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AN AMISH CHRISTMAS

When Karen Imhoff finds a beaten man lying unconscious by the road in her Amish community, she doesn’t hesitate to help. “John Doe” needs a place to stay while he regains his memory, and she has a room to rent. The handsome Englisher proves invaluable around the family farm, yet his presence wreaks havoc with her emotions. Karen has her younger siblings to care for. She can’t fall for an outsider who doesn’t know his own identity…

THE CHRISTMAS QUILT

Years ago, Rebecca Beachy kept her reasons for rejecting Gideon Troyer’s marriage proposal a secret. Then Gideon left their Amish community. Now, Rebecca crafts quilts to raise money to cure her blindness, and carefully guards her heart against love. Then Gideon returns, at risk of being shunned, to make the winning bid on one of her exquisite quilts. Will Rebecca’s quilt—a patchwork promise of rediscovered love—bring Gideon and Rebecca back together again?

A HOPE SPRINGS CHRISTMAS

When Amish buggy maker Levi Beachy turns the tables on matchmaker Sarah Wyse, they just might discover they’ve already found their perfect match—in each other.
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“It seems you’ve come to my rescue once again.”



He held out his hand to seal the deal and gave her a crooked grin. It deepened the lines that bracketed his mouth, lending him a boyish charm.


With only a brief hesitation, she accepted his hand. Her pulse skipped a beat, then pounded erratically as her small hand was swallowed by his large warm one. It wasn’t soft—it was calloused and rough like the hand of a man who worked outdoors for a living. A blush heated her cheeks, but she couldn’t take her eyes off him.


She remembered him so clearly. The shape of his brow and the stone-gray color of his eyes, even the way the stubble of his beard had felt beneath her fingers. She remembered, too, the husky sound of his voice when he told her she was beautiful.


Something light and sweet slipped through her veins. An echo of a time when she’d been a giddy teenager smitten with a local boy. A time before she’d had to become a surrogate mother to her younger siblings and put her girlhood dreams away.
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Be wise in the way you act toward outsiders; make the most of every opportunity. Let your conversation be always full of grace, seasoned with salt, so that you may know how to answer everyone.

—Colossians 4: 5, 6






This book is dedicated with great affection to my readers. Without you I’m just talking to myself.
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Chapter One



“Our school program will be so much fun. We’re going to do a play and sing songs. I have a poem to recite all by myself. I can’t wait for Christmas.” Eight-year-old Anna Imhoff leaned out the side of their Amish buggy to let the breeze twirl a ribbon she held in her hand.

Karen Imhoff listened to her little sister’s excited prattle with only half an ear. Christmas was still eight weeks away. There were more pressing problems on Karen’s plate, like buying shoes for three growing children, her father’s mounting medical bills and finding a job until he was fully recovered.

Anna sat back and grabbed Karen’s sleeve. “Look, there’s a dead man.”

Before Karen could respond to Anna’s startling comment, the horse pulling the buggy shied violently, then bolted. Caught off guard, Karen was thrown back against the leather seat as the mare lunged forward. Anna screamed at the top of her lungs. Her brothers in the backseat began yelling. The horse plunged ahead even faster.

Regaining her balance, Karen grasped the loose reins. She braced her feet against the floorboards and pulled back hard. “Whoa, Molly, whoa!”


Molly paid no heed. The buggy bounced and swayed violently as the mare charged down the farm lane. Mud thrown up by her hooves splattered Karen’s dress and face. Gritty dirt mixed with the acid tang of fear in her mouth.

Anna, still screaming, threw her arms around Karen’s waist, further hampering her efforts to gain control. The horse had to be stopped before they reached the highway at the end of the lane or upended in the ditch.

Muscles burning, Karen fought Molly’s headlong plunge. A quarter of a mile flew past before Molly gave in. The horse slowed and came to a stop a few feet shy of the highway just as a red pickup zipped past. The brown mare tossed her head once more but didn’t seem inclined to run again. Karen sent up a heartfelt prayer of thanks for their deliverance then took stock of her passengers.

Anna, with her face buried in the fabric of her sister’s dress, maintained her tight grip. “I don’t like to go fast. Don’t do that again.”

Karen comforted her with a quick hug and loosened the child’s arms. “I won’t. I promise.”

Turning to check on her brothers, Karen asked, “Jacob? Noah? Are you all right?”

Fourteen-year-old Jacob retrieved his broad-brimmed black hat from the floor, dusted it off and jammed it on his thick, wheat-colored hair. “I’m fine. I didn’t know Molly could move like that.”

Ten-year-old Noah sat slumped down beside his brother. He held his hat onto his head in a tight grip with both hands. The folded brim made it look like a bonnet over his red curls. He said, “That was not fun.”

“I thought it was,” Jacob countered. “What spooked her?”

“I’m not sure.” Karen’s erratic heartbeat gradually slowed to a normal pace.


Brushing at the mud on her dress, Anna said, “Maybe Molly was scared of the dead man.”

“What dead man?” Noah leaned forward eagerly.

“The one back there.” Anna pointed behind them. They all twisted around to look. Karen saw only an empty lane.

Jacob scowled at his little sister. “I don’t see anything. You’re making that up.”

“I am not. You believe me, don’t you, Karen?”

Hugging the tearful child, Karen wasn’t sure what to believe. Anna had been the only survivor of the buggy and automobile crash that had killed their mother, two sisters and their oldest brother four years earlier. The child worried constantly about death taking another member of her family.

Karen looked into Anna’s eyes. “I’m sure you saw something. A plastic bag or a bundle of rags perhaps.”

Jacob, impatient as ever, said, “There’s nothing back there. Let’s go. I don’t want to be late for school.”

“We can’t leave him there,” Anna insisted, her lower lip quivering ominously.

Noah started to climb out. “I don’t mind being late. I’ll go look.”

Forestalling him, Karen said, “No. We’ll all go back.”

Anna could easily become hysterical and then they would get nowhere. It was better to show the child that she had been mistaken. After that, Karen could drop the children at their one-room schoolhouse and hurry to her interview at Bishop Zook’s home. It wouldn’t do to be late for such an important meeting.

When the wedding banns had been announced for the current schoolteacher, Karen knew it meant a new teacher would have to be hired. With money tight in the Imhoff household the job would be perfect for Karen and bring in much-needed funds.

The church-district elders were speaking to teaching applicants this morning. She had to be there. But first she needed to convince Anna they didn’t have a dead man on their lane.

Turning the horse around, Karen sent her walking back the way they had come. As they neared the start of their reckless run Molly balked, throwing up her head and snorting.

Not wishing to have a repeat of the mad dash, Karen said, “Jacob, take the lines.”

He scrambled over the seat back to sit beside her. After handing him the driving reins Karen stepped down from the buggy. Her sturdy black shoes sank into the ground still soft from last night’s rain.

The morning sun, barely over the horizon, had started to burn away the fog lingering in the low-lying farm fields. Where the sunlight touched the high wooded hillsides it turned the autumn foliage to burnished gold and scarlet flame. A breeze tugged at the ribbons of Karen’s kapp and brought with it the smell of damp grasses and fallen leaves.

Walking briskly back toward their farmhouse, she scanned the shallow ditch beside the road without seeing anything unusual. Turning around in the road, she looked at the children and raised her arms. “I don’t see anything.”

“Farther back,” Anna yelled.

Dropping her hands, Karen shook her head, but started walking. Anna had been leaning out her side of the carriage. She would have had a good view of the ditch. Karen had been paying attention to the problems facing her family and not to the road. A mistake she would not make again.

A few yards farther along the lane she caught a glimpse of something white in the weeds. At first she thought she’d been right and it was a bundle of cloth or a stray plastic bag caught in the brush. Then the breeze brought her a new smell—the sickly metallic odor of blood. A low moan made her jump like a startled rabbit.

Taking a few hesitant steps closer, she saw a man sprawled on his back, his body almost completely hidden in the grass and wild sumac. His face looked deathly pale beneath close-cropped black hair. Blood had oozed from an ugly gash on the side of his head.

In an instant, Karen was transported back to that terrible day when she had stood beside the remains of the smashed buggy where her mother and sisters lay dead and her brother lay dying.

She squeezed her eyes shut. Pressing her hands to her face, she whispered, “Not again, Lord, do not ask this of me.”

“Did you find something?” Noah yelled.

Jerked back to the present, Karen shouted, “Stay there!”

She approached the downed man with caution. He was an Englischer by the look of his clothes. The muddy white shirt he wore stretched tightly across his chest and broad shoulders while his worn jeans hugged a lean waist and muscular thighs. Oddly, both his shoes were missing.

He moaned, and she moved to kneel at his side. “Sir? Sir, can you hear me?”

“It is a dead man!” Noah stood on the roadway looking down with wide eyes.


She scowled at her brother. “He is not dead. I told you to wait in the buggy.”

“Are you sure he isn’t dead?” The boy’s voice brimmed with excitement.

Laying a hand on the man’s cheek, Karen became alarmed by how cold his skin was. He might not be dead, but he wasn’t far from it. “Run to the phone shack and call for help. Do you know how to do that?”

Noah nodded. “Ja, I dial 9-1-1.”

“Goot. Hurry.”

She watched her brother climb over the fence and head across the muddy field of corn stubble. Their Amish church forbade telephones in the homes of the members, but did allow a community telephone. It was located at a midway point between their home and two neighboring Amish farms.

Jacob brought the buggy up. When Molly drew alongside the ditch, she snorted and sidled away. Apparently, she didn’t care for the smell of blood. That must have been what frightened her in the first place. Jacob held her in check.

Karen looked up at him, “Go get Papa.”

“We can’t leave you,” Anna protested.

Jacob drew himself up bravely. “I should stay.”

Shaking her head, Karen said, “I’ll be fine. Just go. And bring some quilts. This poor man is freezing.”

Jacob slapped the reins sharply and sent Molly racing up the lane toward the farmhouse. Settling herself beside the injured man, Karen took one of his hands and began to rub it between her own. How had he come to be here?

He groaned and moved restlessly. She squeezed his hand. “You will be okay, sir. My family has gone to get help.”


He responded by turning his face toward her. His eyes fluttered open. They were as gray as rain clouds. Encouraged, Karen continued talking to him and rubbing his hand. “My name is Karen Imhoff and this is our farm. Can you tell me who you are?”

He mumbled something. Leaning forward, she positioned her ear near his mouth. His faint, shaky whisper sounded like, “Cold.”

She quickly unbuttoned her coat. Pulling it off, she tucked it around him. Raising his shoulders slightly, she scooted beneath him so his head rested on her lap and not the chilly ground. It wouldn’t help much. His clothes were wet from the rain as was the cold ground he was lying on. Using the corner of her apron, she folded it into a pad and pressed it against the wound on his head.

He moaned again, opened his eyes and focused on her face. “Help me.”

His voice was barely audible but the words he whispered were the same words, the last words, her brother Seth had uttered. She cupped the Englischer’s face, trying to infuse him with her own strength. “Help is coming. Be strong.”

Please, God, do not make me watch him die as I did Seth. Save this man if it is Your will.

With her free hand she stroked his face, offering him what comfort she could. The stubble on his cheeks rasped against her fingertips, sending an unexpected shiver zipping along her nerve endings.

His sharply chiseled features were deeply tanned, but his underlying pallor gave his skin a sickly color. His hair lay dark and thick where it wasn’t matted with blood. Dark brows arched finely over his pain-filled eyes.


Raising an unsteady hand to touch her face, he fixed her with a desperate gaze and whispered, “Don’t leave me.”

Grasping his cold fingers, she pressed them against her cheek. He might die, but he would not die alone. “I won’t leave you. I promise.”

“You’re…so beautiful.” His voice faded. His arm went limp and dropped from her grasp.

Karen tensed. His life couldn’t slip away now, not when help was so close. She shook him and spoke firmly. “Listen to me. Help is coming. You must hang on.”

“Hang on…to you,” he mumbled.

Tears sprang to her eyes. “Stay with me. Let God be your strength. Hold fast to Him.”

After several slow breaths, he said, “Yea, though I walk…through…the—”

She took up the rest of the Twenty-third Psalm for him. “Through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over.”

She glanced toward the farm. Where was her father? What was taking so long? Desperately, she prayed help would come in time for the man she held.

Clearing her throat of its tear-choked tightness, she finished the psalm with a voice that shook. “Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the LORD for ever.”

Please let Your words bring him comfort, Lord.

It seemed like hours, but finally the buggy came rattling to a stop beside her once more. Her father climbed out gingerly. His left arm rested in a sling with a cast to his shoulder.


He was dressed in dark trousers and a dark coat. His plain clothes, long beard and black felt hat proclaimed him a member of the Amish church. His calm demeanor bolstered Karen’s lagging spirits.

“What is this, daughter? Anna is wailing about a dead man.” Eli Imhoff pulled a bundle of blankets from the seat. Jacob remained in the buggy, controlling the restless horse.

Looking to her father in relief, she said, “We found him like this, Papa. He is badly hurt.”

“I saw him first,” Anna said, making sure everyone understood her contribution.

Eli’s eyes grew round behind his wire-rimmed glasses. “An Englischer?”

“Ja. He is so cold. I sent Noah to the telephone to call for help.”

Eli stroked his gray-streaked beard, then nodded. “It was the right thing to do. Let us pray he lives until the English ambulance comes.”

As they spread more covers over the man Noah came racing back. He stopped in the lane and braced his hands on his thighs, breathing heavily. “Is he dead yet?”

“No, and he will not die,” Karen stated so firmly that both her brothers and her father gave her odd looks.

She didn’t care. She had seen too much death. She wanted this man to live. “Surly God has not led us to him only to snatch his life away.”

“We cannot know Gotte wille,” her father chided.

God’s will was beyond human understanding, but Karen prayed He would show His mercy to this unknown man.

“How did he get here?” Jacob asked getting down from the buggy. He handed off the reins to his younger brother. Noah didn’t seem to mind. He stood at Molly’s side transfixed by the sight of the stricken man.

“Perhaps he was injured on the road and walked this far before he collapsed,” Eli suggested.

Squatting by the stranger’s feet, Jacob shook his head. “He didn’t walk. The bottoms of his socks aren’t even muddy.”

They all glanced at each other as the implications sank in. Someone had dumped this man and left him to die. Karen grew sick at the idea of such cruelty and tightened her hold on him.

Eli looked at his children and spoke sternly. “This is a matter for the English sheriff. It is outsider business. We must not become involved. Do all of you understand this?”

The boys and Anna nodded. Jacob stepped away and began walking along the ditch toward the highway. Eli scowled at him, but didn’t call him back. A dozen yards down the road Jacob stopped and dropped to his haunches. Karen thought she heard the faint sound of chimes for a second but then nothing more.

Eli called out to Jacob. “Did you find something?”

“Tire tracks from a car, that’s all.” Rising, Jacob shoved both his hands in his pockets, glanced over his shoulder and then kept walking.

In the distance, Karen heard the sound of a siren approaching at last. Her father laid a hand on her shoulder. “I will go to the highway to show the English where they are needed.”

When her father and Noah had driven away, Karen looked down at her stranger. His eyes were open, but his stare was blank. Cupping his cheek, she smiled at him. “Rest easy. Help is almost here.”

At the sound of her voice, he focused on her face. He tried to speak, but no words came out. His breath escaped in a deep sigh, and his eyes closed once more.

She bit her lip as she tightened her hold on him. “Just a little longer. You can do it.”

Within moments the sheriff’s SUV and an ambulance arrived, stopping a few feet away. Her father and Noah followed them. One of the paramedics brought his gear and dropped to his knees beside Karen. “I’ll take over now, miss.”

She had to let them do their job, but she didn’t want to let go of her stranger. She had promised him she wouldn’t leave him. God had brought her to this man’s side in his hour of need. A deep feeling of responsibility for him had taken hold in her heart, but she realized her job was done.

She cupped his cheek one last time. “You will be fine now.”

Rising, she stepped aside praying she had spoken the truth.

Shaking out her damp, muddy skirt, Karen crossed her arms against the chill morning air. With trepidation she saw the sheriff turned his attention her way. He was intimidating, with his gun strapped to his hip and his badge glinting on the front of his leather jacket. Sheriff Nick Bradley was English, but he had family who had remained Plain. Members of Karen’s church believed him to be a fair and impartial officer of the law and friendly toward the Amish.

Stopping in front of her, he pushed his tan hat up with one finger. “Tell me exactly what happened here this morning, Miss Imhoff.”

He took notes as she answered his questions and then talked to each of the children separately. Karen barely listened to her siblings’ accounts. Her entire attention was focused on the man being cared for by the emergency personnel.

Her fingers itched to touch the Englischer’s face again. She wanted to reassure him, and herself, that he was going to be all right.

The sheriff followed Jacob to where he’d found the tire tracks, took pictures and placed yellow plastic markers at the site. When he finished, he approached Karen’s father. “Mr. Imhoff, the children can go on to school, but I may have more questions for them later.”

Papa nodded, but Karen could tell he wasn’t pleased. This was outsider business. Papa wanted nothing to do with it. The children, on the other hand, shared excited looks. They would have plenty to tell their friends when they finally got to school. Within a day everyone in the community would know what had taken place on the Imhoff farm this morning.

One of the ambulance crew returned Karen’s coat and then loaded their patient into the ambulance. As she slipped the wool jacket on, she felt the stranger’s warmth surround her. Lifting the collar to her face, she breathed in the spicy-woodsy scent that clung to the dark wool.

His fate was out of her hands now. As the emergency vehicle drove away, she realized she would never see her Englischer again.








Chapter Two



John wiped the last trace of shaving lather from his neck with one of the hospital’s coarse white towels. The face staring back at him remained as unfamiliar today as the new shoes on his feet.

How could a man forget what he looked like? How could he forget who he was, his own name?

Turning on the water, he rinsed the blue disposable blade. He knew how to use a razor but not where he’d purchased his last one or what brand he preferred. Things every man knew. It seemed only the personal parts of his memory were missing. It was the most frustrating part of his condition.

Traumatic amnesia his doctors called it. Those two words seemed woefully inadequate to describe the entity that had swallowed his life the way a black hole swallowed a star without letting a single ray of light escape.

He almost laughed at the absurdity of his thought. He could remember that weird trivial fact but not his own name. How ridiculous was that?

His doctors said his memory would return in time. They told him not to force it. Yet after eight days his past remained a blank slate. He was sick of hearing their reassurances.

“I’d like to put them in my shoes and see if they could take their own advice,” he muttered as he put away his razor. Chances were good they’d be doing the same thing he was. Relentlessly trying to make himself remember.

Looking up, he stretched his hand toward the likeness in the mirror and forced a smile to his stiff lips. “Hello, my name is…”

Nothing.

Nothing came to mind this morning just as nothing had come to mind for the past week. The only identity he had was the one the hospital had given him. John Doe.

Staring at the mirror, he said, “Hi, I’m Andy. Hello, I’m Bill. I’m Carl. I’m David. My name is Edward.”

If he did happen on the right name would he even know it? Rage and frustration ripped through him, bringing on a crushing headache that nearly took him to his knees.

“Who am I?” he shouted. His fingers ached where they gripped the porcelain lip of the sink.

His whole life was gone. He couldn’t pull a single relevant detail out of the darkness in his mind.

He touched the bandage on the side of his scalp. According to the local law enforcement, he had been beaten, dumped in a ditch and left with no wallet or identification. Every effort to identify him was under way, but with no success thus far. His fingerprints and DNA weren’t in the system. No one was looking for a man fitting his description. Even TV reports and newspaper articles had failed to bring in one solid lead.

Somewhere he must have a mother, a father, maybe even a wife, but the man in the mirror had no faces or names for anyone he’d known before waking up in the hospital.

“Too bad I wasn’t microchipped like—”

Like who? Like what? The thought slipped away before he could fully grasp it. His head began pounding again. The pain worsened each time he tried to concentrate.

Forced to leave the past alone, he buttoned the last button on the gray flannel shirt the hospital social worker had purchased for him. The shirt was new. The one he’d been wearing couldn’t be salvaged but the jeans were the ones he’d been found in. They fit well enough, although he’d lost some weight. Eating seemed so unimportant.

