Emma scurried inside through the 
narrow opening, and Annette followed. Ira stepped 
in aft er them and immediately halted. “Wait, I smell 
cigarette smoke.”

“Ach, I smell it too.” Using her fl ashlight, Sarah 
scanned the spacious interior.

Annette sniff ed the air. “So do I.” Proof positive 
they were not alone.
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“Stay by the door while I look around,” Ira told 
Annette, Sarah, and Emma.

“B—Be careful.” Emma took hold of his elbow. 
Clearly, she was afr aid for his safety. Or was that just 
a ploy to be near him?

“No,” Annette said. “I think we should all stick 
together.” She noticed a six-foot metal fl agpole and 
grabbed it to use as a weapon of defense. She, Emma, 
and Sarah crept along behind Ira. Shining the fl ash-
light for guidance, Annette inched past a cash register 
on a counter with a telephone sitting next to it. She 
canvassed the room. Never had she seen such exqui-
site quilts and quilted items, such as potholders and 
purses. This shop really was something to behold.

The pungency of smoke increased. No doubt about 
it. They were not alone.

A grubby man in his fi ft ies wearing a knit cap 
sprang to his feet and nearly fell back to the fl oor as 
he attempted to maintain his balance.

Piper let off  a succession of yaps.
“Get … away fr om me.” The man’s words came out 

slurred.
“Tommie, are you drunk?” Ira asked.
Sarah stepped closer. “What are you doing here?”
“My landlord kicked me out again. I have nowhere 

to go.” The man looked as if he hadn’t bathed or 
changed his jeans or soaked jacket in days. His greasy 
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dark hair, cut in that funky Amish style the same as 
Ira’s and Jacob’s, clung to his forehead.

“Now what?” Annette turned to Ira. “Call the 
police?”

“Nee, I haven’t broken any laws. The door wasn’t 
locked.” The guy balanced himself against a counter. 
“And I know Jacob wouldn’t throw me out in the rain. 
I’ve slept in the Fishers’ barn many times.”

“But this is my parents’ business.” Sarah’s voice 
came out with unexpected force. The man sprang 
up, stumbled forward, and knocked her to the fl oor.

“Hey, cut it out.” Ira came to her side and helped 
her to her feet but did not push Tommie in retalia-
tion.

Annette looked to Ira with questioning eyes.
“We must always turn the other cheek,” he told her.
“But shouldn’t we call the police?”
“Please don’t.” Sarah straightened her bonnet. “My 

parents wouldn’t like it.”
“Then you’d better get Jacob to handle this,” 

Annette told Ira.
A moment later, Jacob opened the door. Annette 

had never been happier to see someone.
“I thought I’d check to fi nd out what was taking you 

so long.”
Annette assumed he’d seize the guy by the scruff  

of the neck and toss him out, but instead Jacob said, 
“Hello, Tommie. Out you go to the barn if you like. 
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You know where the sleeping bag is. And no smoking, 
ya hear?”

“But it’s too wet and cold out there. I’ll fr eeze to 
death.”

“This time of year? I wish I could let you spend 
the night in here, but I dare not take the chance.” 
He stroked his bushy beard. “I tell you what, since 
it’s such a gruesome night, I’ll let you sleep in our 
basement.”

“In the basement with the mice and spiders?” Tom-
mie’s pale face twisted. “Where my parents used to 
make me sleep when I was a bad boy?” He looked like 
he might cry. “Or they’d lock me in the closet.”

“Now, now, I won’t lock the door to the outside.” 
Jacob’s voice grew gentle. “You can leave anytime if 
you want to.”

“Please let me stay in here.” He wiped his mouth 
with the back of his hand. “I won’t take anything.”

“Why did you come in here in the fi rst place?” 
Sarah asked.

“When the rain started up, it seemed like the best 
place. . .” Tommie whimpered. “I promise not to 
steal anything.”

Annette didn’t believe him for a minute. What was 
there to stop him?