A knock sounded at the door to his room. He moved to sit on the edge of his bed and winced at the pain in his bruised ribs. Someone had planted a kick on two in his side after they’d split his skull. He said, “Come in.”

The door swung open, revealing a tall, blond man in a sheriff’s uniform. John had been expecting Nick Bradley, the officer in charge of his case.

Sheriff Bradley said, “Are you ready?”

“As ready as I can be. Thanks for giving me a lift.”

John was being discharged. After a week and a day of testing and probing he’d been declared fit. Physically, he was in good shape so the hospital had no reason to keep him.

Mentally? That was a different story. Leaving this room suddenly seemed more daunting than anything he could imagine. How did he start over when he had no point to start over from?

No, that wasn’t exactly true. He had one point of reference. His life started a week ago in a ditch outside the town of Hope Springs, Ohio. That was where he had to go.


“Are you sure this is what you want to do?” The sheriff clearly wasn’t in favor of John’s plan.

“I must have been in Hope Springs for a reason. Seeing the place might trigger something. Besides, it’s all I have.”

“I still think you’d be better off staying here in Millersburg, but I can see you aren’t going to change your mind.”

Reaching into his breast pocket, Sheriff Bradley withdrew a thick white envelope. He held it out. “My cousin Amber lives in Hope Springs. She’s a nurse-midwife there. She knows about your situation. She wanted me to give you this.”

“What is it?” John reached for the envelope.

“Her church took up a collection for you.”

John opened the package and found himself staring at nearly a thousand dollars. Overwhelmed by the generosity of people he didn’t know, he blinked hard. Tears stung the back of his eyes. He hadn’t cried since—

It was there, just at the back of his mind, a feeling of grief, a feeling of overwhelming sadness. But why or for whom he had no idea. The harder he tried to concentrate on the feeling the faster it slipped away.

He forced himself to focus on the present. “Please tell your cousin how grateful I am.”

“You can tell her yourself when you see Doc White to get your stitches out.”

After gathering his few belongings together, John bid the nursing staff farewell and slipped into the passenger’s seat of the squad car parked in front of the hospital. Within minutes they were outside the city and cruising along a narrow ribbon of black asphalt.

The highway rose and fell over gentle hills, past manicured farms and occasional stands of thick woodlands. Looking out the window he saw herds of dairy cattle near the fences. The cows barely glanced up at their passing. A half-dozen times they came upon black buggies pulled by briskly trotting horses. Each vehicle sported a bright orange triangle on the back warning motorists it was a slow-moving vehicle.

John waited for something, anything, to look familiar. He held tight to the hope that returning to where he had been found would jog his absent memory. As they finally rolled into the neat small town of Hope Springs he was once again doomed to disappointment. Nothing looked familiar.

Sheriff Bradley pulled up in front of a Swiss-chalet-styled inn and said, “This is the only inn in town. The place is run by an Amish woman named Emma Wadler. The rooms are clean but nothing fancy.”

Now that he was actually at his destination, John struggled to hide his growing fears. How would he go about searching for answers? Was he going to stand on the street corner and ask each person who walked by if he looked familiar? When the sheriff got out, John forced himself to follow.

A bell over the doorway sounded as the men walked into the building. The place was cozy, charming and decorated with beautifully carved wooden furniture. An intricately pieced, colorful quilt hung over the massive stone fireplace at one end of the lobby. A display of jams for sale sat near the front door.

Behind the counter stood a small woman in blue Amish garb. Her red-brown hair was neatly parted down the middle and pulled back under a white bonnet. She was talking to someone inside a room behind the desk. She glanced toward the men and said, “I will be with you in a minute, gentlemen.”


John watched her eyes closely for the slightest sign of recognition. There was none.

Turning her attention back to the person inside her office, she said, “I would gladly send overflow guests to your farm, cousin. It would be much better than telling them they must go to Millersburg or to Sugarcreek.”

A woman replied, “We have spare rooms and as long as they don’t mind living plain it will work. The extra money would be most welcome. If I can get Dat to agree to it, that is.”

There was something pleasing about the unseen woman’s voice. He enjoyed the singsong cadence. Her accent made will sound like vil and welcome sound like vellcom. It was familiar somehow.

The grandfather clock in the corner began to chime the hour. John reached into the front pocket of his jeans, but found it empty.

Confused, he looked down. Something belonged there. Something was missing.

“What can I do for you, Sheriff?”

John turned around as the inn owner began a conversation with Nick. The hidden woman came out of the office and headed for the front door. She wore a dark blue dress beneath a heavy coat. An Amish cap covered her blond hair. Slender and tall, she moved with unhurried steps and innate grace. When she happened to glance in his direction, John’s breath froze in his chest. His heart began thudding wildly.

Rushing across the room, he grabbed her arm in a crushing grip. “I know you. What’s my name? Who am I?”

 

Karen recoiled in shock when a man grabbed her arm and began shouting at her. She threw up one hand to protect herself and tried to twist out of his grasp.


“Tell me who I am,” he shouted again, his face only inches from hers.

A second later, the sheriff was between her and her assailant. Pushing the man back, Sheriff Bradley said, “John, what do you think you’re doing?”

“I know her. I know her face. She knows who I am,” he insisted, pointing at Karen.

By this time, Emma had rounded the counter and reached Karen’s side, adding another body between Karen and the angry man. “Cousin, are you all right?”

Rubbing her forearm, Karen nodded. “I’m fine.”

Karen glanced at the man and recognition hit. This was her Englischer, the man she had discovered lying injured beside their lane. That recognition must have shown on her face.

His eyes widened with hope. “You know me, right? You know my name.”

She shook her head. “Nee. I do not.”

The sheriff spoke calmly but firmly. “John, this is Karen Imhoff. She’s the one who found you.”

His body went slack in the sheriff’s hold. The color drained from his face as the hope in his eyes died. His look of pain and disappointment twisted her heart into a knot.

She said, “It was my little sister who spotted you lying in the weeds.”

His eyes suddenly narrowed. “I was told I was unconscious when the paramedics arrived. How is it that I know your face?”

As her racing heart slowed and her fright abated, Karen took a step closer. He was alive and standing here before her. Joy gladdened her heart. He had been in her thoughts and prayers unceasingly. It took all her willpower not to reach out and touch his face.


She said, “You opened your eyes and spoke to me. You told me you were cold. I put my coat over you.”

The sheriff released his grip on John. “She doesn’t know anything about you. I’ve already questioned her and her family. There’s no connection between you.”

A look of resignation settled over John’s features. He raised a hand to his forehead and rubbed it as if trying to rub away pain. “I’m sorry if I hurt or frightened you, Miss Imhoff. Please forgive me.”

He did not remember her holding him close. Perhaps that was for the best. She had come to the aid of a stranger, nothing more. The rest, the closeness, the connection she felt with him, those things would remain in her secret daydreams.

“You are forgiven,” she said quietly. What she didn’t understand was why he had insisted that she tell him his own name.

The sheriff looked toward the innkeeper. “Sorry for the disturbance, Emma. This is John Doe, the man found injured near here a week ago. John has amnesia.”

“What does this mean?” Karen asked, unfamiliar with the English term.

John’s eyes locked with hers. Once again she felt a stirring bond with him deep in her bones. It was suddenly hard to breathe.

He said, “It means I can’t remember anything that happened before I was hurt. Not even my own name, but I remember your face and the sound of your voice.”

Compassion drenched Karen’s heart and brought the sting of tears to her eyes. His suffering had not ended when the ambulance took him away from her.

Sheriff Bradley said, “John needs a room for a little while, Emma. He doesn’t have any ID so I came to vouch for him in person.”


Emma said, “I’m sorry, I don’t have anything available for a week. I just rented my last room an hour ago. You know the quilt auction begins tomorrow. It runs for several days, and then there is the Sutter wedding. By next Friday I will have a room.”

Clearly upset with himself, Nick said, “I’m sorry, John. I should have called ahead. They aren’t normally booked up here. I know you had your heart set on staying in Hope Springs. I didn’t even think about the auction being this week. I’ll take you back to Millersburg. We can find a place for you there.”

“We have a room to let.” Karen’s desire to help John overrode her normally good sense. He was a stranger lost in a strange land. He needed her help today as much as he’d needed it the day she found him.

His eyes narrowed as he stared at her. Karen bit the corner of her lip. What had she done? She should have discussed this with her father first, but she had already made the offer and couldn’t withdraw it.

When she explained things her father would realize the benefits of this additional income. Especially after she had failed to get the teaching job.

Their family’s income had been severely limited following her father’s injury a month earlier. A farrier couldn’t shoe horses with his arm in a cast. There were still medical bills that needed to be paid in addition to their everyday expenses.

She would point out all those things, but she knew he would not be pleased if she brought this man and his English trouble into their house.

She fidgeted under John’s unwavering gaze. Finally, he said, “Your farm was the first place I had planned to visit when I arrived. Renting a room there makes sense.”


“For a week,” she stressed. “After that, Emma will have a place for you here.”

“It seems you’ve come to my rescue once again.” He held out his hand to seal the deal and gave her a crooked grin. It deepened the lines that bracketed his mouth, lending him a boyish charm.

With only a brief hesitation, she accepted his hand. Her pulse skipped a beat then pounded erratically as her small hand was swallowed by his large, warm one. It wasn’t soft, it was calloused and rough like the hand of a man who worked outdoors for a living. A blush heated her cheeks, but she couldn’t take her eyes off of him.

She remembered him so clearly. The shape of his brow and the stone-gray color of his eyes, even the way the stubble of his beard had felt beneath her fingers. She remembered, too, the husky sound of his voice when he had told her she was beautiful.

Something light and sweet slipped through her veins. An echo of a time when she’d been a giddy teenager smitten with a local boy. A time before she’d had to become a surrogate mother to her younger siblings and put her girlhood dreams away.

Thoughts of the children brought her back to earth with a thud. She pulled her hand away from John. This man was an outsider and thus forbidden to her. She had offered him a room to rent for a week and nothing more. Her strange fascination with him had to stop, and quickly.

Gesturing toward the door, she said, “I must get home.”

He said, “I don’t have any sort of transportation. May I hitch a ride with you?” Oh, Dat really wasn’t going to like this, but what could she do? She gave a stiff smile. “Of course.”


Emma asked quietly, “Karen, are you sure about this?”

Pretending a bravery she didn’t feel, Karen answered, “Yes. Goodbye, cousin, I will see you at Katie’s wedding next Thursday.”

Emma didn’t look happy, but she nodded. “Give Onkel Eli my best.”

John shook hands with the sheriff, who promised to check up on him soon, and then followed Karen out the door. Her nervousness increased tenfold as he fell into step beside her.

He was taller than she thought he would be. She had been called a beanpole all her life, but he stood half a head taller than she did. She felt delicate next to his big frame. It was a strange feeling. Spending the next half hour in this man’s company in the close confines of her buggy might prove to be awkward.

After unlatching Molly’s lead from the hitching rail, Karen was surprised when John took her elbow to help her climb in the buggy. She was used to taking care of herself and everyone else. It had been a long time since someone had wanted to take care of her.

John walked slowly around the front of the horse. Raising a hand, he patted the mare’s neck and made a soothing sound as he cast a critical eye over the animal. “She’s got good conformation. She’s a Standardbred, right?”

“Ja. You know about horses?”

“I think I do.” He scratched Molly under the earpiece of her headstall. The mare tipped her head and rubbed against his hand in horsy bliss.

It seemed he could charm horses as well as foolish Amish maids. She said, “We must be going.”

He nodded and climbed into the buggy beside her. Karen turned the horse and sent her trotting briskly down the street. The fast clatter of Molly’s hooves matched almost exactly the rapid pounding of Karen’s heart. It was going to be a long ride home.

Clucking her tongue, she slapped the reins against Molly’s rump, making the mare go faster. The sooner they reached the farm, the better.

Karen’s skin prickled at John’s nearness. He had been in her thoughts and prayers constantly since that day. The special connection she’d felt between them had not diminished. She had wondered who he was and if he had gotten better. She’d wondered, too, if he had a wife to care for him. She had prayed he wasn’t alone.

Now, he had come back to her.

He had been helpless as a babe that day, a man in need of tender care. The vibrant man beside her now was anything but helpless. What had she been thinking to invite him into her home?

He remained silent beside her as they drove out of town. Covertly, Karen glanced his way often, but he was scanning the countryside and paying her no mind. The cold, rainy weather of last week had give way to sunny days of Indian summer. The countryside was aglow with the vibrant hues of autumn. It should have been a pleasant ride. Instead, Karen felt ready to jump out of her skin.

After twenty minutes of listening only to the clip-clop of Molly’s hooves and the creaking of the buggy, John spoke at last. “This isn’t the way I came into Hope Springs with Sheriff Bradley. What road is this?”

She glanced at him. “It’s called Pleasant View Road. Does that mean something to you?”

He shook his head. “Nothing more than it’s well named. Where does it lead?”

“It makes a wide loop and goes back to Highway 39 about ten miles south of here. From there, you can go to the town of Sugarcreek or over to Millersburg.”

“Why would someone like me be on this road?”

Shrugging her shoulders, Karen said, “Because you were lost?”

He barely smiled. “If I wasn’t then, I am now.”

Her curiosity about him couldn’t be contained any longer. “The sheriff called you John Doe, but that is not your name?”

“No. John Doe is a name they give to any man who is unidentified. It’s usually given to a dead body, but fortunately for me I’m still alive.”

“This amnesia—will it go away?”

He stared into the distance for a long time before answering. Finally, he said, “The doctors tell me my memory may come back on its own or it may not come back at all.”

“It must be awful.” Her heart went out to him.

His attention swung back to her. “What can you tell me about the day you found me?”

“I was driving my younger brothers and sister to school. Normally they walk, but I had an appointment that day. I thought it would be easier just to drop them on my way.”

“Did you notice anything unusual that morning?”

Giving him a look of disbelief, she asked, “You mean other than finding an unconscious man by the side of the road?”

That brought a small, lopsided grin to his face, easing the tension between them. “Yes, other than finding me in a ditch, did you notice anything that was unusual or out of place?”

“Nothing.” She wanted to help him, but she couldn’t.

“The sheriff has already asked us these questions.”


Leaning forward, he braced his elbows on his knees and clasped his hands together in front of him. “I just thought you might have remembered something new since that day. Maybe you heard the sound of a car or voices. Do you have a dog?”

“We do not.”

“Do you remember hearing anything during the night?”

“Nee, I heard nothing unusual. I’m sorry.”

He pressed his lips into a thin line and nodded in resignation. “That’s okay. Are we close to your farm?”

“It’s not far now. You will see the sign.”

“Tell me about yourself, Karen Imhoff.” He fixed her with an intense stare that brought the blood rushing to her face.

“There is not much to tell. As you can see I am Amish. My mother passed away some years ago so I am in charge of my father’s house.”

“What did you mean when you told the innkeeper that your lodgers would have to live plain?”

He really didn’t know? Grinning, she said, “You will be wanting your money back when you find out.”

“Do you give refunds?”

“Nee, when money goes into my pocket it does not come out easily.”

“Okay, then tell me gently.”

“Plain living means many things. No electricity and all that comes with it. No television, no computers, no radio.”

“Wow. What did I get myself into?”

She glanced at him, but he was smiling and didn’t look upset. Feeling oddly happy, she said, “We go to bed early and we get up early. My father farms and is the local farrier, but we will not put you to work shoeing horses.”

“Thanks for the small favor.”

“I have two brothers, Jacob is fourteen and Noah is ten. I also have a sister. Anna is eight.”

His mood dimmed. “I wonder if I have brothers or sisters.”

“You are welcome to some of mine,” she offered, hoping to make him smile again. It worked.

“Don’t you find it hard to live without electricity?”

“Why would I? People lived happily without electricity for many centuries.”

“Good point. Why don’t the Amish use it?”

“We are commanded by the Bible to live separate from the world. Having electricity joins us to the world in a way that is bad for us. We do not shun all modern things. Only those things that do not work to keep our families and our communities strong and close together.”

“I still don’t get it.”

“That is because you are an Englischer.”

“I’m a what?” He frowned.

“English. An outsider. Our word for those who are not of our faith. This is our lane.”

Karen slowed the horse and turned onto the narrow road where a large white sign with a black anvil painted on it said, Horse Shoeing. Closed Wednesdays. The word Wednesdays was currently covered by a smaller plaque that said Until Further Notice.

John sat up straighter. “Where did you find me?”

“A little ways yet.”

When they approached the spot, Karen drew the horse to a stop. John jumped down and walked into the knee-high winter-brown grass and shrubs along the verge of the road. The sheriff had combed the area for clues but found nothing.

Karen kept silent and waited as John made his own search. One look at his face made her realize John Doe was still a wounded man, but he was in need of more than physical care.








Chapter Three



John stared at the matted grass around his feet. No trace of the incident remained. No blood stains, no footprints, no proof that he had ever lain here.

Squatting down, he touched the grass and waited for an answer to appear. Why had he been in this place?

Had his injury been an accident or had someone deliberately tried to kill him? Had it been a robbery gone bad as the sheriff thought? No matter what the explanation, the fact remained that he’d been left here to die. The knowledge brought a sick feeling to the pit of his stomach.

Standing, he shoved his hands in his pockets and scanned the horizon. All around him lay farm fields. To the east, a wooded hill showed yellow and crimson splashes of autumn colors. A cold breeze flowed around his face. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, hoping to trigger some hint of familiarity.

Nothing.

He searched his empty mind for some sliver of recognition and drew a blank.

He’d been so sure coming here would make him remember. This was where his old life ended. He wanted to see the scattered bits of it lying at his feet. He wanted to pick up the puzzle pieces and assemble them into something recognizable. Only there was nothing to pick up.

Now what?

He glanced toward the buggy where Karen sat. He’d been found on her land. Did she know more than she was letting on? Sitting prim and proper with her white head covering and somber clothes, it was hard to imagine she could be involved in something as ugly as an assault. But what did he know about her, anyway? Maybe coming here had been a mistake. He would proceed with caution until he knew more about her and her family.

She watched him silently. As their eyes met, he read sympathy in their depths. Turning away he bit the inside of his cheek until he tasted blood. The pain overrode the sting of unshed tears. He didn’t want sympathy. He wanted answers.

John didn’t know how long he stood staring into the distance. Eventually, Molly grew impatient and began pawing the ground. He glanced at Karen. She drew her coat tight under her chin. He realized the sun was going down and it was getting colder.

Walking back to the buggy, he said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to keep you waiting so long.”

She smiled softly. “I don’t mind, but I think Molly wants her grain.”

“Then we should go.” Walking around to the opposite side he climbed in.

“Did you remember anything?” she asked.

“No.” He stared straight ahead as his biggest fear slithered from the dark corner of his mind into the forefront. What if he never remembered? What if this blankness was all he’d ever have?


No, he refused to accept that. He had family, friends, a job, a home, a car, a credit card, a bank account, something that proved he existed. His life was out there waiting for him. He wouldn’t give up until he found it.

When they reached the farmyard, Karen drew the mare to a stop in front of a two-story white house. A welcoming porch with crisp white railings and wide steps graced the front. Three large birdhouses sat atop poles around the yard ringed with flowerbeds. Along one side of the house several clotheslines sagged under the weight of a dozen pairs of pants, dresses, shirts, socks and sheets all waving in the cool evening breeze.

Across a wide expanse of grass stood a large red barn and several outbuildings. In the corral, a pair of enormous caramel-colored draft horses munched on a round hay bale with a dozen smaller horses around them. Molly whinnied to announce her return. The herd replied in kind.

John swallowed hard against the pain in his chest. What did his home look like? Was someone waiting to greet him? Were they worried sick about where he was? If that was the case, why hadn’t they come forward?

Something of what he was thinking must have shown on his face. Karen laid her hand on his. The warmth of her touch flooded through him.

 

Sympathy had prompted Karen’s move. She saw and understood the struggle he was going through. “Let God be your solace, John. He understands all that you are going through. You are not alone.”

John nodded, but didn’t speak.

Karen turned to get out of the buggy but froze. Her stern-faced father stood before her. He looked from John to Karen and demanded, “What is the meaning of this, daughter?”

Stepping down from the buggy, she brushed the wrinkles from the front of her dress. “Papa, this is Mr. John Doe. John, this is my father, Eli Imhoff. Papa, I have rented a room to Mr. Doe.”

Eli Imhoff’s dark bushy eyebrows shot up in surprise. “You have, have you?”

Karen had learned the best way to handle her father was to charge straight ahead. She switched to Pennsylvania Dutch, the German dialect normally spoken in Amish homes, knowing John would not be able to understand them. “I will show him to his room and then I will speak with you about this.”

“Better late than never, I’m thinking,” Eli replied in the same language.

“I’m sure you’ll agree this was a goot idea. You know we need the money. The dawdy haus is sitting empty. This is only for a week, and he is paying us the same amount that Emma charges her customers.”

“And if I say nee?”

She acquiesced demurely. “Then I shall drive him back to town. Although Emma has no room for him at her inn I’m sure he can find someplace to stay.”

John spoke up. “Look, if this is a problem I can make other arrangements.”

Karen crossed her arms and raised one eyebrow as she waited for her father to answer.

The frown her father leveled at her said they would hold further discussions on the matter when they were alone. Looking to John, he said, “You are welcome to stay the night.”

“Thank you, sir. I promise not to be any trouble.”


“You are the man my daughter found on the road, ja?”

“I am. I want to thank you for your help that day.”

“We did naught but our Christian duty,” Eli said, turning away.

As her father disappeared into the house, Karen swung back to John. “Come. You will have a house to yourself. It has its own kitchen, sitting room and bedroom. It is the dawdy haus but my grandparents have both passed away and it is not in use. You may take your meals with us unless you enjoy cooking.”

“What is a dawdy haus?” John asked as he pulled his small bag from behind the buggy seat.

“It means grandfather house. Among our people it is common to add a room or home onto the farmhouse so that our elderly relatives have a place to stay. Many times we have three or four generations living together under one roof. It is our way.”

“Sounds like a good way to me.”

She smiled at that. “I’m glad you think so.”

He swept one hand in front of him. “Lead the way.” The dawdy haus had been built at a right angle to the main farmhouse. It was a single-story white clapboard structure with a smaller front porch. A pair of wooden chairs flanked a small table at the far end of the porch. The outside door opened into a small mudroom. A second door led directly into the kitchen.

Karen said, “We have gas lamps. Have you ever used them before?”

“I don’t know.”

She cringed. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. There’s no point in tiptoeing around with your questions. Either I’ll remember a thing or I won’t. I won’t know until you ask.”


Striking a match, Karen raised it to the lamp and lit it. A soft glow filled the room, pushing back the growing darkness. She glanced at John and found him watching her intently. Suddenly, it seemed as if the two of them were cocooned alone inside the light.

The lamplight highlighted the hard planes of his face. She became acutely aware of him, of his size and the brooding look in his eyes. The tension in the room seemed to thicken. His gaze roved over her face. Her palms grew sweaty as her pulse quickened. She wondered again if she had made a serious mistake in bringing him here.

Yet, she could not have left him in Hope Springs any more than she could have passed by him in the ditch without helping. There was something about John Doe that called to her.

He tried to hide his discomfort and his aloneness, but she saw it lurking in the depths of his eyes. He was afraid. She wanted to help him, wanted to ease his pain. He needed her.

The white bandage on his forehead stood out against his dark hair. She gave in to an overwhelming urge and reached out to touch his face. Her fingertips brushed against the gauze dressing. “Does it hurt?”

He turned his head aside. “It’s nothing.”

“You’re forgetting that I saw the gash.”

The muscles in his jaw tightened. “I’ve forgotten a lot of things.”

She let her hand drop to her side. How foolish of her. He wasn’t a stray puppy that needed her care. He was a grown man, and she was flirting with forbidden danger. For the first time in her life she understood how a moth could be drawn to the flame that would destroy it.


She must harden her heart against this weakness. “Let me show you the rest of the house.”

He grasped her arm as she started to turn away. “I can manage. If I need anything I’ll find you. Right now, I’d like to be alone. It’s been a long day.”

“Of course.” She handed him the box of matches.

“Be sure and turn off the gas lamps when you leave the house. There are kerosene lamps, too, if you need them. Supper will be ready in about an hour. You may join us at the table or I can bring something to you.”

“If it’s all the same, I’m not up to company and I’m not really hungry. Thank you, though, for everything.”

Slowly, he withdrew his hand from her arm in a gentle caress. She rubbed at the warmth that remained. She must not confuse his gratitude with affection nor give in to her feelings of attraction. To do so would be unthinkable.

She mumbled, “It is our Christian duty to care for those in need. I will be back with linens and a pillow for you in a little while.”

As she left the house, she paused on the porch to slow her racing pulse. Her family must not see her flustered.

She did not doubt that God had brought John Doe into her life again for a reason but that reason was hidden from her. Was it so that she might help this outsider? Or had John Doe been sent to test the strength of her faith? Would she pass such a test or would she fail?

 

John drew a deep breath as soon as Karen was gone. He couldn’t seem to concentrate when she was near. He didn’t understand why. The woman wasn’t a great beauty, but she had an elegant presence he found very attractive. Perhaps it was the peace in her tranquil blue eyes or the surety with which she carried herself.


She knew exactly where she belonged in her small reclusive world while he was adrift in an ever-changing sea of turmoil that sought to swallow his sanity along with his memories. Her empathy had quickly become his lifeline. One he was afraid to let go of.

“Get real. I can’t hang on the apron strings of an Amish farmer’s daughter.”

Pushing his attraction to her to the back of his mind, he studied the small kitchen. He was surprised to see a refrigerator. On closer inspection, it turned out to be gas not electric, but it was empty and had apparently had the gas turned off. The few drawers were filled with normal kitchen utensils. The stove was wood burning.

Did he even know how to cook?

He opened a cupboard and pulled out a heavy cast-iron skillet. Hefting it in his hand, he suddenly saw it full of sizzling trout. He saw himself setting it on a trivet, hearing murmurs of appreciation, a woman’s lighthearted laughter.

He spun around to face the table knowing someone sat there, but when he did—the image vanished.

“No!”

The loss was so sharp he doubled over in pain. Who was the woman with him? His mother? A sister? A wife? Where had it taken place? When? Was it a real memory or only a figment of his imagination?

He looked at the pan he held and saw only a blackened skillet. Setting it on the stovetop he rubbed his hands on his thighs. It had been a real memory, he was sure of it. But had it been a month ago or ten years ago? It held no context. It faded before he could grasp hold and examine it.

Pulling himself together, he blew out a shaky breath. Okay, it had only been a flash. But it could mean he was on the mend.

Hope—new and crisp—flooded his body. Maybe the doctors had been right and time was all he needed. He had time. He had nothing but time.

Using the matches Karen had given him, he lit a kerosene lamp sitting on the counter and began walking through the rest of the house. The wide plank floors creaked in places as he entered the sitting room containing several chairs and a small camelback sofa. None of the furniture shouted “kick back and relax.” It was utilitarian at best.

Down a narrow hallway he passed a small bathroom and noted with relief the modern fixtures. At the end of the hall he opened the door to a sparsely furnished bedroom.

The narrow bed, covered with a blue striped mattress, stood against a barren white wall. A bureau sat against the opposite wall while a delicate desk graced the corner by the window. The walls were empty of any decorations. The one chair in the room was straight-backed with a cane seat.

Crossing the wooden floor, he set the lamp on the bedside table. He stared at the thin mattress, then sat down and bounced slightly. It was one shade better than his hospital bed but only two shades softer than the floor. Apparently, the Amish didn’t go in for luxury.

He lay back on the bed and folded his arms behind his head to stare at the ceiling. Was his own bedroom this bare? He waited for another spark of memory, but nothing came.

The pain in his head had settled to a dull ache he’d almost grown used to. There were pain pills in his duffel bag, a prescription filled at the hospital pharmacy, but he didn’t like the idea of using them. His thinking was muddled enough without narcotics. He closed his eyes and laid one arm across his face. Slowly, the tension left his body and he dozed.

A rap on the door brought him awake. He sat up surprised to see it was fully dark beyond the window outside. Karen stood in the doorway, her arms loaded with sheets, quilts and a pillow. She asked, “Did I wake you?”

“No. I was only resting.” John wasn’t about to make Karen feel bad after all that she’d done for him. He rose to take the linens from her. Their fresh sun-dried fragrance filled his nostrils.

Taking a step back, she folded her arms nervously. “I left you a plate of food on the table. You should eat. You need to regain your strength.”

“Thanks.” He expected her to hurry away, but she lingered.

“Is the house to your satisfaction?” she asked.

“It’s great. Better than a four-star motel. That’s a place where people can stay when they’re traveling—if you didn’t know.” Did he sound like a fool or what?

An amused grin curved her full lips. “I know what a motel is. We do travel sometimes. I have even been to Florida to visit my great aunt and uncle there.”

“I’ll bet the horse got tired trotting all that way.”

Her giggle made him smile. A weight lifted from his chest.

Composing herself, Karen said, “I took the train.”

It surprised him how much he enjoyed talking to her. He asked, “Can’t you fly?”

“No, my arms get too tired,” she answered with a straight face.


He laughed for the first time since he’d awakened in the hospital. “I don’t know Amish rules.”

“We can’t own automobiles, but we can hire a driver to take us places that are too far for a buggy trip. With our bishop’s permission, we can travel by train or by bus and even by airplane if the conditions are warranted.”

“That must be tough.”

“That’s the point. If it is easy to get in a car and go somewhere, to a new city or a new job, then families become scattered and the bonds that bind us together and to God become frayed and broken.”

“It’s an interesting philosophy.”

“It is our faith, not an idea. It is the way God commands us to live. How is your headache?”

“It’s gone,” he said in surprise.

“I thought so. You look rested. And now you must eat before your supper gets cold.”

He followed her down the hall to the kitchen. A plate covered with aluminum foil sat on the table. He peeled back the cover and the mouthwatering aroma of roast chicken and vegetables rose with the steam. His stomach growled. He was hungry. “Smells good.”

He hesitated, then said, “I remembered something tonight.”

Her eyes brightened. “What?”

If he shared his small victory would she think he was nuts? He didn’t care if she did. He was tired of being alone.

“I’ve cooked trout before. I know it doesn’t sound like much, but it’s my first real memory. At least, I believe it was a memory.”

“It is a start. We must give thanks to God.”

His elation slipped a notch. Wasn’t God the one who’d put him in this situation? If he were to give thanks it would have to be for remembering something important—like his name.

She said, “At least you know one more thing about yourself.”

He could cook fish, he had no criminal record and he didn’t crave drugs. Yeah, he was off to a roaring good start in his quest to collect personal information. Maybe tomorrow he’d find he knew how to sharpen a pencil.

Depression lowered its dark blanket over him. “Thanks for the supper.”

“You are most welcome. I will expect you at our breakfast table in the morning,” she stated firmly. The look in her eyes told him she was used to being the boss.

Her family would be there, people who would stare at him with pity or worse. Was he ready for that?

Not waiting for his answer, she said, “I will send Jacob to get you if you don’t appear. No, I will send Noah. His endless questions will make you wish you had stayed in Hope Springs. The only way to silence him is to feed him. Guten nacht, John Doe.”

“Good night, Karen.”

The ribbons of her white bonnet fluttered over her shoulders as she spun around and headed out the door. It appeared he wouldn’t be allowed to hide here in the house if she had her way.

That was okay. He wouldn’t mind seeing her face across the breakfast table or at any other time. Why wasn’t she married?

He reined in the thought quickly. It was none of his business. She was an attractive woman with a vibrant personality, but he was in no position to think about flexing his social skills. What if he had a wife waiting for him somewhere?


He stared at his left hand. No discernible pale band indicated he normally wore a wedding ring. It wasn’t proof positive, of course. Not every married man wore a wedding band. Did he feel married?

How could he remember frying trout and not remember if he had a wife?

The creaking of a floorboard in the other room caught his attention. Was there someone in the house with him? His mouth went dry as a new fear struck.

Had someone come back to finish the job and make sure he was dead?








Chapter Four



Grabbing a knife from the drawer beside the sink, John walked slowly to the doorway of the sitting room and scoped it out. It was empty.

Was he imagining things now? He started to turn away, but another sound stopped him. He focused on the sofa just as the face of a little girl peeked over the back. The moment she saw him watching she ducked down again.

Relief made him light-headed. Karen had mentioned she had a sister. It seemed one Imhoff was too curious about him to wait until morning. He said, “I see you.”

“No, you don’t,” came her reply.

Feeling foolish, he laid the knife on the table, then he crossed the sitting room and bent over the sofa. Looking down, he saw her huddled into a little ball. “Okay, now I see you.”

Wearing a dark blue dress with a white apron and a white bonnet identical to her older sister’s she looked like a miniature Karen. She nodded and grinned. “Ja, now you see me.”

Scrambling to her feet, she sidestepped to the other end of the sofa. “You are my dead man. I saw you in the ditch. Everyone said I made it up, but I didn’t.”

“I was in the ditch, but I wasn’t dead.”

She moved around the room trailing her fingers along the furniture. “I know. God didn’t want you, either. We are just alike.”

He had no idea what she was talking about. “I’m not sure we are.”

“It’s true,” she insisted. “This house belonged to my grossmammi.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

She cocked her head sideways. “Really? It means grandmother. These are her things, but God wanted her in heaven, and she had to leave her things here.”

John sat on the sofa. “Do you think your grandmother will mind that I’m using them?”

She shook her head. “She liked it when people came to visit.”

He said, “My name is John. What’s your name?”

“Anna.”

“It’s nice to meet you Anna. What did you mean when you said we are the same?”

“God didn’t want me to go to heaven the day my mother died. Seth, Carol and Liz got to go to Heaven with Mama, but God didn’t want me. And he didn’t want you. Why do you think that is?”

“I have no idea.”

She came to stand in front of him. Tipping her head to one side, she said, “Papa says it is because God has something special for me to do here on earth. I don’t think it’s fair, do you?”

John stared at his toes in hopes that an appropriate answer would appear. None did. He wasn’t up to discussing the meaning of life with this odd child. “I think maybe you should talk to your dad or Karen about it.”

“Okay. Are you going to eat all that chicken?”

“I was, but I’m willing to share.”

Spinning around she bounced toward the kitchen and settled in one of the chairs. He followed her and took a seat at the head of the table. Uncovering the plate, he pushed it toward her. “I’ll let you choose the piece you want.”

“I like the leg, but you are the guest.”

“That makes it easy because I like the thigh.”

He watched her bite into his supper. “Anna, can I ask you a few questions?”

She considered his request for a moment then nodded. “Okay.”

“What’s with the bonnets that you and your sister wear?”

Reaching up to touch her head, she asked, “You mean our prayer kapp?”

“Yeah, why do you wear them? I know you do because you are Amish, but why?”

She looked at him with wide eyes. “Are you joshing me?”

“No.”

“It says in the Bible that I should cover my head when I pray. I should pray all the time so I wear this all the time. Sometimes I forget to pray, but Karen reminds me. Can I ask you a question?”

“Sure.”

“Why were you in our ditch?”

“I don’t remember what I was doing there. I don’t remember anything that happened to me before you saw me. John Doe isn’t even my real name. It’s a name they gave me because I can’t remember my own.”


Her mouth dropped open. “Now you are joshing me?”

Shaking his head, he smiled and said, “I wish I were.”

The outside door opened and a teenage boy entered. He frowned at Anna. “You should not be here.”

She rolled her eyes. “Neither should you.”

“She’s not causing any trouble,” John said in defense of his visitor.

The boy ignored him. “Come now or I will tell Dat.”

Anna finished her chicken and licked her fingers. “This is my brother, Jacob. He says having an Englischer stay here will get us all in trouble with the bishop.”

John looked from Anna to her brother. “Is this true? Will my being here cause trouble?”

Jacob came into the room and took Anna by the hand. Looking at John he said, “You should leave this place.”

Turning around, Jacob left, taking his little sister with him.

It seemed getting to know the Imhoff family was going to be more difficult than John had anticipated.

 

Karen was cooking breakfast when John knocked at the door the following morning. She hadn’t had to send one of the children to wake him. After bidding him enter, she turned back to the stove and smiled as she stirred the frying potatoes. John was an early riser. That was one more thing he could add to his list about himself.

She moved the skillet off the heat. “Take a seat, Mr. Doe.”

He said, “Please call me John.”

Noah and Anna were already at the table sitting opposite each other but Eli and Jacob had not yet come in from the milking. Anna pointed to the chair opposite her. “Sit by Noah, John.”

He settled himself into the chair she indicated and looked at the boy beside him. “You must be Noah.”

Karen glanced over her shoulder to see Noah fairly bursting with curiosity. “Ja, I am Noah. Is it true you can’t remember your name? Not even where you came from? Do you remember that you’re English or did someone tell you? How did you know how to talk? If you need to know how to use a knife and fork I can show you.”

Karen caught John’s eye and said, “I warned you.”

While John patiently answered Noah’s rapid-fire questions, Karen pulled her biscuits from the oven. Dumping them into a woven basket, she set it on the table in front of everyone.

Just then the front door opened. Her father and Jacob came in. After washing up, they took their places at the table. Karen sat down opposite John. Everyone folded their hands. Silently her father gave a blessing over the meal. He signaled he had finished by clearing his throat, then giving a brief nod to Karen. She began passing food down the table.

Eli said, “Guder mariye, Mr. Doe.”

“Good morning, sir.” John took a biscuit and watched with a bemused expression as the children dived into their food. By the time the plate of scrambled eggs reached him only a tablespoon’s worth remained.

Eli spoke to Karen. “William Yoder wants me to look at one of his draft horses this afternoon. His gelding has a split hoof. He wants my opinion on which treatment to try.”

She asked, “Do you need me to drive you?”


Jacob perked up with interest. “Can I go with you, Papa?”

Karen’s spoke quickly, “You have school today.” Jacob was growing up fast, but she wasn’t ready for him to take on their father’s tough and sometimes dangerous profession before it was necessary.

Sitting back in his chair, Jacob said, “I don’t see why I have to go to school now. Papa needs me at home to help him with the horses.”

“You will be out of school soon enough,” Karen said.

“A few more months won’t do you any harm.”

Jacob made a sour face. “Ken Yoder has already left school. He is only two months older than me. I don’t need any more schooling. I want to work with you, Papa. I want to be a farrier.”

John said, “A farrier needs an education, too.”

Karen looked at him in surprise. It was becoming clear he did know a thing or two about horses.

“What do you know about it?” Jacob scowled at their guest.

“Jacob.” Eli’s firm tone rebuked his son.

Bowing his head, Jacob mumbled, “Forgive me.”

Spreading jam on a piping-hot biscuit, John said, “If the horse has a turned foot, a farrier needs a shoe to correct it for him. You would have to know how many degrees the foot was off true in order to make a shoe that brings it up to level. How thick does the shoe need to be to give such an angle? These things you learn in school.”

Anna shook her head. “We don’t learn horseshoeing in school. We learn how to read and write, how to speak English and how to do our sums.”

Eli smiled at her. “And did you finish your sums last night?”


Her bright face clouded over. “No, Papa.”

“And why not?” Karen asked, surprised to hear Anna had neglected her homework.

“Because I went to visit John Doe.”

John said, “I would have sent her back if I had known. She kept me company while I ate.”

Jacob glared at John and then spoke to Karen. “See. No goot can come of having him stay here.”

“Hush Jacob, this is not how we treat our guests,” Karen said.

Pushing back from the table, Jacob got up. “The Englischer will only bring trouble. You will see.”

He grabbed his coat and hat and headed outside, letting the door slam behind him. Eli rose, motioning to Karen to stay seated. “I will talk to the boy.”

Slipping his coat over his sling, he followed Jacob outside. Embarrassed by her brother’s display, Karen glanced at John.