“Come on.” Jacob wrapped an arm around Tom-
mie’s shoulder. “I’ll take you in the house and feed 
you before we decide what to do.”
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“Denke. I haven’t eaten a decent meal in days.”
“We have left overs in the refr igerator. But you’d 

better be on your best behavior or my Martha won’t 
want you in the house at all.”

“Yes, I will be. I promise.”
Annette was fl oored. She couldn’t imagine what 

Tommie’s best behavior would be. But Jacob didn’t 
seem to care. He spoke to all of them. “Let’s get back 
inside. Sarah, make sure the door is locked, okay?”

“You want me to stick around?” Ira asked him.
“Yes. Please escort the girls to the house.” He and 

Tommie walked out the door, moving at a fast clip 
toward their home as the rain increased.

Ira, Sarah, Emma, and Annette stepped out into 
the downpour. Sarah locked and bolted the door, 
then dropped the keys in her coat pocket. Ira walked 
on Sarah’s side, his arm draped across her shoul-
der to support her. Emma snuggled into him on the 
other side, and Annette linked arms with her to keep 
herself upright. She was afr aid she might get blown 
away by gusts of wind.

Sarah, Emma, and Annette slogged up the back stairs, 
with Ira close behind to catch them should they slip.

“I best be on my way,” he said when they reached 
the door. “Good night, Sarah and Emma.” He took 
hold of Piper’s makeshift  leash. “And Annette. Good 
to meet you.” Ira descended the stairs; he and Piper 
faded into the fl urry of rain.
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Tommie sat at the kitchen table scarfi ng down a 
meatloaf sandwich and drinking coffee. Martha 
stood close by, off ering him ketchup and pickles. She 
seemed delighted to have another visitor, even if he 
was, in fact, a vagrant in Annette’s opinion.

“Jacob said Tommie can sleep on the couch for the 
night,” Martha said.

Sarah extracted a jar of applesauce fr om the refr ig-
erator and scooped some into a dish. “Is one sand-
wich enough?” she asked Tommie, placing the dish 
in fr ont of him.

“I’ll take another, if it’s not too much trouble.” 
Tommie spooned into the bowl of applesauce. He 
seemed comfortable sitting at this table, even though 
he’d been caught as an intruder. Annette wondered 
why his landlord had thrown him out—if Tommie 
was telling the truth about that. Something to do with 
alcohol consumption, she guessed.

As Emma sliced homemade wheat bread and Sarah 
the meatloaf, they chatted in what must be Pennsyl-
vania Dutch, then switched to English when they saw 
Annette looking at them with curiosity.

“Mam put blankets and PJs on the couch for 
Tommie, for aft er he showers,” Sarah said.

Aft er Annette’s ordeal, she didn’t feel comfortable 
sleeping in the same house with a strange man.

With a fl ourish, Emma assembled another sand-
wich and placed it in fr ont of Tommie, who didn’t 
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say thank you. But she seemed pleased with her ability 
and lacked resentment as far as Annette could tell. 
The Amish were a riddle to her. Would their incon-
sistencies ever make sense?

Thirty minutes later, while Tommie showered, 
Martha and Jacob said good night and disappeared 
into the center of the house to what Annette assumed 
was their bedroom. Sarah, Emma, and Annette settled 
at the kitchen table with slices of butterscotch and 
schnitz pie before them.

“Why would your father allow Tommie to stay 
here?” Annette asked before taking a bite.

“Dat has known him his whole life. Tommie’s family 
moved to another church district north of here, but 
they hung out together. Seems Tommie has always 
been in trouble for something and kept returning and 
asking to sleep in our barn. His family is a mess, so I 
can’t blame him. His father beat him until Tommie 
grew taller than his dat and fi nally punched him back. 
We are taught to respect our parents and to turn the 
other cheek, but it was a game changer.”