He gave her a tight smile and said, “I’m sorry I upset him.”

“It’s not you.” She knew what troubled her brother and her heart ached for him.

Noah spoke around a mouthful of egg. “Jacob doesn’t like the English ever since the accident.”

Puzzled, John asked, “What accident?”

“The accident that killed our mother, brother and sisters,” Karen explained. “That Englischer was drunk. He hit their buggy doing like seventy miles an hour,” Noah added dramatically.

Karen was thankful Noah had not been there that day. It had been she and Jacob who came upon the terrible carnage.

Karen reached across the table to grasp Noah and Anna’s hands. “We have forgiven him as God has asked us to do.”

Nodding solemnly, Noah agreed. “We have.”

Anna shook her head. “I don’t think Jacob has.”

Karen squeezed her hand. “We will pray Jacob finds forgiveness in his heart.”

John asked, “What happened to the driver?”

Letting go of her siblings, Karen folded her hands in her lap. “He had barely a scratch.”

Frowning slightly, John looked from the children to Karen. “How do you do that? How do you forgive someone who has done something so terrible?”

“It is our way,” Karen replied. Closing her eyes, she sought the peace that forgiveness always brought her.

When she opened her eyes, she found John’s gaze resting thoughtfully on her. Heat rose in her face. Hoping he hadn’t noticed, she said, “Hurry up children, or you will be late to school.”

In the resulting rush, Karen masked her nervousness by handing out lunch boxes, scarves and mittens. By the time the children were out the door, she had a better grip on her emotions.

John, on the other hand, looked ill at ease. The frown lines that creased his forehead yesterday were back.

Karen began picking up plates. “Would you like more coffee or more eggs?”

“I don’t want to cause you extra work. Coffee is fine if you have it.” He remained seated, elbows resting on the table.

“It’s not extra work. Cooking is what I do all day long. Ask now or go hungry until lunch.”

“Okay, more eggs would be great.”

“Did you sleep well?” She pulled a bowl of fresh eggs from the refrigerator.


“Not bad.”

She glanced his way. Something in the tone of his voice made her suspect he hadn’t. “The bed was not to your liking?”

He shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “It wasn’t that.”

“Then what was it?”

“Anna mentioned that Jacob thinks your family might get in trouble for having me here.”

Turning around, she folded her arms and stated as firmly as she could, “You were invited into this house. There is nothing wrong in that.”

“Are you sure? Because I got the feeling your father wasn’t happy to see me, either.”

“Papa has agreed that you may stay.”

It had taken some persuading, but Karen had been able to convince her father that having an outsider with them for a short period of time would not be harmful. She was sure her father didn’t suspect the depths of her interest in John Doe. If he did he would never allow him to stay.

To change the subject, she asked, “How do you like your eggs?”

“Scrambled.”

She smiled at him over her shoulder. “Is that a thing you remember?”

“I don’t know. It’s just the first thing that came to mind.”

Using a fork, she whipped the eggs quickly and added them to the skillet. “What is it that you would like to do today?”

“I need to discover why I was in this area.”

Wrapping the corner of her apron around the coffeepot handle, she carried it to the table. “If the sheriff could not discover the reason, what makes you think you can?”

He waited until she had finished filling his cup. After taking a sip, he said, “I don’t know if I can do better or not, but I have the most at stake. I have to try.”

Karen returned the coffeepot to the stove and stirred the eggs. “It seems a simple thing. If you were on this road, then you must have been on your way to, or coming from, one of the farms along this road.”

“It’s a simple thing if I was on this road in the first place because I wanted to be.”

She glanced at him and frowned. “What you mean?”

“The sheriff is going on the assumption that I was robbed and my car was stolen along with my wallet and any personal effects. I could’ve been dumped here by someone who was attempting to hide my body.”

She shook her head. “There are much better places to hide a body than on our farm lane.”

“That’s exactly what I was thinking.”

She dished the eggs onto a plate. After carrying it to the table, she got a second mug, filled it with coffee and sat down across from him. “Will you then visit every farm along this road?”

“That is the only plan I can come up with. What do you think?”

“It makes sense, but it may not be easy.” She hesitated not knowing exactly how to phrase her words.

“What do you mean?”

“There are over forty farms along Pleasant View road. Most belong to Amish farmers.”

“And?”

“They may not be comfortable talking to an outsider.”


Picking up a spoon, he stirred his coffee slowly. After a moment he looked directly into her eyes. “Will you help me?”

She glanced out the window toward the barn. Papa would not like her getting involved. It troubled her that she was considering helping this man against her father’s wishes. But she was.

John must have sensed her reluctance. He said, “If you aren’t comfortable with helping me, I understand. You don’t know anything about me.”

Tipping her head in his direction, she arched one eyebrow. “You don’t know much about you, either.”

That brought a ghost of a smile to his face. “True.”

Crossing her arms on the table she stared at him. “I know that you like scrambled eggs and that you don’t want to cause me trouble. I will do what I can to help you, but I am afraid it may not be much.”

Rising to her feet, Karen said, “Finish your breakfast. I have much work I must do today, but tomorrow I will drive you to some of our neighbors’ farms.”

“Are you sure we can’t get started today?”

She scowled at him. “Who will bake my bread? Who will mend the clothes my brothers must wear? Who will cook lunch for my father and our evening meal? These things I must do and many more. Tomorrow, I will make time for you. Besides, you need a day of rest. I see it in your eyes.”

He looked ready to protest, but finally nodded. “You’re right. One more day won’t make a difference. You rented me a house, you didn’t sign on to be my driver.”

“Goot, and you will rest, ja?”

“I’ll try. Does Hope Springs have a public library?”

“Yes. It is across from the English school on Maple Street. Why?”


“I need internet access. There is a national website for missing persons called NamUs. If anyone in the country reports a man of my description missing, the information will be posted there. I know Sheriff Bradley is doing all he can, but he doesn’t have much manpower to devote to my case. I must help myself.”

“Tomorrow, we can go there first thing.”

“No, I’d like to start questioning people first.”

“As you wish. Now you must finish your breakfast and get out from under my foot so I may wash the kitchen floor.”

He quickly finished his plate, swigged the rest of his coffee and carried everything to the sink. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Ja. Would you go to the barn and check on Dat?”

“Your dad?”

She nodded. “I’m worried about him. He is trying to do too much too soon. He broke his arm five weeks ago when a neighbor’s horse kicked him. He wants to get back to work, but the doctor says no. The broken bone damaged a nerve and he has lost feeling in his hand.”

“I’ll be happy to check on him.”

“Danki.”

He eyed her intently. “And that means?”

“It means, thank you.”

“How do you say, you’re welcome?”

“Du bischt wilkumm.”

He repeated the phrase and she was surprised by his almost perfect pronunciation. “Goot. Now, out, or you will find yourself with a mop in hand.”

She was smiling as he walked out, but her grin faded quickly. She had chosen to remain with her family and care for her younger brothers and sisters after their mother was killed. She had given up her chance to marry and have a family of her own because she had been needed here.

At twenty-five, she was considered an old maid by many in the community. She considered herself too old and too wise for a youthful infatuation, but that was exactly the way she felt around John.

He was handsome in his English way, but he was not Plain. So why did a smile on his face make her heart beat faster? It was wrong to think of him in such a way. To forget that would be to bring heartache to all her family. They had suffered enough already. She would not bring them more pain.








Chapter Five



Stepping off the front porch, John looked up. The morning sky hung low, gray and overcast. The wind carried a hint of rain as it scattered fallen leaves across the ground in front of his feet. Glancing over his shoulder, he watched Karen working in the kitchen through the windows. Once again he was struck by how gracefully she moved.

She wore a dark purple dress today with a black apron over it. The color accentuated her willowy frame. The ribbons of her white cap drew his attention to her slender neck, the curve of her jaw and her delicate ears.

He turned away from the sight, recognizing his interest for what it was. The attraction of a man to a lovely woman. He had no business thinking about any woman in a romantic light. Not until he’d solved the riddle of his past.

Heading toward the barn, he studied the looming structure. It was a huge, solid building, obviously well cared for. Pulling open one of the doors he entered into the dim interior. Instantly, the smells of animals assailed him along with the odors of hay, old wood and feed. He knew these smells the way he knew he was right-handed.

Off to the left was an area that served as Eli’s blacksmith shop. Brooms and assorted tools hung from horseshoes attached to the bare wooden walls and overhead beams. Two steel frames suspended from the ceiling had been rigged so they could be released to swing down on either side of a fitful horse during a shoeing. An anvil sat secured to a worn workbench. Beside it was a water barrel and racks of horseshoes of different sizes. A rolling cart in the corner contained all the tools a farrier needed in their proper places.

Walking over to the shoes, John picked one up. It was too heavy. He hefted another. They should be lighter. He didn’t know why, but he knew they should be.

The sound of a loud whinny greeted him. He replaced the shoes and moved toward the source. In the filtered daylight he made out a half dozen equine heads hanging over their stall doors to check out this newcomer.

He stopped at the first stall. Molly nuzzled at his shirt pocket. He scratched her head. “Sorry, I didn’t know I needed to bring a treat. I’ll do better tomorrow.”

“Do you like horses, Mr. Doe?”

John turned to see Mr. Imhoff approaching from the back of the barn. In his free hand he held a pitchfork.

“It appears that I do,” John answered.

“Is it true what my daughter says? That you have no memory of your life before you were found on our lane?”

“Yes, it’s true.”

“I have heard of such a thing. My father’s oldest brother was kicked in the head by a horse. It was a full day before he recovered his senses.”


“I have recovered my senses, just not any personal memories.”

“That is a strange burden for God to give a man, but He has His reasons even if we cannot understand them.”

Hiding his bitterness at God, John turned back to Molly. “Your mare has nice confirmation. Do you plan to breed her?”

“I’ve already had two nice colts from her.” Eli began walking toward the back of the barn. John followed him to a small paddock where a black horse was trotting back and forth.

John leaned his elbows on the top rail and watched the animal with pleasure. “Hey, pretty boy. You look like you’ve got some get up and go,” he murmured softly.

A blinding pain made him wince. He saw another black horse, rail-thin with its hip bones sticking out. The animal was covered in sores and flies. Death hovered over him.

Sucking in a quick breath, John opened his eyes. The vision was gone.

Eli didn’t seem to notice anything unusual. He said, “This one’s name is One-Way, and he should look fast. His sire, Willows Way, won the Hamiltonian at the Meadowlands ten years ago.”

John rubbed the ache from his temple. “I’m sorry, I’m afraid that doesn’t mean anything to me.”

“It means his sire was a racehorse, a trotter and a goot one.”

John looked at the Amish farmer in his dark coat, long gray beard and worn black hat. “You are raising racehorses?”

Eli smiled. “Mostly I raise and train carriage horses. I bought my first Standardbred when I was a teenager. I was looking for a fast horse to impress my girlfriend.”

“How did that work out?”

“The courtship did not, but the horse did. I got interested in the breed, began to study trade magazines and it wasn’t long before I was breeding them myself. Back then I couldn’t afford the stud fees of high-profile stallions. I got very goot at losing money at what my wife called my foolishness.”

“Isn’t horse racing and betting against your religion?”

“Ja, it is a worldly thing and thus forbidden to us.”

“Okay, then I’m confused.”

Eli’s grin widened. “There is nothing wrong in breeding a fine horse. They are God’s creatures, after all. If you can sell that horse for an honest price, there is nothing wrong with that, either. This one’s brother is doing well on the racing circuit this year.”

John smiled as understanding dawned. “I see. If the fine horse should win a race or two for some new owner, then the next foal from your mare will be worth even more money.”

“Ja. It is all in the hands of God. I try to remember to keep Him first in my life for He rewards His faithful servants.”

“When will you sell this fellow?”

“After the first of the year I will take him to the Winter Speed sale in Delaware, Ohio.”

The place meant nothing to John.

Eli said, “My daughter has taken a keen interest in you.”

John was surprised by the abrupt change of topic. “Your daughter has been very kind.”


“She has a goot heart. It was the same with her mother.” Eli’s voice became wistful.

“I’m sorry for your loss. Karen told me what happened.”

Eli turned to John. In a low steely voice, he said, “I would not want to see my daughter’s kindness repaid with sorrow. Be careful of that, John Doe.”

Taken aback, John stared at Eli. The last thing he wanted was to cause trouble for the woman who’d shown him so much kindness. He nodded solemnly. “I will, sir. I promise.”

 

Late the following morning, Karen stopped the buggy where the lane met the highway and gave a sidelong glance at John seated beside her. He turned the collar of his coat up against the cold drizzle, but his excitement at finally getting to do something shimmered in his eyes.

“Which way would you like to go?” she asked.

“Which direction is the nearest interstate?”

She pointed north. “If you go through town and then take Yoder Road north about twenty-five miles you will reach the interstate.”

“Let’s go toward Hope Springs then and stop at the farms between here and the town. If I’m not from the area I most likely came in on a major highway.”

Slapping the reins against Molly’s rump, Karen sent the mare trotting down the blacktop. “I have one stop I need to make at the Sutters’ farm. Are you certain you are not from this area?”

“No. Except that no one has reported me missing from around here. And no one has recognized me from the TV piece the local news ran on me. Do you mind if I try my hand at driving?” he asked.


Surprised by his request, she said, “Nee, I do not mind. Do you know how to drive a horse?”

“I think I can. I’ve been watching you do it.” Taking the reins, he sat up straight and guided Molly down the highway.

After watching for a few minutes, Karen said, “That is goot. I think you’ve done this before.”

John smiled at her. “I think you’re right.”

“Perhaps you are ex-Amish.”

The moment the words left her mouth her heart sank like a stone. If John had taken the vows of their faith and then left the community, all would shun him. She would have to shun him.

He didn’t seem to notice her concern. “The sheriff did discuss that possibility.”

Dismissing the idea as unacceptable, she said, “You don’t speak or understand our language. Surely you could not forget the tongue you grew up with.”

He shrugged. “Who would think I could forget my own name? As far as I’m concerned anything is possible.”

Racking her mind for local families with members who’d strayed, she quickly came up with several. In their tight-knit community, she was sure she knew all the young men who’d left. The only one close to John’s age would have been Isaac Troyer’s son who left almost ten years ago. He looked nothing like John. The others she could think of who had left the community were much younger men and a few young women.

There were at least three families who had moved into the area recently. If they had members leave the faith before coming to this church district she didn’t know about them.

In less than a quarter of a mile, they reached the lane of another farm. John turned the horse onto the narrow road. Karen said, “When we get to the bishop’s house, you should stay in the buggy.”

“Why?”

“So that I may speak privately to Bishop Zook and ask if he can assist you.”

“And if he says no?” John’s tone carried a hint of annoyance.

“Bishop Zook is a wise and much-respected man. If you have his permission to speak to the members of our church it will open many doors that might otherwise be closed to you.”

John relented. “All right. I’ll follow your lead.”

“Goot.” She nodded her satisfaction.

Driving the buggy up to the front of the house, he drew the mare to a stop. Before Karen could step out, Joseph Zook walked out of the house toward her. “Guder mariye, Karen,” he called cheerfully. “What brings you here today?”

“Good morning, Bishop. I have brought someone to meet you. This is John Doe, the man who was found unconscious beside our lane.”

Concern furrowed the minister’s brow. “I have heard the story. I am glad to see that you are recovered, Mr. Doe.”

“I’m not quite recovered, sir.” John touched the bandage on the side of his head. “I have no memory of my past. I’m hoping that you can help me.”

“I am sorry for your injury, but how can I help?”

“Do you recognize me? Have you ever seen me be fore?”

The bishop studied him intently then said, “Nee, I have not.”


Karen could feel John’s disappointment in the slump of his body beside her. She addressed the bishop. “John wishes to speak to members of our church to see if anyone knows him or knows something about him.”

The bishop studied Karen intently. He switched to Pennsylvania Dutch. “You must be careful, Karen. To become involved in this outsider business is not a good thing.”

She bowed her head slightly. “How can helping an injured man be a bad thing? I feel that this is what God wants me to do.”

“Be sure it is God’s will you are seeking, Karen, and not your own.”

“I will heed your advice, Bishop.”

The bishop turned his attention back to John and spoke in English. “You may speak to members of our church if they wish it also. I will pray that you find the answers you seek, young man.”

Karen watched the bishop walk away. She had been warned. Her support for John must be limited and above reproach. She reached for the reins but John ignored her outstretched hand, turning the horse easily in the yard and sending her down the lane.

Karen put the bishop’s warning behind her. “You have driven a buggy many times.”

“Maybe I’m just a fast learner.”

“Perhaps.” Her spirits sank lower. How many English knew how to drive a buggy? Not many. It seemed more likely that her earlier assumption was correct. John had been raised Plain.

If he had left the church before his baptism, he would be accepted by most of the Amish in her community. If, on the other hand, he had rejected the church after baptism he would be considered an outcast until he made a full confession before the congregation.

She glanced at him once more. How could a man confess his sins if he had no memory of them? He looked happy at the moment driving Molly along at a steady pace. The cold rain had stopped and the sun peeked out. Up ahead on the road, Henry Zook, the bishop’s youngest son, was traveling to market in his farm wagon. John slowed Molly to follow behind him. When the way was clear and free of traffic, he sent Molly high stepping around the wagon.

When the mare drew level with the other horses she suddenly picked up her pace eager to get in front of them.

“You’ve got some speed, Molly girl,” John called to the horse.

Instead of letting the mare keep her fast pace, he reined her in and grinned at Karen. “I’d love to let her go and see just how much she’s got.”

“Why don’t you?” she asked, hoping to hear the right answer.

He shook his head. “No, she has too many miles to haul us yet. It wouldn’t be kind to wear her out on a joyride.”

Looking straight ahead, Karen smiled inwardly. “What ever you have done in your past life, you care about animals. You can add it to your list of things you have discovered about yourself.”

“Now if I can only locate a pencil sharpener,” he added drily.

“What?” She tipped her head to stare at him in confusion.


“Never mind. Where to next?”

“Up ahead is the farm of Elam Sutter. He and some of his family moved here from Pennsylvania almost two years ago. Elam is getting married next week.”

Twisting in the seat, she grasped his arm as excitement rippled though her mind. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of it sooner. It makes perfect sense.”

“What makes perfect sense?”

“Perhaps you were coming for the wedding. Elam’s fiancée, Katie Lantz, lived out in the world for several years. She knows many English. That must be it.”

 

John tried not to get his hopes up but Karen’s excitement was contagious. He asked, “Why didn’t they report me as missing?”

“I don’t know. Maybe they weren’t sure when you would arrive. Maybe your coming was a surprise for them.”

He wanted to believe her scenarios but he was growing used to disappointment. Still, his palms began to sweat. “We will see soon enough.”

As they rolled into the yard, John saw four other buggies lined up beside the barn. He drew Molly to stop in front of the house.

Karen withdrew a large box from the back of the buggy. John took it from her and followed her to the front door. He was surprised when she didn’t knock but went right in. The spacious kitchen was filled to overflowing with enticing smells of baking and the happy chatter of a half dozen women engaged in cleaning and polishing every surface in the house.

The oldest woman in the room came forward drying her hands on her white apron. With a bright smile on her face, she said, “Karen, how nice to see you.”


Karen said, “I’ve brought some of my mother’s best bowls and platters for you to use at the wedding, Nettie.”

“Wonderful. They will come in handy. I’ve forgotten how much work it takes to get ready for a wedding dinner.” Nettie indicated a place for John to set his burden.

Karen said, “I have come with another errand, Nettie. Everyone, this is John Doe, the man who was found injured on our farm.” Karen smiled encouragement at him.

The room grew quiet. John felt everyone’s eyes on him. He scanned their faces looking for any hint of recognition. He saw nothing but blank stares. Either they had no idea who he was, or they were very good actresses. Once again his hopes slipped away. Why didn’t someone know him? Why?

Looking over the group, Karen asked, “Where is Katie?”

Nettie said, “She is upstairs changing the baby.”

One of the other women stepped forward. “Are you a friend of Katie’s? I am Ruby, her future sister-in-law. This is my sister Mary, my sister-in-law Sally Yoder, and this is my mother, Nettie Sutter.”

John nodded to them. “I’m not sure if I know Katie. I sure hope she knows me. The injury to my head robbed me of my memory. Karen thinks I may have been coming to the wedding.”

Ruby and Mary exchanged puzzled glances. The two women were in their late twenties or early thirties. They were clearly related to Nettie. The women shared the same bright blue eyes, apple-red cheeks and blond hair although Nettie’s was streaked with silver. They all wore plain dresses with white caps and white aprons.


The teenager, Sally, had red hair and freckles, but she wasn’t smiling in welcome the way the others were. Her eyes held a frightened, guarded look. She said, “I will go get Katie.”

Spinning around, she opened a door and rushed up the stairs beyond.

He waited, not taking his eyes off the stairwell. After an eternity, he heard footsteps coming down. The woman who entered the kitchen was dressed in the same Amish fashion as the others, but her hair was black as coal. She came toward him with a perplexed expression in her dark eyes. He held his breath, not daring to hope.

Stopping in front of him, she said, “Emma Wadler mentioned that she had met you at the inn, Mr. Doe. I’m sorry I can’t be of any help. I don’t recognize you.”

He could barely swallow past the lump in his throat. A vicious headache, brought on by his frustration, sapped his strength. He managed to say, “I’m sorry we interrupted your afternoon. Thank you for your time.”

Nettie spoke up, “Would you like some tea? I have the kettle on.”

He shook his head, eager to escape before the pounding in his temple made him sick.

Katie said, “Elam is in his workshop. Perhaps he has met you before.”

After looking at John closely, Karen said, “Come with me. I will show you the way.”

He followed her outside into the fresh, cool air. Only then did he realize how hot the kitchen had been. Breathing deeply, he struggled to master the pain in his head.

“Take slow deep breaths,” Karen said, standing at his side.

“I’m okay. How did you know?” If he kept his eyes closed the pain wasn’t as bad.


“My mother used to get migraines. Do they happen to you often?” she asked gently.

“Two or three times since I woke up in the hospital.”

She led him toward a small bench set beneath the bare gnarled branches of an apple tree. “Sit here. I will fetch Elam.”

John was in no shape to argue. Leaning back against the rough bark of the tree, he let his mind go blank. Slowly, the pain receded.

“Hey, buddy, think fast.”

John’s eyes popped open as he threw up his hands to catch the apple being thrown at him. Only there was none. He was alone. He closed his eyes again and rebuilt the scene in his mind.

The tree overhead was lush with green leaves and heavy with fruit. Yellow apples. He was sitting on the cool grass with his back against the trunk of the tree. A hot breeze flowed over his skin, making him glad of the shade. Birds were singing nearby. An occasional raucous cry sounded from among them. He heard the drone of insects, then the pad of footsteps approaching.

Close by, a woman’s voice, low and sweet said, “Here is my geils-mann loafing under a tree.”

He tried to turn his head to see her face, but found himself staring at his boots, instead. The harder he tried to see her, the more rapidly the scene faded.

“John? John, this is Elam Sutter.”

Opening his eyes, John saw Karen standing in front of him. Blinking hard, he looked around. The tree branches were bare. The lawn was brown and curled in winter sleep. Behind Karen, a tall, broad-shouldered man in a dark coat and black Amish hat stood regarding him intently.


Sharp bitterness lanced through John at the loss of his brief summer memory. His identity had been so close he could almost touch it and now it was gone.

How often could his mind be torn in two this way without finally ripping into pieces?








Chapter Six



Disappointment drained John’s strength. The memory was gone. He couldn’t get it back, but Karen and her friend were still waiting for him to speak.

He forced himself to rise and extended his hand to Elam. “I’m pleased to meet you, Mr. Sutter. I guess Karen has told you why I’m here.”

Elam’s grip was strong and firm. “She has. I do not know your face, John Doe. I wish I could be more help.”

“Thank you. I’m sorry we interrupted your work.”

The sound of the front door closing made them all look toward the house. Katie came out wrapping a black shawl around her shoulders. John happened to glance at Elam’s face. The soft smile and the glow in the Amishman’s eyes told John this was a love match. When Katie reached them, Elam slipped an arm around her waist to block the cold.

She said to John, “Are you sure you won’t come in for a while? We have hot apple pie and coffee if you’d like.”

“No, but thank you. Congratulations on your engagement.”

“Danki,” Katie blushed sweetly as she gazed at Elam with adoring eyes. John wondered if a woman had ever looked at him that way.

After bidding the couple farewell, John followed Karen to the buggy. He relinquished the reins to her, knowing his headache wouldn’t let him keep his mind on the road. They were getting ready to leave when Nettie came racing out of the house carrying a large basket covered with a checkered cloth.

Breathlessly, she reached them and handed the basket to Karen. “This is for you and your family. A couple of my peach pies because I know Eli likes them best. How is he doing?”

Karen accepted the basket. “He gets his cast off next week, but he must still wear a brace and sling. He is chaffing at the bit to get back to work.”

“Has feeling returned to his hand?”

“Some, but he has no strength in it.”

“The poor man. He’s coming to the wedding, isn’t he?” A faint crease of worry appeared between Nettie’s brows.

“He would not miss it,” Karen assured her.

Relief smoothed away Nettie’s frown. “That is goot. And you, Mr. Doe, you are welcome to come to the wedding dinner. There will be plenty of food and there will be other English there, too,” she added with a bright smile.

“Thank you. That is very kind.” He tried to be noncommittal. Attending the wedding of someone he barely knew seemed presumptuous.

Nettie fixed her gaze on Karen. “Tell your father…tell him I think about him often. When this wedding fuss is over you must all come for Sunday dinner.”

“We will look forward to it.”

John closed his eyes and rubbed his brow as Karen drove Molly back to the highway. The jolting and creaking of the buggy added nausea to his discomfort.

Karen pulled Molly to a halt when they reached the end of the Sutters’ lane. “Do you still wish to go into Hope Springs?”

What he wanted was to lie down somewhere dark and quiet and let his mind travel back to that green, hot place and stay there until he saw the face of the woman who had been with him. As much as he wanted to do that, he knew he couldn’t stop now. “Let’s keep going. I want to see as many people as I can today.”

 

Karen studied John with deep concern. His color was pale, his eyes sunken with pain. He looked as if he might topple out of the buggy at any second. He kept one hand pressed to his forehead in an attempt to block the light from his eyes.

When she didn’t start Molly moving, he glanced at her. “What’s wrong? I said let’s go into town.”

She let out a sigh. “Nee, we are going home. You have done too much today. You are in pain and you need rest.”

He sat up straight to hide his weakness. “I’m fine. It’s just a headache.”

“Men! Always trying to show how tough they are. Anyone with eyes in their head can see you are done in. We will go home now and that is the end of it. Tomorrow will be here soon enough.”

“I’ll be okay,” he insisted.

“Ja. When you have had a rest I’m sure you will be fine.” Clicking her tongue, she urged Molly onto the highway and sent her trotting briskly toward their farm.

“Are you always this domineering?”

He had no idea how tough she could be, but he just might find out. “When I must tell a child what to do, ja, I am.”

“Now you’re saying I’m acting like a child?”

“A stubborn, willful child.”

“I’m going to let that slide. I can see arguing with you is fruitless. When did you take over the job of raising your brothers and sister?”

“I am the eldest daughter. It is expected of me to care for the younger ones. My mother was killed four years ago if that is what you are asking?”

“You do a good job with them.”

“They are goot children. They make the job easy.”

“Even Jacob?”

“Jacob is in a hurry to be the man of the house. He wants to take over for our father until Papa is well.”

“But you don’t want him to do that.”

She hadn’t realized her fear was that transparent.

“Being a farrier is a hard job. It takes strength. A man must know how to read a horse. Some of the draft horses my father works on weigh nearly a ton. A man can shoe a horse nine times without trouble and on the tenth time that horse decides he wants to kill the farrier.”

“I didn’t say you were wrong to worry.”

Her annoyance slipped away. “I’m sorry. It’s just that he is so young yet. He idolized Seth, our brother who was killed. Seth was big and strong like Papa, not slender like Jacob. Seth had the touch when it came to horses. Mamm used to say he could whisper to them and they did just as he wished. Jacob wants to be a horseman like Seth was but he is impatient.”

John sat back and stared into space. “A horseman. He wants to be a horseman, a geils-mann. Here is my geils-mann loafing under a tree.”


Karen eyed him with concern. “What are you talking about?”

He focused on her face. “I had another memory flash. It was summer, and I was sitting under an apple tree. There was a woman behind me. She said, ‘Here is my geils-mann loafing under a tree.’ I heard the words clear as day.”

“Who was she?” Karen asked.

“I don’t know. I didn’t see her face.”

“How did you know what the word meant?” she asked in surprise.

“I’m not sure. I just know.”

As the ramifications of his comment sank in, Karen’s heart sank, too. Geils-mann was an Amish expression. Only someone raised speaking Pennsylvania Dutch would use the word. If John had not been raised Amish then the woman he spoke of surely had been. Karen glanced at John. Who was John Doe and who was this woman to him?

 

Several days later, John was outside early in the morning gathering a load of wood for his stove when he saw Nick Bradley drive into the yard. John’s heart jumped into overdrive. Maybe the sheriff’s investigation had turned up something new. He waited with bated breath as Nick climbed out of his SUV.

Touching the brim of his hat, Nick said, “Morning. I was in the neighborhood and thought I’d check and see how you’re doing.”

“I’m fine. Have you learned anything new?”

“No. I’m sorry.”

John’s anticipation drained away. He carried the logs to the box beside his front door and dropped them. He’d have to learn not to get his hopes up. Somehow.


Nick said, “I was hoping you might have found out something. Not that I want you to make me look bad.”

“No worries. I’m still a walking blank. I’ve had a few flashes of memory, but nothing concrete.”

“Are you writing them down?”

John paused and looked at the sheriff. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

“You should. Even the smallest thing you recall might help me. How’s the head?” He pointed to John’s bandage.

“Better.”

“My cousin Amber wanted me to remind you that you need to come in to Dr. White’s office and get your stitches out.”

He rubbed gingerly at his dressing. The sutures had started to itch. “I know I was supposed to go in a few days ago, but I’ve had other things on my mind.”

“I’ve got time to run you into Hope Springs this morning. Shall I see if they can work you in? I’m free for a while unless I get a call.”

“That would be great, but how do I get back if you’ve got to leave?” A light dusting of snow covered the ground this morning and occasional flakes drifted down from the gray sky. John didn’t want to walk five miles back to the farm in this weather.

“We have a couple of folks in town that provide taxi services to the Amish. Amber can arrange a ride if you need it.” Nick made the phone call.

After a brief conversation, he closed the phone. “All set. They can see you in half an hour.”

“Let me tell Miss Imhoff where I’m going. She likes to keep a tight leash on me.”

Nick chuckled. “I’ve heard she can be a tough cookie.”


The two men walked toward the main house. Nick asked, “How’s it working out? You staying here.”

“It’s fine. The boy, Jacob, isn’t thrilled, but Noah and Anna don’t seem to mind. Eli is taking a wait-and-see attitude.”

“And Karen?”

John glanced toward the house. “She’s been very kind.”

Before they reached the steps, Eli came out to greet them. His stoic face showed nothing of what he was thinking. He nodded to the sheriff. “Goot day to you.”

“The same to you, Eli. I’m going to take John into town so Doc White can check him out. I’ll see that he gets back, too. How is your arm?”

Flexing his fingers in the sling, Eli said, “It is healing.”

Jacob came out of the house followed by Anna and Noah. The children hung back at the sight of the sheriff.

Nick glanced from Eli to Jacob. “I had a complaint about some Amish boys racing buggies over on Sky Road yesterday. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

“Nee. We do not,” Eli stated firmly. John caught the furtive glance Jacob shot in the sheriff’s direction before looking down.

Nick nodded. “It’s dangerous business racing on a public road. Gina Curtis had to put her car in the ditch to avoid hitting someone. It did a fair amount of damage to her front end. None of the buggy drivers stuck around. She wasn’t hurt but she could have been.”

Eli glanced at his son. “Do you know anything about this?”

“No, Papa.” Jacob glared at the sheriff. If he did know something, he wasn’t talking. Noah remained uncharacteristically quiet.

Eli said, “Go on to school now, children.”

The kids rushed down the steps with their lunch pails in hand and headed toward the school two miles away. Several times they threw looks over their shoulders. John had the distinct feeling they did know something.

After bidding Mr. Imhoff goodbye, John climbed in the sheriff’s SUV. When Nick got in and started the truck, John said, “You think Jacob was involved, don’t you?”

Nick turned the vehicle around and drove out the lane. They passed the children walking. Only Anna waved.

Nick said, “Gina’s description could fit ten boys in this area. I didn’t expect to get a confession. Illicit buggy racing goes on amongst Amish teenagers the same way drag racing goes on among the English kids. A lot of Amish parents turn a blind eye to that kind of behavior during the rumspringa.”

“What’s that?”

“It means running-around years. Amish teens are free to experiment with things that won’t be allowed once they join the church. You’ll see their buggies outfitted with boom boxes, they’ll have cell phones and they’ll dress like regular kids when they are away from the farm. Jacob is young for that type of behavior. Rumspringa normally starts when the kids are about sixteen, but his dad has some fine horses.”

“Yes, he does.”

The sheriff looked at him sharply. “Do you know something about horses?”

“I know which end is which. I seem to know what a good Standardbred looks like. I found out I can drive a buggy and Eli’s two-wheeled cart without a problem. He’s been letting me use the cart to visit farms around here. The one thing I did remember was a woman’s voice. She called me her geils-mann.”

“She called you her horseman? That’s interesting. Maybe we ruled out your being ex-Amish too soon. It’s good to hear things are coming back to you.”

John had been wondering about the young woman ever since his vision. Was she his sister, a friend, his wife? He had no way of knowing.

He turned to stare out the window. “Not enough things are coming back to me.”

 

Karen didn’t want to reveal to her father her burning curiosity about the sheriff’s visit. Instead, when he came inside, she served him another cup of coffee before casually asking, “Where is the sheriff taking John?”

“To see the doctor in town.”

“Oh.” Relief made her knees weak. He wasn’t taking him away to his old life. She sat down quickly. Even though that was what she prayed for, losing him, even for the right reason, wasn’t something she wanted to face. Not yet.

Eli watched her closely. “You have taken a great liking to John Doe.”

Apparently her feelings weren’t as well hidden as she had hoped. She toyed with the corner of her apron. “He is so lost. I wish to help him. That is all.”

Her father covered her hands with his own. “Take care, daughter. He is not one of us.”

“He is one of God’s children.”

“Do not seek to divert me. You know exactly what I mean. Our faith makes no exceptions for those who stray outside the Ordnung.”

“I have done nothing against the rules of the church. John will only be here a few more days.” She forced herself to smile in reassurance, but her father was not fooled.

“I should have encouraged you to marry long ago, but I was so befuddled without your mother. It was selfish of me.”

“Papa, I am happy caring for the little ones and keeping your house. I could not ask for more.”

Sadness filled his eyes. “I would ask for more in your life. A woman should have a husband to love and shelter her. The risk of temptation would not be so great.”

Karen looked down at her hands. “I am not tempted by John Doe.”

“Do not forget that I am a man like all other men. I see the way he looks at you. I see the way you try not to look back at him.”

She pulled her hands away from his. “I care about him. I don’t deny that. When I saw him lying on the ground bleeding and wounded, I saw Seth. I could not save my brother. He died in my arms. I know his death was the will of God. Just as I know John lived by the will of God alone.”

“We do not know why God brings sadness or joy into our lives. We only know all comes from His purpose for us.” Eli leaned back in his chair and took a sip of coffee.

“I know that, Papa. But why has God taken away John’s memory? I believe it is because God wants to show John something he could not see before.”

Eli grasped her hand again. “Karen, Karen, you cannot know this. You cannot presume to know Gotte wille.”

She looked into his eyes so full of concern. “I’m sorry, Papa. I did not mean to upset you. Please trust me when I say you have nothing to worry about.”


Leaning forward, she said earnestly, “My heart is here, with you, and with the children. Nothing could make me throw that away.”

He relaxed and nodded slightly. “You have always been a goot daughter and strong in your faith. You see something in the Englischer that I do not see. You may be right. God sent John Doe into our midst for a reason. I will keep an open mind about this man.”

 

John entered the Hope Springs Medical Clinic, a modern one-story blond brick building, with a niggling sense of dread. He’d had enough of hospitals and doctors without getting any answers in return. Inside, he checked in with the elderly receptionist and took a seat in the waiting room. He didn’t have to wait long.

A young woman in a white lab coat and blue scrubs called his name. He followed her down a short hallway and took a seat on the exam-room table.

“It’s nice to finally meet you, Mr. Doe. I’m Amber Bradley, Nick Bradley’s cousin.” She stuck a thermometer under John’s tongue.

She removed it when it beeped and John said, “You’re the one I need to thank for the financial help.”

Wrapping a blood-pressure cuff around his arm, she said, “You’re welcome, but it wasn’t just me. A lot of people wanted to help.”

John remained quiet until she had finished with his blood pressure. When she took the stethoscope out of her ears, he said, “I wasn’t aware that I required a midwife.”

She chuckled. “I am a woman with many hats. One of those being an office nurse.”

The door opened and a tall, distinguished man with silver hair came in leaning heavily on a cane. “Yes, and she is proof that good help is hard to come by these days.”

“Ha!” she retorted. “You just try running this office without me, Harold.”

“No doubt I’ll have to when you marry what’s-his-name,” he grumbled.

“Is that any way to talk about your grandson? Don’t worry, Mr. Doe, Dr. White’s bark is worse than his bite.” She checked John’s ears, his eyes and then his throat.

Dr. White, who had been reading John’s chart, said, “You are a very interesting case, Mr. Doe.”

“So I’ve been told.” John tried not to let his bitterness show. He hated being an oddity, the freak with a damaged mind.

“I imagine you’re tired of hearing that.” The doctor washed his hands and pulled on a pair of latex gloves. “Good guess.”

Harold began removing the bandage from John’s head. “We medical people live for cases like yours. The odd thing, the unusual diagnoses. It’s like catnip to us. We want to define it, study it, understand it, cure it.”

John winced as the tape pulled his hair. “I’m in favor of a cure. Tell me which pill to take.”

“Amnesia following a trauma isn’t unusual, but normally it involves losing a short period of time just prior to the injury. A prolonged and complete amnesia such as you have is exceedingly rare.”

“Lucky me.” This time John didn’t disguise his sarcasm.

“Your scalp is healed nicely. How are your ribs?”

“Not bad if I take it slow.”

“Good. I’m going to have Amber take out the stitches. Any headaches?”

“Sometimes.”


“Bad ones?”

“They can be. I think they’re getting better. Maybe I’m just getting used to them.”

“Is there any particular thing that triggers them?” The doctor pulled off his gloves and picked up John’s chart.

“I get these flashes, like images from a movie. I think they are memories, but I can’t be sure. When that happens the pain gets intense.”

“You say you think they’re memories. Anything specific?”

John felt stupid sharing the few instances that he’d had. “Frying trout. A woman laughing. A sick or starving horse. A woman using an Amish word. Nothing with any context of time or place.”

“The same woman?” Amber asked.

“I’m not sure. I don’t see her face.”

“Are these flashes becoming more frequent?” The doctor made a note on the chart.

John held still as Amber began removing his stitches. “Not that I can tell. Some days I’ll have one or two, some days I won’t have any.”

He winced but didn’t yelp as she worked on one stubborn stitch. Finally, she said, “All done. You’ll just need to keep it clean and dry, but otherwise you’re good to go. I understand you’re staying at Eli Imhoff’s place.”

“Yes. That’s where I was found. I’ve been interviewing the Amish in the area for the past several days hoping to find someone who recognizes me. I mean, I must have been in the area for a reason.”