“I take it they’re Amish.”
“Yah.” She laced her fi ngers together. “Tommie and 

Dat were best fr iends until Tommie started drinking 
and getting into trouble and driving a car and hanging 
out with the wrong crowd. We Amish are not perfect, 
but Tommie’s parents expected him to be.”

Emma tittered. “Or so he says.”
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Annette thought about how picture-perfect her 
family had looked fr om the outside, while a cesspool 
of secrets lurked in its core. A distressing feeling 
invaded her. To change the subject, she asked, “How 
do you live without electricity?”

“It’s not so bad. If you’ve never had it, you don’t miss 
it. Our refr igerator is run by propane gas. Since Emma 
and I are not yet baptized, we sometimes . . . Well, 
never mind. What you don’t know won’t hurt you.”

“I found out the hard way that isn’t true.” Sarah’s 
expression sobered. “I’m so sorry for your predica-
ment, Annette. And to think you tracked me down 
fr om one silly little DNA test. How can that be?”

Annette fl ashed back to calling Matt’s family’s busi-
ness, Miller’s Furniture, which Sarah had listed as 
her contact information. Annette had spoken to 
Matt for a few minutes. He’d reluctantly given her 
the Fishers’ address. His jovial baritone voice had 
intrigued Annette. She wondered where the furni-
ture store was in relation to the quilt shop, and if 
she’d have a chance to meet this Matt before she left .

“Your name popped up as a relative,” Annette told 
Sarah. “We’re related by blood, some way or another.”

Sarah sucked in her lips. “I never should have 
taken that test, but having Emma and me for cousins 
wouldn’t be so bad, would it?”

“No, I like you both a lot. I really do. I like your 
whole family.” Even Jacob.
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Annette’s proclamation brought a grin to Sarah’s 
face.

“I don’t know what to believe. I took two separate 
DNA tests. They came back with the same result. But 
still, there’s a possibility they were wrong. The labs 
could have made a mistake. I’m not a scientist.” But 
Annette and her brother had both agreed they weren’t 
related to each other. And her father had admitted 
to adopting her.

“I feel terrible for taking that DNA test,” Sarah said, 
“the cause of all your sorrow.”

“Please don’t hold yourself responsible for my 
parents’ lies.” Once again, Annette felt like a kid dis-
covering Santa Claus was a fr aud wearing a phony 
beard and a pillow around his waist. She’d had plenty 
of disappointments in life, but never experienced 
anything comparable to this, even with her ex-boy-
fr iend. Chad had said she was the love of his life. 
He’d proclaimed he wanted to marry her . . . until 
he met a long-legged beauty at Starbucks who appar-
ently had more to off er him. Annette had felt like a 
discarded dishrag. Not good enough to be loved by 
her family or her boyfr iend. She hadn’t dated since 
and swore she wouldn’t again. She clamped her lips 
together before she could spout out her disappoint-
ments and heartache. The child deep inside of her 
wanted to cry.
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Sarah stood and gathered the empty plates and 
fl atware, then placed them in the sink. “I have an 
idea,” she said. “We could set the table for tomorrow 
morning. An early birthday surprise for Mam.” She 
proceeded to bring out yellow paper napkins she said 
they’d purchased on sale at Walmart.

“Your turn to wash the dishes, dearest sister,” 
Emma told Sarah as Emma wiped down the table.

“But I want to fold the napkins,” Sarah said.
“No way. Aren’t I the one who bought them? Yes, 

I recall I did.”
“But I saw them fi rst.”
“B—But you didn’t spend your own money buying 

them, did you?” Emma tore the plastic wrap, then 
brought out the napkins, as Sarah fi lled the sink with 
hot water.

Emma created yellow swans and arranged them on 
the table.

“You’re very talented, Emma,” Annette said. “They 
look so cute.” Emma’s cheeks blushed. “Thank you. If 
you like, I’ll show you how to make them. Easy, really, 
once you know how.”

“You sound prideful,” Sarah said to Emma.
“Isn’t one minister in the family enough?” Emma 

shot back.