Closing the chart, Dr. White asked, “You’ve been going door-to-door?”

“I started with the farms closest to where I was found but I’m not having much luck. Don’t get me wrong. The Amish have been forthcoming, maybe because I’ve had Karen Imhoff with me, but no one knows anything.”

Amber and Dr. White exchanged glances. Amber said, “There might be an easier way to meet people than going to every house in the area.”

John looked at her with interest. “How?”

Dr. White said, “November is the month for Amish weddings. Sometimes as many as four hundred people show up for them. Elam Sutter’s wedding is this coming Thursday.”

“Nettie Sutter did invite me to the supper.”

“Great,” Amber said, looking at Harold. “Phillip and I will be there, too.”

“Oh, and I’m chopped liver now?” Harold asked, a teasing edge in his tone.

Amber smiled at John. “Dr. Harold White will also be attending the event, and he knows every soul in this county.”

Harold met John’s gaze and said, “Chances are almost everyone there will have already heard your story.”

“How?” John asked. “They don’t have radio or TV.”

Amber laughed. “You would be surprised how fast news travels in a small community like this.”

Harold rubbed his chin. “I’m sure the Imhoff family will be going for the entire day. Why don’t you ride along with me, young man? I’ll introduce you around and see if we can come up with someone who knows you.”

John realized it could be his best chance to meet many of the reclusive Amish in the area. He inclined his head. “Sir, I would be delighted to accompany you.”








Chapter Seven



True to his word, Nick stuck around to give John a lift from the clinic back to the farm. As the sheriff drove away, John stood in the yard staring at the farmhouse. Once again he was struck by how tidy the farmstead was. The fences were all in good repair, the barn and outbuildings had been recently painted. Everything spoke of order and neatness. Eli Imhoff was a good steward of his land.

Shoving his hands in his pockets, John wondered what kind of steward he was. Did he have lands and a home to care for? Or did he live in an apartment in a crowded city? If he could wish for a home—it would be one like this.

Instead of going into the grandfather house, John made his way to the barn and to the stalls where the horses stood dozing or munching grain. He was surprised by how comfortable he felt among them. Sometime in his life he must’ve worked on a ranch or farm. If only he could remember where or when.

He was petting the nose of the big draft horse when he heard a door open. Looking over his shoulder, he saw Karen coming from another part of the barn. In her hands she carried a pail brimming full of apples.

Her face brightened when she caught sight of him. “You are back. What did the doctor say?”

John moved to take the pail from her. “He said I’m doing good. Except for not remembering anything, of course.”

“You will remember when God wills it.”

“I wish He’d hurry up, I’m tired of living in the dark.”

“I know it is a terrible burden for you.”

“You must be tired of hearing me complain. What are the apples for?”

“I’m putting up applesauce.”

“Need some help?”

She slanted a grin at him. “Can you pare an apple?”

Giving an exaggerated shrug, he said, “Only one way to find out.”

Inside the house, John sat at the kitchen table and quickly discovered he could use a paring knife. As he cored and chopped the contents of the bucket into a large bowl he had a chance to observe Karen at work.

Every move she made was efficient. She seemed to know exactly what she needed to do when she needed to do it. The canning jars were washed and placed in a large kettle and boiled. Setting them aside after ten minutes, she put his chopped apples into a second kettle. Before long the mouthwatering aroma of cooking apples and cinnamon filled the air.

“I hope you’re not going to can all of it,” he said as he started cutting the last pile of apples. His stomach rumbled loudly.

She wiped her brow with the back of her hand. The steam had given her face a rosy glow. “I am saving plenty for supper.”

He tipped his head. “I think I should have a taste now in case the apples were bad. You don’t want to give bad applesauce to your family.”

She fisted her hands on her hips. “Of all the pieces you sampled while you were chopping, how many were sour?”

“Okay, I’m busted. I missed lunch, you know. Do you have eyes in the back of your head under that bonnet thing?”

“I don’t need eyes in the back of my head. I brought in enough apples to make eight pints. I can see I’m only going to have enough to fill seven jars.”

“If I promise to go get more fruit can I have a dish of those apples before you squish them?”

Karen laughed and pulled a brown ceramic bowl from the cupboard. “Ja, but you had better not complain if it spoils your supper.”

As she heaped the bowl full of stewed apples, John quickly carved an apple skin into the shape of huge red lips and stuck it between his teeth. When Karen turned around and saw him she doubled over with laughter, nearly spilling his snack on the floor. For the first time in his new life John felt totally happy.

Later that evening, when everyone was finishing their meal, he caught Karen’s eye, wiggled his brows and held up his empty plate with a wide grin. She smothered an abrupt giggle, causing her family members to stare at her. Rising quickly, she began to clear the table.

John said, “Let me help you.”

Anna, also in the process of gathering up plates, gave him a funny look. “This is woman’s work.” She looked at her father for confirmation. “Isn’t it, Papa?”


Eli glanced at Karen and then at his boys. “A man must know how to do a woman’s work if his wife needs help just as a woman must know how to do a man’s work if her husband needs help.”

Noah eyed the dirty dishes in disgust. “But you don’t need help tonight, do you Karen?”

“Nee, Anna and I can manage, but thank you for your offer.”

John slipped his hands in the front pockets of his jeans wishing he could spend more time with Karen but knowing it wasn’t wise.

Noah said, “Come and play checkers with me, John.”

Relieved, John followed the boy into the living room where Noah quickly set up the board. Eli settled himself in his favorite chair, opened his Bible and began reading. Jacob pretended interest in a book of his own, but his eyes were drawn repeatedly to the game.

Karen and Anna joined the men when they were done in the kitchen. Karen pulled a basket of mending from the cupboard in the corner, sat down beside her father and began to thread a needle. It seemed to John that she was never idle. Anna brought out a small, faceless doll to play with.

John’s gaze was drawn repeatedly to where Karen sat. The lamplight gave a soft glow to her face. A gentle smile curved her lips. The white bonnet on her hair reminded him of a halo.

She was so beautiful it hurt his eyes, and he had no business admiring her.

“Your move,” Noah said.

John realized he’d been staring and focused his attention on his play.

Anna came to John’s elbow. “Do you want to hear the poem I’m going to recite for the school Christmas program?”

Noah shook his head. “Not again. We’ve heard it a million times.”

“Noah, she needs the practice,” Karen chided gently.

John said, “I haven’t heard it. Miss Anna, I would love to hear your poem.”

Flashing him a bright smile, she folded her hands and stared at a spot over his head. “Auf einer Nacht so ehrlich in einem Land weit entfernt.”

Jacob snickered. “He doesn’t understand German, Anna.”

She propped her hands on her hips. “David Yoder is repeating it in English at the program so everyone will know what it means.”

John sought to soothe her. “You say it just as you will at your program. When you’re done, you can interpret it for me.”

Her smile returned. “The first line means on a night so fair in a land far away.”

“Got it. Let me hear the whole thing. I’m sure Noah will tell me if you mess up.”

Noah chuckled. “You know that’s right.”

Anna began again. As she spoke, John caught Karen’s eye. The look she gave him conveyed her approval. A warm feeling of happiness settled over him. He smiled back at her.

Eli cleared his throat. John caught the stern look he shot his daughter. Karen quickly returned to her sewing. John gave his attention back to the checkerboard.

After Anna finished her poem she went back to playing with her doll. When Noah lost his third match in a row to John, he dropped his head onto his forearms. “Jacob always wins, too.”

John ruffled the boy’s hair. “You almost had me on that last one.”

Eli closed his Bible. “Do you play chess, Mr. Doe?”

Did he? John tried to see the pieces and the moves in his mind. He nodded. “I think so.”

“Jacob has a talent for the game. Why don’t you two play?”

“I’m willing.” John looked at the boy. Indecision flashed across Jacob’s face.

Not wanting to push the kid, John began clearing the checkers from the board. He hummed a tune softly as he stacked them inside the box. When the board was clear, he looked at Jacob. The boy’s face had gone pale. He snapped his book shut. “I’m going to bed.”

John watched Jacob rush out of the room and wondered what he had done to upset the youngster. He looked at Karen. She just shrugged her shoulders.

Folding up the chessboard, John handed it to Noah. Rising to his feet, he said, “I think I’ll turn in, too.”

Laying her mending aside, Karen said, “I will get you a lamp. It is dark out.”

In the kitchen, she pulled a kerosene lamp from a cabinet. Setting it on the counter, she lifted the glass chimney and lit the wick.

John took it from her hand. “I’m sorry if I’ve upset your family. Maybe my staying here wasn’t a good idea.”

“It is only for a couple more days. We can manage.”

Gazing into her luminous eyes, John found himself wishing he could stay longer. The thought was foolish and he knew it.

Once he found out about his past, then maybe he could start thinking about a future. Until then he would be crazy to get attached to anyone, especially the lovely Amish woman standing before him.

 

The beautiful autumn morning of the wedding dawned cold but clear. After making sure everyone in the family was dressed in their Sunday best Karen ushered them out to the waiting buggy. Jacob had gone ahead with the bench wagon. The special enclosed wagon held the several dozen narrow wooden benches that their church district used for Sunday services.

Karen glanced toward the dawdy haus and saw John watching them from the porch. For the past several days he’d been making himself at home on the farm, helping her father with the horses and her with chores. Having him across from her at the supper table had become the high point of her evenings. But he would be moving to the inn tomorrow. His time with her family was almost up. There wouldn’t be any more afternoons spent laughing over a pail of apples.

He lifted a hand in a brief wave. Karen glanced at her father and saw he was watching her. She didn’t wave back but climbed in the buggy instead.

The trip into town was accomplished in short order. The wedding ceremony itself was to take place at the home of Naomi and Emma Wadler, both friends of the bride. When Karen and her family entered the house the bridal party was already sitting in the front row of the wooden benches.

Katie wore a new plain dress of light blue. Elam looked quite handsome in his dark coat and not the least bit nervous. Near them sat two each of Elam’s sisters and brothers-in-law, their wedding attendants.

Nettie, the groom’s mother, wouldn’t be at the ceremony. She would be at home getting ready for the dinner. Karen and several other women would leave, once the vows were exchanged, to act as servers for the several hundred people expected to arrive that afternoon.

At exactly nine o’clock the singing began. Bishop Zook and the two ministers escorted the bride and groom to a separate room. While they were given instructions on the duties of marriage in the Council room, the congregation sang the wedding hymns.

When the bridal couple returned, the bishop began his sermon. He spoke with simple eloquence about the marriages in the Old Testament. He spoke about Adam and Eve and proceeded to the Great Flood and the virtuousness of Noah’s household. He recounted the story of Isaac and Rebekah and talked about the way God works through events to bring marriage partners together.

Bishop Zook looked at the couple and said, “God had a plan for you. You found each other because you were willing to submit to His will and to His choice.”

His words brought tears to Karen’s eyes. She knew the struggles Katie had endured in her life away from the Amish. It was through those circumstances that God led her and her baby daughter back to the faith and into the life of Elam Sutter.

Karen couldn’t help wondering how God was using John in her life. What plan did He have for each of them? Whatever it was, it could not be marriage.

It was nearly noon before the lengthy sermon was concluded and the bishop asked Katie and Elam to step forward. They clasped hands with gentle smiles at each other. The bishop placed his hand over theirs. He pronounced a blessing upon them and asked, “Are you willing to enter together into wedlock as God in the beginning ordained and commanded?”


“Yes,” they both answered in firm, solemn voices.

As he asked each of them if they were confident God had chosen the person beside them to be their husband or wife, Karen’s thoughts turned again to John.

Had he made a similar vow? Had he pledged to cherish and care for a woman as a Christian husband until the Lord separated them by death? Was there someone waiting and praying to see him again?

Was there a woman whose heart skipped a beat at the sight of his smile the way hers did?

 

John was happy for the company of the gruff doctor when they arrived at the Sutter farm. Buggies filled every free space between the house and barn and extended down the lane. The corral overflowed with horses munching hay as they waited patiently to take families home. Everywhere, groups of women in long dresses and men in dark suits with black hats stood talking in animated conversations or were working together.

One group of adults was busy washing dishes in large red plastic tubs as a trio of young women carried out trays of dirty plates and hurried back inside with the clean ones.

The doctor had been right. There had to be over two hundred people John could speak with. He worked to temper his expectations. He’d been disappointed too many times already.

When Dr. White got out of the car the men and women standing nearby greeted him cheerfully. One, a small gnomelike man with a long white beard said, “The goot doktor is here. If you want free advice, step right up.”

Harold clapped a hand on the old man’s shoulder. “Good to see you, too, Reuben Beachy. Tell me, why did they invite an old rascal like you to this wedding?”


Reuben chuckled. “Who better to invite than a harness maker when you are getting hitched for life?”

Everyone laughed at his joke including Dr. White. Harold raised one hand and said to the group, “I will have time to hear what ails you and repeat all the gossip, but I must see the bride and groom and eat before the food is gone.”

They all chuckled as Harold led the way to the house. As John entered the Sutter home, he was stunned by the transformation that had taken place inside. Wall partitions had been removed to open up all the downstairs rooms. The kitchen itself was a crush of women working.

From the front door he could see trestle tables had been lined along the kitchen walls, around three sides of the living room and even into an adjoining bedroom.

The bride and groom sat in one corner of the living room in view of everyone. Katie sat at Elam’s left hand. Young women filled the tables around the couple and sat with their backs to the walls while the young men sat on the opposite side of the table facing the girls.

The tables didn’t contain flowers. Rather, stalks of celery had been placed in glass jars as decoration. Candy dishes, beautiful cakes and large bowls of fruit completed the simple but festive array. John searched for Karen in the rooms but didn’t see her anywhere.

Doctor White glanced at John. “Shall we start by asking the women in the kitchen if they know you?”

John’s eyes were drawn to the bride and groom and the loving looks they exchanged as they visited with their friends.

He nodded toward them. “No. This is their day. I don’t want to take anything away from them. We can speak to people outside after the meal is done.”


The doctor gave John a smile of approval. “All right.”

A strapping Amish man with a clean-shaven face approached them. He introduced himself as Adam Troyer and asked them to follow him. He seated them at one of the bedroom tables where Amber and a tall, handsome man already faced each other.

The man with Amber rose and held out his hand. His resemblance to Harold was unmistakable. He said, “You must be John. I’m Dr. Phillip White and this old rascal is my grandfather.” He clapped Harold on the shoulder.

“Who you calling old?” Harold grumbled.

“Behave,” Amber warned them both with a hard look.

The men grinned at each other, but took their seats. Amber and Phillip already had their food. John and Harold didn’t have to wait long. In another minute, a petite woman came in with a plate loaded with roast chicken and duck, mashed potatoes, dressing and creamed celery. She set the dish in front of Harold. John recognized her as the woman who ran the inn. She set down a second plate loaded with cookies and slices of cake.

Harold said, “Thank you, Emma. I hear the wedding was held in your home.”

“Ja, Katie has no family here so we are her family now.” She smiled at John. “Your plate is coming.”

“I have it here.”

John looked over his shoulder to see Karen bearing a pair of plates for him. When she set them down, his eyes grew round. “You don’t expect me to eat all that, do you?”

“I do, and you will have more later. No one leaves an Amish wedding hungry.”


He pushed the dessert plate toward her. “At least help me with this.”

She patted her slender waist. “I ate before the wedding party arrived so that I could help serve today. I must get back to work. More guests will begin arriving shortly.”

Emma said, “Why don’t you take a short break? Ruby and I can handle serving for a little while. I’m sure Mr. Doe has questions about our customs. I will bring you a cup of tea.”

Karen grinned. “Then I will happily cover for your break when I am done here. You may tell Adam Troyer I won’t be long. I’m sure he is ready for a break, too.”

Emma’s flushed cheeks turned an even brighter red. She left the table without another word.

“So that’s the way the wind is blowing,” Harold said with a chuckle. “I wondered why Adam was always at the inn. I thought surely there couldn’t be that much work for a handyman to do around the place.”

Emma returned with a cup of hot tea for Karen but didn’t linger. Karen took a sip, then filched a cookie from John’s plate. John leaned toward her. “Should I go wish the bride and groom happy before I eat?”

Karen shook her head. “No congratulations are given at an Amish wedding. It is taken for granted that Elam and Katie have found the partner chosen by God for them. We have no divorce so marriage is forever. Today is a happy but serious day.”

In the living room, a young man with curly brown hair rose to his feet and spoke in Pennsylvania Dutch.

Dr. White said, “The first round of eating is almost over. It’s time for the singing to start.”

John sent Karen an inquisitive glance. “The first round of eating?”

“Ja, we will start the wedding supper in an hour or so. Many of the older guests will leave soon, but the young people will stay. There will be much visiting and even games out in the barn.”

Around the tables, guests were bringing out their songbooks. The curly-headed young man, in a beautiful voice, started the hymn, and soon all joined in except the bride and groom. There was no accompanying music, just a moving blend of dozens of voices.

Karen asked, “Do you recognize the melody or the words?”

Was that worry he saw in her eyes? Why would she be concerned if he knew the song? He shook his head. “No, it’s not familiar.”

She seemed to relax. At least she gave him a half smile before joining in the hymn. Her sweet alto was pleasing to his ear. Once again he felt a deep pull of attraction toward Karen, something he couldn’t put his finger on but something he wanted to hold on to. Each day he spent with her those feelings deepened.

He counted her among his very few friends. He wasn’t sure she would appreciate how often he thought of her not as a friend but as a woman.

When the first song was done, a young woman stood to announce a second song. She then led the congregation. Her voice, pure and light as sunshine, flowed around the room. He listened more closely. There was something deeply familiar in her voice. Had he heard her before?








Chapter Eight



When the song ended, John touched Karen’s arm and gestured toward the singer. “Who is that woman?”

“That is Sarah Wyse, why?”

“She has a beautiful voice. Could I have heard her before?”

“Where?”

“I have no idea. Does she live near you?”

“Not far. She lives just at the edge of Hope Springs. Her husband ran a harness shop. He passed away three years ago from cancer. She works in the fabric store now.”

“It’s strange. I just think I’ve heard her voice be fore.”

“I will see if she will talk to you when the singing is done.” Karen stayed for one more hymn and then returned to her duties serving the guests.

When John had eaten his fill, he excused himself from the table and walked outside. Uncertain of how to introduce himself to the Amish and uncomfortable at being an outsider at a wedding feast, he stood alone on the porch gathering his courage. The door opened and Nettie bustled out with a large pan full of dishes.


Catching sight of him, she stopped and settled her load on one hip. “Have you had enough to eat, Mr. Doe?”

“More than enough. Thank you. Why are you working? Shouldn’t you be inside enjoying your son’s wedding day?”

“The parents of the bride and groom receive no special treatment on this day. It is my job to supervise the kitchen and make sure everything runs smoothly. That is my gift to my son and my new daughter. And you, Mr. Doe, you wish to speak to some of our guests, do you not?”

“I thought I did but I didn’t realize I would feel so awkward about it.”

She looked over to the men gathered near the barn. “Do not feel awkward. Let me get someone to take you around and introduce you.”

Waving her hand toward them, she called to Eli Imhoff. “Eli, come here.”

He crossed the yard with quick steps. “What do you need, Nettie?”

John couldn’t help but notice the soft look that passed between them or how the color bloomed in Nettie’s cheeks. She said, “John wishes to be introduced to some of our guests. I have not the time. Can you escort him for me?”

Eli nodded. “It was my intention to do so.”

As Nettie carried her pan to the washing tubs, Eli followed her with his eyes. John said, “She has been very kind.”

“Ja, she is a goot woman.”

The door to the house opened. Several Amish couples came out followed by Harold. The elderly doctor pulled a roll of antacid tablets from his pocket. “I knew I was going to need these. The food is always so good but so rich.”

He offered some to John and Eli. John declined but Eli accepted them. Dr. White said, “How is the arm, Eli?”

“Old bones heal slow.”

“Tell me about it.” Harold rubbed his thigh.

Eli jerked his head toward the barn. “Let us see if any one recognizes John Doe.”

Harold said, “Amber and Karen are asking around inside. I thought the women would be more comfortable talking to them.”

John followed the men through the maze of buggies to the barn. Inside, youngsters were engaged in games and chatting in groups. He caught sight of Jacob and several of his friends looking down from the hayloft. He was surprised to see the young men were much older than Jacob. The boy’s friends were staring at John with outright curiosity and snickering.

Eli asked for everyone’s attention, speaking English out of deference to John and Harold. He briefly explained John’s situation and asked if anyone knew him or had seen him before. John scanned the faces of the young men and women looking for signs of recognition. The only one he knew was the freckle-faced redheaded young woman he’d met several days before.

Sally, that was her name. He smiled and nodded to her. Her eyes widened. She spoke to her friends and then hurried past him back toward the house.

He followed Eli and Harold from group to group speaking to elderly couples, young parents with children and teenagers that had paired off and were enjoying the social event. Each time he met with expressions of compassion but no concrete information.

Giving up for the moment, John excused himself from the older man and returned to the house. Something in Sally’s expression stayed with him. He wanted a chance to talk to her in private but didn’t know how that would be possible. He was about to open the door when Karen came out with Sarah Wyse, the singer, by her side.

 

Karen stopped in surprise when she saw John in front of her. “We were just coming to find you. John, this is Sarah Wyse.”

The way his eyes roved over Sarah’s face sent a prickle of envy through Karen. Immediately, she chided herself for allowing such emotion to taint the day. Sarah was pretty. The young men had flocked around her when she and Karen had been in school together, but none of that had gone to Sarah’s head. She remained a devout member of the church in spite of all the heartache in her life.

John said, “It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Wyse. I wanted to compliment you on your beautiful singing voice.”

Sarah glanced from Karen back to John. “Compliments are not needed. All gifts come from God. We do not seek honors or to stand apart from each other.”

“I’m sorry,” John said, “I did not mean to offend you.”

“No offense was taken. Karen says you have some questions for me.”

The three of them moved to the end of the porch so they weren’t blocking the flow of traffic in and out of the house. John said, “I don’t know how to say this, but your voice sounds familiar to me. Is there any way I could have heard you singing before?”

“Not unless you have heard me as one of many voices praising God in song during our church services.”


He heaved a tired sigh. “I was afraid you were going to say that.”

“I wish I could be more help. I will inquire about you when people come to my shop. We have townspeople, Amish and tourists in.”

John said, “I’ll ask the sheriff to send over one of the photographs he had taken of me.”

The women exchanged glances, then Karen said, “Sarah would not be able to show it. We consider photographs of people to be graven images. They are forbidden.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” He looked embarrassed.

Karen couldn’t help herself. She poked his shoulder. “Oh, John, you don’t know your name, you don’t know about the Amish and photographs, what do you know?”

“Karen!” Sarah looked aghast.

John looked shocked for a full second then he threw back his head and laughed. “I know if I go back in the house someone is going to try and make me eat more. I’m still stuffed to the gills.”

Relieved to see him more comfortable, Karen said, “Then you had best go walk up an appetite because supper will get under way in about an hour.”

Sarah said, “Mr. Doe, I can’t use a photograph but if someone were to sketch your face I could use that.”

Nodding Karen said, “That is a goot idea. Sally Yoder has a fine hand with pencils. Perhaps she could draw his picture.”

John asked, “Is she the one with red hair and freckles?”

“Ja.” Karen looked around. “I saw her a few moments ago.”

Sarah said, “I saw her go upstairs with Katie and the baby. I will ask her if she would do a sketch of you. Provided her parents do not object. If she may, I will let you know.”

“I appreciate your help, Sarah. Thank you. And even if compliments are not permitted, I still say you sing like an angel.”

Her smile turned sad. “You should have heard my sister sing. She is the one with the voice of an angel.”

John waited until Sarah disappeared into the house then he turned his attention to Karen. “What did she mean about her sister?”

“Sarah has a twin sister. Bethany left here a month after Sarah’s husband died. She wrote Sarah a letter telling her she had to go away but gave no other explanation. No one has heard from her in three years. Most think she ran away with an Englischer. It broke Sarah’s heart.”

“I see. Well, I should let you get back to work.”

Karen didn’t want to leave him. She wanted to stay and find some way to make him laugh again. The sound made her heart light. It made her want to laugh out loud with him.

With a start, she realized what was happening. She was getting in over her head. When had she started to care so deeply for John?

Perhaps the moment she saw him lying in the ditch. Embarrassed by the flood of feelings she couldn’t control she took a step back. “Ja, I must go.”

He raised his hand but let it drop quickly to his side. “I guess I’ll see you when you get home.”

“It will be very late. We will have much cleaning up to do here.”

“I don’t mind staying up.” He smiled softly at her and left the porch to rejoin the men standing by Harold’s car.


 

Late that evening, John sat outside on the dawdy haus porch with his feet propped up on the rail and his hands shoved deep in the pockets of his coat. The cold night air was a reminder that winter would come roaring in soon.

What was he doing? He was waiting to get in trouble, that’s what.

The lights in the main house had been off for hours. The Imhoffs were normally early to bed and early to rise, but Karen had not yet returned from the wedding supper. Was she visiting with the women or was there a man in her life? Some tall, sturdy Amish farmer who would give her a dozen children and a lifetime of hard work?

John wanted to hope that was true, but even more he hoped it wasn’t.

The clatter of horse hooves on the lane finally announced her return. John rose to his feet but hesitated. What right did he have to engage Karen’s affections? The answer was abundantly clear. He had no business seeking time alone with her.

Even as his thoughts formed, his feet were moving toward the barn where she was unhitching the buggy. She saw him coming. She stood waiting, not speaking. He knew words would only sound artificial. Instead, he began unharnessing the horse, happy to be doing a simple thing for her.

Working in silence, they soon completed the task and led Molly to her stall. Karen lit a lantern so he could see to brush the mare down. He made quick work of it while Karen forked hay into the stall. When the mare was settled, they closed her stall door, put out the lantern and walked side-by-side out of the barn.


At the porch steps they paused by unspoken consent. Karen sat down, drawing her coat tighter. John sat beside her staring up into the night sky. A million twinkling stars decorated the black heavens with breathtaking beauty.

She pointed over the barn. “Look, there is a falling star. You should make a wish.”

Hunching his shoulders, he shook his head. “I don’t believe in wishing.”

“Why not?”

He gazed at her intently. “What good does it do to want a thing you cannot have?”

She drew the edges of her coat closer together. “When we say we wish the rain would stop, or we wish the sun would shine, or we wish you could remember, are these wishes not simply little prayers?”

“I guess they are.”

“Don’t you believe in the power of prayer?”

“Anna told me once that you remind her to pray. Are you trying to remind me now?”

“It is something we all need to do.”

He leaned back and braced his elbows on the step behind him. “I don’t remember how to pray. If I ever knew.”

“But you did. The day I found you, you began the Twenty-third Psalm. I’ve prayed it with you.”

“You did? I wish I could remember that.” He drank in the beauty of her face in the starlight, gathering in every detail to save in his memory. This night was one he never wanted to forget.

He leaned toward her. Uncertainty clouded her eyes and she looked away.

He drew a deep breath and leaned his head back. “I don’t remember the stars looking this beautiful.”


“Perhaps you lived in a city where the stars could not be seen.”

“Maybe.” John shook his head. “I don’t know, they just don’t seem right.”

She looked up. “What could be wrong with the wondrous night sky God has given us? I see nothing wrong with the stars. What do you mean?”

“I don’t know. I look up and I think something is missing.”

“The moon is not yet up. Perhaps that is what’s missing.”

He watched her intently. “Maybe the stars look wrong because they pale in comparison to your eyes.”

“Please don’t.” She dropped her gaze to stare at the ground.

“I’m sorry.” He’d meant every word, but he was sorry to cause her any distress. “You’re forgiven.”

“I’m not sure I want to be forgiven for telling you what a beautiful person you are. I don’t mean just beautiful on the outside, although you are. I mean you’re beautiful on the inside.”

She raised her gaze to his. “You told me that once before. That I was beautiful. The day I found you. Before the ambulance came.”

“Did you believe me then?”

“I did,” she answered quietly.

“And do you believe me now?” He held his breath waiting for her answer.

“This is foolishness.” She surged to her feet and started to go inside but he caught her arm.

“Please don’t go. We’ll talk about something else. We’ll pretend we’re two old friends having a pleasant visit. You are my only friend, you know.”


She studied his face. “I know I am now, but you have other friends who are looking for you. You are not a man who cuts himself off from others. They will find you.”

“And what if they don’t? What if no one is looking for me? What if I’ll always be alone?” He couldn’t stop the quiver in his voice. The fear and the loneliness bottled up inside rose to choke him.

She reached out to cup his face. “Do not give up hope.”

Closing his eyes he covered her hands with his own and pressed them against his face, feeling the warmth and the strength and the compassion in her touch. Unbidden, a tear slipped from the corner of his eye.

Suddenly her arms were around him and she was holding him tight. “Be not afraid, John Doe, for God is with you. You are never alone.”

Wrapping his arms around her, he leaned into her strength. She comforted him as if he were a child, murmuring soft sounds of reassurance. He tried to choke back his tears, but it was no use.








Chapter Nine



Karen held John tightly, her heart aching for him. All she had wanted from the moment she first saw him was to help him. She couldn’t imagine the suffering he had endured and was still enduring. He was in so much pain, but she didn’t know how to help.

He clung to her like a drowning man. His shoulders shook with muffled sobs. Offering him what comfort she could, she stroked his hair and whispered, “It will be okay.”

But would it be? She had faith in God’s plan for his life, but she knew that didn’t mean his life would be easy. Her own family was proof of that, but God had not abandoned them. He gave them strength and hope. Without her faith, it would have been impossible for her to go on.

John regained his composure before she was ready to let him go. Stepping away from her, he wiped his eyes on his sleeves. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be, John. You have the right to grieve.”

“I didn’t mean to fall apart like that.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?” She was shocked at how much she wanted to be needed by him. Shocked by how much she wanted to hold him and to be held by him.

He shoved his hands in his pockets and avoided making eye contact. “The doctors warned me that I might have a meltdown. Stress, you know. I guess I should have warned you, but I didn’t expect to start blubbering like a baby.”

Stepping back, he said, “Don’t let me keep you up any later, Karen. You’ve had a long day. I’ll be fine.”

“Many times I have found my burdens too heavy to bear. Tears help sometimes and so do prayers. Pray for strength, John.”

“I’ll try. Thanks. For everything.” He turned away and entered the grandfather house as if he couldn’t wait to get away.

Karen climbed the steps slowly and entered her kitchen. Inside, she closed the door and leaned against it, crossing her arms tightly.

Her collar was damp from John’s tears. She could still smell the faint scent of the soap he used, still feel his lingering warmth on her skin. Never in her life had she been drawn to a man the way she was drawn to John.

In a stunning moment of clarity she realized her feelings had progressed far beyond wanting to help him. The emotions filling her heart and mind were those a woman saved for the man she was to marry.

Tears pricked at the back of her eyes. She blinked hard to hold them at bay.

It was wrong. Wrong to feel so much for someone not of her faith. How did it happen? How could she have been blind to the changes in her own heart?

She knew right from wrong. She recognized her need to be with John, to be held in his arms, to touch his face, those things were wrong.


In her mind she knew it—but her heart would not agree.

Any relationship between them was doomed. She knew that, but did John? Had she inadvertently set him up for more disappointment? She couldn’t bear the thought of hurting him more than he was already hurting.

“What am I going to do?” she whispered in the darkness.

To step outside the Ordnung, the rules of her faith, was to invite heartache for her and her entire family. She had others to think of. Her father had been through so much pain already. She could not add to his overburdened shoulders the shame of having a daughter shunned.

Straightening, she moved across the room and up the stairs, listening to the familiar creak of each tread, hoping not to wake anyone. After reaching her room, she got ready for bed and lay beneath the heavy quilt her mother had stitched. Somehow, she had to find a way to harden her heart against the temptation she faced. John would leave tomorrow afternoon when Emma had room for him at the inn. Until he was gone, Karen would guard her heart closely. No one must know how she felt.

Closing her eyes, she prayed for strength. It was a long time before she fell asleep.

 

John sat at the desk in his room listening to the hushed stillness of the night. Like a hamster in a wheel, his brain ran around and around the problems he faced, without generating any answers.

His breakdown tonight scared him more than he wanted to admit. Was the stress unhinging his mind? Could he face the fact that he might never remember his life from before?

It had been nearly three weeks since Karen found him. He had visited Amish and English farms all along Pleasant View Road. He’d spoken to dozens of families, and yet he was no closer to the answers he needed. No one knew who he was. How could he not be missed? Why wasn’t someone looking for him?

A chilling thought brought his overworked brain to a screeching halt. Maybe no one cared enough about him to wonder where he was.

What kind of man had he been? What kind of man wasn’t missed by anyone?

Panic rushed through him until he recalled Karen’s voice telling him he should pray for strength. He wanted to have faith in God’s goodness, but that was easier said than done.

He bowed his head, resting it on his folded hands, and spoke the words in his heart. “God, I’m floundering here. I’ve got no idea what You want from me. Karen says I need Your help and I believe her. She is the one good thing You’ve done for me.

“I can’t face this alone. You know I want answers. If I get them or not, well, that’s up to You. Just give me the strength to accept whatever comes and keep me from going insane.”

Raising his head, he drew a deep cleansing breath. Nothing had changed except for one small fact. Whatever happened, he didn’t have to face it alone.

The chill in the air soon drove him under the covers. Lying in bed, he knew he needed a new plan. The money he had wouldn’t last much longer. He could afford an other week, maybe two at the inn in Hope Springs when he left here, but then what?

One more unanswerable question. He wanted to scream with frustration. Rolling to his side, he resolved to stop worrying about the future and have faith.


He slept fitfully the rest of the night. It was still dark outside when he gave up. Dressing in the chilly room he chided himself for not banking the fire the previous night. The stove was stone cold when he checked it and the wood box was empty.

Pausing on the front porch, he glanced at the main house. All the windows were still dark, even the ones upstairs. He wasn’t sure which one was Karen’s bedroom but he knew she would be up soon.

How would she treat him after seeing him break down last night? Would she think less of him? Did she see him as weak, now? Her opinion mattered. Maybe more than it should.

After carrying in an armload of wood, John set to work rebuilding the fire. When he had a small blaze going, he closed the firebox door and straightened, noticing his ribs didn’t protest the movement. Physically, he was healing.

Mentally? Not so much. He needed something to do. Something to keep him busy besides endlessly turning over every rock in his mind looking for his memory.

A sudden idea occurred to him. Karen’s father needed help with the chores. Horses were something John seemed to know about. He glanced out the window toward the barn. He was up, he might as well lend Eli a hand.

He was in the barn thirty minutes later when Jacob and Noah came in yawning and with lagging steps.

“Morning,” John called cheerfully. He finished shoveling out the last stall, then laid his pitchfork and shovel on top of the heaping wheelbarrow.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Jacob demanded.

“Mucking out the stalls.” John started toward the rear of the barn.


Noah grinned and fell into step beside John. “Yippee. Now I don’t have to do it.”

Jacob chided Noah in Pennsylvania Dutch. John understood the tone if not the actual words.

Noah’s grin turned to a scowl. “I’m going to help Jacob with the milking.”

Looking over Noah’s head, John said, “I have one more stall to do. If you want to show me how to milk a cow I could help with that, too.”

“We do not need your help, English.” Jacob took his younger brother by the sleeve and pulled him toward the dairy cows patiently waiting by their stanchions.

After dumping his wheelbarrow load, John returned to the last stall. Slipping a halter on One-Way’s head, John led him out to the small paddock and turned him loose. Snorting and prancing, One-Way showed his appreciation of the open space by bucking his way around the enclosure.

Smiling at the animal’s high spirits, John said, “Work off a little of that ginger and maybe we’ll try some training later.”

One-Way trotted to the fence. Stretching his neck over the top boards, he playfully nipped at John’s sleeve, then took off like a rocket.

“I don’t care what you think of the plan,” John shouted after him. “There’s a harness in your future. You’d better get used to the idea.”

Chuckling to himself, John finished cleaning One-Way’s stall. After making sure all of the horses had hay, grain and freshwater, he brought the young Standardbred back in. Locking the stall door, John leaned on it admiring the horse.

Behind him, he heard Anna say, “There you are, John Doe. Have you forgotten where the house is?”


Stifling his amusement, John crouched in front of her. “I’m so glad you found me. I thought I was going to have to stay out here with the horses all day. Which way do I go?”

Anna shook her head as she grasped his hand. “Come, I will show you. Breakfast is ready.”

“Thank you.” Rising, he let the child lead the way, but stopped when he saw Eli watching them.

Anna said, “I found him, Papa. He forgot where the house was.”

Eli’s lips twitched. “Thank you, Anna. Run along and tell Karen we are coming.”

“Hurry up ’cause I’m hungry.” She headed toward the house at a run.

Eli moved to the nearest stall where a pretty brown mare with a white star greeted him. “Noah tells me you did his chores.”

“I hope you don’t mind. I felt the need to work. I’ve loafed long enough.”

“Work is goot for a man’s body and soul.”

“It felt good. It felt right.”

Eli turned away from his inspection of John’s work and began walking toward the house. “What are your plans now?”

John fell into step beside him. “I’ve talked to just about everyone in the community and I’ve come up empty. I guess I need to find work and a place to live now. I’m not giving up hope. I’m just being practical.”

Eli combed his fingers through his beard. “A job will not be easy to come by this time of year. What kind of work were you thinking of doing?”

“All I seem to know is horses.”

“I see. How would you break a green horse to harness?”


John answered without thinking. “You don’t break a horse. You train it.”

Eli eyed John critically. “That is true. How would you go about training that bay mare with the white star?”

“The first thing I’d do is get her used to having a blanket thrown over her. Then I’d work up to a partial and finally a full harness,” he replied almost by rote. Each step closer to the house and to Karen increased John’s dread. His palms grew sweaty.

Eli said, “That is what I would do, too.”

They reached the front porch and climbed the steps. John pulled open the door. Eli went in while John hesitated on the doorstep.

What would he say to Karen? How would she treat him? He rubbed his damp palms on the sides of his jeans.

Suddenly, she was standing in front of him. She held a pan of cinnamon bread with the corners of her apron. “Close the door, John Doe. You’re letting the cold air in,” she scolded. “And don’t forget to wipe your feet.”

Noah and Anna, already seated at the table, snickered into their hands.

Whirling around, she scowled at them and placed the pan on the kitchen table before moving back to the stove.

John relaxed a little. Okay, good. Apparently she wasn’t going to walk on eggshells around him. He wiped his feet, washed his hands at the sink and took his place at the table. A moment later she took her place opposite him. Everyone bowed their heads for silent prayer.

When they were finished, Karen looked at John and said, “Pass the butter, please.”


No lingering glance, no pitying look, just pass the butter, as if nothing had happened. He appreciated her effort to put him at ease.

Everyone started eating. As usual, there was very little conversation at the table. Mealtime was for eating. John had learned that talk revolved mainly around what chores needed to be done and plans for the upcoming events such as the horse auction.

When the meal was finished, Anna helped Karen clear the table. Eli retreated to the sitting room to read his paper while Jacob and Noah finished getting ready for school. John remained at the table nursing his cup of coffee.

Anna gathered the tableware slowly, casting several speculative glances at John. Finally he asked, “What is it, Anna?”

“If I invite you to our school Christmas program, will you be able to remember that?”

He rubbed his hand over his chin. “I think if I write it down I’ll be able to remember. When is it?”

“It’s on December twenty-fourth.”

“Christmas Eve, I’m sure I won’t forget that. Have you been a good girl this year? Do you think Santa Claus will bring you presents?”

Anna laid a comforting hand on John’s arm. “There is no Santa Claus. Did you forget that, too?”

Karen rinsed a plate and set it in the drain board. “We do not believe in such things, John. For us, Christmas is a time to remember the birth of Christ.”

“You don’t exchange gifts?” he asked.

“Little things only on the day after Christmas,” Karen said. “It is a time to visit with family and friends.”

“Last year I got new mittens,” Anna added with a bright smile.


He wished he could remember a Christmas past. Would it ever end, these constant reminders that he was an incomplete man?

 

Karen saw the change come over John’s face. Before she could think of something to say he shot to his feet and said, “Have a good day at school, Anna. I won’t forget about your Christmas program.”

He lifted his coat from the hook by the door and was gone a second later. Karen wanted to run after him but she didn’t. He would have to come to grips with his missing memories in his own fashion.

Smiling at Anna, Karen said, “Go get ready for school.”

Before long she had all the children out the door. That first minute of blessed silence afterward was always the best part of her day. She finished wiping down the counters and the table and had just started sweeping the floor when her father came in from the sitting room.

“Where is John?” Eli asked.

She didn’t look up from her sweeping. “I don’t know. He left about five minutes before the children.”

“I’m thinking of letting him stay on a little longer.”

Karen looked up in surprise. “You are?”

“Ja.” Eli stared at her.

She started sweeping again. “If he stays it will make more work for me, but we could use the extra money.”

“He seems to know a lot about horses.” Eli slipped into his coat and pulled it over his sling.

Moving a chair, she swept under the table. She couldn’t believe her father was considering this. “Perhaps he could be some help to you. Until your arm heals.”

“Maybe.”


Karen swept her pile of dirt into the dustpan without looking up. “He may not want to stay.”

“Why do you think that?”

She straightened to meet her father’s gaze. “Plain living is hard for the English. He may want to live where he can have television, a phone or a computer.”

“I’ve not heard him complain about living plain, have you?”

“Nee, but he often goes into Hope Springs to use the computer at the library.”

“Well, if he wishes it, he may stay. I will tell him.” Eli opened the door and went out.

Karen backed up until she located a chair, then she sat down abruptly.

Would John stay?

Did she want him to stay?

The simple, frightening answer was yes, she did. With sudden clarity she saw exactly what she must do.

 

John stuffed the last of his meager possessions into his duffel bag. He started to close the top when he heard Eli call his name. He answered, “I’m in the bedroom.”

Eli appeared in the doorway. “John Doe, I have a proposition for you.”

“What kind of proposition?”

“I’ve been thinking. If you want, you could stay here until you find a job.”

“Stay here?” John wasn’t sure he’d heard correctly.

Eli winced and adjusted his sling. “I could use help getting the horses ready to sell. A horse that is trained to harness will bring more money than one that is not.”

John buckled his bag. “Jacob can help you with that.”

“Jacob must go to school, and he is already doing many more of the chores that I cannot do.”


“What if I can’t actually train a horse? I mean, I only feel like I know how.”

“We can work together. My arm is broken but my voice works. I will tell you what to do and you do it?”

John was so very tempted to say yes. This family had opened their home to him. He was comfortable here. Karen was here.

That was why he should go.

“Think it over,” Eli suggested before John could say anything.

Eli turned to leave but John stopped him with a question. “Have you told Karen about this?”








Chapter Ten



Eli gave John a sharp look. “Ja, I told Karen I would offer to let you stay on.”

“And she was okay with it?”

“She offered no objection. Why?”

Was that because she felt sorry for him or because she liked having him around? He wished he could ask her.

“I don’t want to make more work for your daughter.”

Eli cracked a wide smile. “She did say you would make extra work, but she also said we can use the money.”

John ran a hand through his hair. “Depend on Karen to tell the truth.”

“She speaks her mind. It is a thing she learned from her mother.”

John quickly made up his own mind. He walked toward Eli and held out his hand. “I will stay on one condition. If I’m going to be working for you I expect to pay less for rent.”

Eli’s smile widened. “We had best agree on this before Karen gets wind of it.”

“Before I get wind of what?” Her voice came from down the hall.

John braced himself to face her and pretend he wasn’t thrilled to be spending more time near her. He had no where to go. He apparently had no one who cared about him. So why shouldn’t he find some measure of happiness in the new life he’d been given?

“Looks like you aren’t getting rid of me just yet,” he called out.

She appeared in the doorway beside her father, her face serene and composed. “Then strip the sheets from the bed while I get clean ones and hurry up. I don’t have all day.”

Spinning on her heels, she took off down the hall and John heard the front door slam. He looked at Eli. “Are you sure she doesn’t object to my staying?”

“I would bundle up the sheets and have them ready for her if I were you.” Chuckling, Eli hooked his thumb under his suspender.

Feeling bemused, John stripped the bed. When Karen returned with the clean sheets neatly folded in a laundry basket John held the wadded ones under his arm.

She bustled in, put the basket on the bed and pulled the sheets out of it. “Put the dirty ones in here.” She indicated the basket with a nod.

Eli said, “Since you are going to stay, John Doe, I will turn on the refrigerator for you. It can be tricky to get started.”

As Eli headed for the kitchen, John stuffed his armload of linens in the basket then lifted it off the mattress so Karen could get to work. With a few flicks of her wrists, she spread the crisp white linen over the mattress and smoothed away the wrinkles.

As she was tucking in the far side, John set the laundry basket on the desk, turned the desk chair around and straddled it. Crossing his arms over the ladder-back, he rested his chin on his forearms. “Was this your idea? Not that I’m complaining, I’m just curious.”

She shook out the second sheet and let it settle over the bed. “It was not my idea.”

Disappointment pricked him but he refused to show it. “You’re okay with it, right?”

“Of course.” She wouldn’t meet his gaze. Instead, she kept her eyes on the task she was performing.

“It won’t be forever. Once I find a job I’ll be able to get a place of my own.” He knew he was being overly optimistic but he didn’t want her caring out of pity.

Stuffing the pillow into the case, she shook it down. “What kind of work will you do?”

“Whatever it takes. I don’t have much choice. I have to make my own way now.”

She paused, clutching the pillow tight to her chest. “I wish you well, John Doe.”

Was that a quiver he heard in her voice? He said, “Someday I will repay all that you have done for me.”

Turning to face him, she shook her head. “Nee, you owe me nothing. I will do everything I can to help you find a job.”

Was she hinting that she wanted him to move on? “Any suggestions where I should start?”

“The newspaper.”

“Right. I can see the ad now. Wanted: Man with amnesia for high-paying job.”

Throwing the pillow on the bed, Karen propped her hands on her hips and scowled at him. “With that attitude you will end up begging on street corners.”

Taken aback, he said, “I was joking.”

She kept her voice low as she glanced toward the door to make sure Eli wasn’t outside. “Finding a livelihood is no joking matter. You must be serious, you must work harder and smarter than anyone else and prove you can do the job.”

John held up both hands in a gesture of surrender. “Okay, I will.”

“If you go around feeling sorry for yourself then your life will be filled with pity and not with the blessings God has bestowed upon you.”

Anger welled up inside him. “Excuse me for not feeling blessed at the moment.”

She took a step toward him. “Well, you should feel blessed. You are alive. You are strong. You have a roof over your head and food to eat. If you whine about the things you do not have then you are ungrateful for all you have.”

Why was she trying to rile him? He said, “I have all these things because of the charity of others. I did not earn it.”

She folded her arms and raised her eyebrow. “And that is not a blessing?”

Rising from the chair, he turned to the window. Bracing his arms on the sill he stared outside. “I don’t want to be grateful to others. I need to be in charge of my own life.”

She moved to stand close behind him. “Then pride is your sin, John Doe. The Amish live humble lives. We accept that we are nothing without God.”

John’s anger drained away. He understood better than most what being nothing felt like. Looking over his shoulder at Karen, he asked, “Do you think that’s why God is doing this to me? To humble me? What kind of person was I to deserve this?”

Karen bit her lip, drawing his attention to her mouth. He wanted to kiss her, wanted to hold her and feel her arms around him. As much as her compassion meant to him that wasn’t what he longed for. He wanted more.

He wanted her to care about him as a man, not as an emotional cripple in need of charity.

She looked down and fixed her gaze on her clenched hands. “We cannot know God’s plan for us. It is beyond human understanding. We can only accept what trials come to us secure in the knowledge that God is with us always. He sent His only son to die for our sins. He does not abandon us. We lean on His mercy and grace so that we may not stumble on the righteous path He sets before us.”

“I wish I had your faith, Karen. I wish I believed in mercy and grace.”

She did look at him then. “You have only to open your heart to God, John. All the rest will follow.”

The soft expression in her eyes gave him hope. She did care for him, he was sure of it.

“How can I doubt God’s goodness when He brought me to you.” He reached for her as he stepped closer.

She took a quick step away. “John, we can’t—I can’t. How do I say this? There must be no closeness between us.”

Her retreat cut him like a blade. Lowering his hand, he closed his eyes and pressed his lips into a thin, painful line. Finally, he drew a deep breath and nodded. “I understand. I’m sorry if I offended you with unwelcome attention.”

“There is nothing to forgive. I am your friend.”

How could such simple words sound so lame?

What had he expected? She was a devout Amish woman. She would never consider stepping outside the boundaries of her faith with someone like him. She offered her friendship. He would be content with that. It was more than he deserved.

At the sound of Eli’s footsteps coming down the hall, John quickly composed himself. He fashioned a reassuring smile for her. “I couldn’t find a better friend if I searched the world over,” he said, meaning every word.

 

Karen blinked hard to hold back her tears. They would have to wait until later, when she was alone and no one could hear her sobs. They would be her punishment for wounding John. In spite of his words, she knew she had wounded him.

At every turn she had sought to guard him from harm, to ease his way, to be the one person he could turn to. Her foolish need to be his rescuer had led to this affection for her. How could it be otherwise? Perhaps in her heart she even wanted such affection, but it wasn’t right for either of them.

She had to let John find his own path and his own strength. The only way to do that was to push him out into the world.

“Your refrigerator is working now,” Eli announced from the doorway.

John slipped the chair in place under the desk. The sudden silence seemed to radiate guilt. Karen quickly picked up the laundry basket and walked out the door without looking back. She had never felt so ashamed of her own weakness.

That night she prayed for strength and the courage to harden her heart against the attraction she felt for John. Confused and frightened, she knew only God’s help could save her from her own foolishness.

If John recovered his memory she could let him go knowing he had people and a home waiting for him. But while he was still lost and alone, she couldn’t turn her back on him. She couldn’t.

On Sunday morning she accompanied her family to church services and prayed earnestly for strength and guidance. The saving grace of the weekend was having the children underfoot to minimize the risk of finding herself alone with John.

On Sunday afternoon, Sarah Wyse arrived with Sally Yoder to sketch a picture of John. Sally seemed oddly ill at ease. As John posed for his portrait, he tried to engage her in conversation, but he received only the briefest of replies in return.

When Sally was done, John thanked her, then left the room saying he had work to do. Sally began to put away her materials.

Karen picked up the sketch. “This is goot work, Sally. God has given you a wondrous talent. I know John is grateful for your help.”

“I must do all I can to aid him.” When Sally looked up Karen was surprised to see her eyes glistening with unshed tears.

“Sally, do you know who John is?”

Glancing from Sarah to Karen, Sally shook her head.

“I don’t. I wish I did, but I don’t.” Before Karen could question her further, Sally grabbed her sketchbook and hurried outside.

Karen and Sarah exchanged puzzled looks. Sarah said, “She is young and she has a tender heart. This outsider’s injury and burdens touch us all.”

Nodding, Karen let the subject drop unwilling to discuss her own feelings for John.

Sarah gathered her cloak and gloves. “I promise to have copies of this made and post them around town. Perhaps it will bring someone forward, but I hope John isn’t holding his breath.”

Karen knew she would be holding hers. She no longer prayed that someone would recognize him. These days, she prayed only to keep her heart and her faith intact.

During the next week the first heavy snowfall of winter arrived, coating the fields and farms in a flawless, glittering white blanket. Winter was tightening its grip on the Ohio countryside as Christmas loomed only weeks away.

In spite of her determination to stifle her affection for John, her eyes were drawn constantly to wherever he was. When she was in the kitchen, she kept watch on the corrals beside the barn where John, under the direction of her father, began training the little bay mare named Jenny and One-Way, her father’s great hope for their financial recovery.

To Karen’s surprise, her father appeared to enjoy working with John. She often heard them deep in conversations about horse care and training methods and occasionally saw them laughing together. If John had been Amish she would have been thrilled to see the relationship growing between the two. But he wasn’t Amish and no matter how much Eli liked him, he would never accept him as a suitor for Karen.

Anna and Noah had been delighted when they learned John would be staying. Jacob kept his opinion to himself, but it was easy for Karen to see he was upset. Especially after he learned Eli was letting John train the horses. Karen would have been happier if Jacob had expressed his unhappiness in words. Instead, he became withdrawn and secretive.

On Monday morning, Karen came down early to start breakfast and caught Jacob sneaking into the house just before dawn. Staring at his disheveled clothes, she asked, “Jacob, what have you been doing?”

“Nothing.” He avoided looking at her and hurried up to his room.

Amish teenagers, especially boys, were expected to rebel against the strict rules they were raised with. She held her tongue, but decided to keep a closer watch on her brother. He was growing up too fast for her liking.

As the days passed, Karen began to relax. There had been no repeat of her closeness with John. Perhaps his initial attraction to her had worn off. She could only hope so. In spite of her prayers her feelings had only grown stronger.

John went out daily to visit other farms and to look for work. She knew he stopped frequently in Hope Springs to check the missing-persons website he’d told her about. In a way, it was hard to watch him go out into the world without her help, but she knew it was what he needed to do.

In the evenings, the family gathered in the sitting room after supper. Tonight, as had become the norm, Noah and John were engaged in a board game. Eli and Jacob were reading while Anna played with her doll on the windowsill.

Karen worked on her seemingly endless pile of mending as she covertly watched John. He seemed so at home among them. He was good with the little ones, especially Noah. John would make a fine father someday.

At that thought, she turned her mind elsewhere. Down that path lay only heartache. Glancing at Anna, Karen frowned. The child had both hands pressed against the frosty windowpane. As Karen watched, Anna glanced over her shoulder, then crept up behind Noah and put her hands on the back of his neck.


“Ach!” He jerked away, and she broke into loud giggles.

“’Sis kald heit.” Anna extended her hands toward John.

He pulled away in mock terror. “What does that mean?”

Noah shivered as he rubbed the back of his neck. “She said, ‘It is cold today,’ but what she means is she’s a sneaky jerk.”

“Noah,” Eli chided. “Do not call your sister names. Anna, do not trouble your brother.”

The siblings made sour faces at each other when Eli returned to his reading.

“What is this in Pennsylvania Dutch?” John patted his head.

“Your kobb,” Noah replied.

“And this?” John pulled up a lock of hair.

“Hoah,” Anna answered quickly.

John repeated the word then held up his hand. “What do you call this?”

“Hand,” Noah said before Anna could.

John shook his head at the boy. “No, come on. What’s the Amish word for hand?”

Noah and Anna fell into a fit of giggles. Even Eli gave a little chuckle. John glanced at Karen, a questioning look on his face. She stifled her mirth at his confusion. “The Amish word for hand is hand, John.”

He began laughing, too. “At least I don’t have to learn all new words to learn Amish. That should make it easier. Give me another that’s the same.”

“English.” Jacob’s tone made the word sound like an insult as he rose and walked out of the room.

Anna shook her head. “It’s Englisch. That one’s close but it’s not the same. Fox, that’s the same.”


Eli laid down his book. “Bushel.”

“Blind,” Karen said, racking her brain for more identical words.

“Land,” Anna supplied one more.

“What I need is a teacher.” John was looking at Karen when he said it. She caught a glimpse of longing in his eyes, but he looked away so quickly she knew he was trying to hide it from her.

Sadness crept into her chest. They were both struggling to mask their true feelings. How long could they keep up this charade?

Anna said, “I will be your teetshah. You can use my schoolbooks.”

John smiled at Anna, but Karen saw the effort it took. Her heart broke for him all over again.

 

On a Sunday morning nearly a month after his arrival at the farm John watched the Imhoff family leave for church from the window of the grandfather house kitchen. For a moment he was tempted to go with them, but he wasn’t sure an English person would be welcome.

He had learned from Anna, his new and devoted teacher of all things Amish, that the Amish had no church buildings. They held their services in the homes of members rotating the services from house to house every other week.

He’d also learned the Imhoffs wouldn’t be back until early afternoon as a meal always followed the services. As far as he was concerned, that left him with far too much time on his hands. He didn’t like being alone.

Had he always been that way? Or was it a new condition brought on by his trauma?

Picking up his Bible, he read for an hour, absorbing the words and trying to see how they applied to his own life. For a while his restless spirit was calmed, but eventually he closed the book and started looking for something else to do.

His options were limited. On Sunday the library in Hope Springs would be closed. He’d already made several trips into town to check the NamUs website, but he hadn’t found anyone looking for a man of his description. The stories in the news and on the website about loved ones who’d vanished without a trace were as depressing as not finding information about himself. How could so many people disappear? How could he be one of them?

Slipping into his coat, he bundled up against the cold and headed out to the barn. He’d been unable to find work yet and so had spent more time training the horses than they really needed but it was something he enjoyed.

When he opened the door, a gray tomcat, one of the dozen or so that kept the rodent population under control, sat in the center aisle licking his paw. Music started playing. John heard the tinkling sounds of a waltz as if it were coming from a music box.

A sharp pain stabbed his temple. He squeezed his eyes shut. Suddenly, he was in a sunlit room with a large window. A white cat lay curled on a window-seat cushion in a patch of sunlight. As John watched, the animal stood, stretched with lazy feline grace, then jumped to the floor. Once there, it padded over to sit beside the front door. John heard a key in the lock. He sucked in a breath knowing the door was about to open. Blind dread filled his mind.

A loud whinny erased the scene.

John found himself staring at the empty center aisle of the Imhoff barn. The music was gone. He stumbled forward until he reached One-Way’s stall. There, he leaned against the door drawing in harsh gulps of air to fill his starving lungs.

“Are you okay?” The tentative question came from overhead. John looked up to see Jacob staring at him from the hayloft. He heard the sound of footsteps moving away, but he couldn’t see anyone else.

“Not really.” Closing his eyes, John willed his racing heart to slow. The searing pain in his head died away bit by bit.

“What’s the matter with you?”

John’s first thought was to say nothing, but he stopped himself. Why lie to the boy? He began massaging his temples with his fingertips. “Sometimes I get memory flashes. When I do it hurts.”

Jacob looked skeptical. “Did you remember who you are?”

“I never remember anything that will help me. I know this is weird, but did you hear music just now?”

Jacob sat on the edge of the opening and let his feet dangle, sending a shower of straw onto John’s head. “What did you remember?”

Brushing the straw from his hair, John said, “I remembered a white cat sitting in the window. I remember the sound of a music box. Nothing that helps me figure out who I am. I’m beginning to wonder if I’ll ever know.”

Hearing a noise, John looked up to see Jacob lower himself from the hayloft floor. He hung for a second by his hands then dropped lightly down beside John. Jacob adjusted his black hat and said, “You should go back to the English world where you belong.”

As Jacob turned and sauntered toward the door, John caught a whiff of cigarette smoke. “Who else was up there with you?”


Jacob didn’t reply. It seemed he wasn’t about to rat on his friends.

John yelled after him, “Why aren’t you at church?”

“Why aren’t you?” came Jacob’s reply. He walked out of the barn without looking back.

John muttered to himself, “Because I don’t know if I belong in church. I don’t know where God wants me.”

Opening One-Way’s stall, John snapped a lead to his halter and went to lead the young horse outside to the exercise corral. As he passed by Molly’s stall, he glanced in. The mare stood in the corner, her head drooping and flecks of foam speckling her chest.

Tying up One-Way, John stepped into the stall with Molly. She still bore the sweaty marks of her harness. It was odd because the family had used a different horse to pull the buggy that morning.

John glanced in the direction Jacob had gone. The boy shouldn’t have left Molly in this condition. Annoyed with the thoughtless teenager, John quickly curried the mare and walked her until she was cooled down completely.

When he was finished, he took One-Way out to the exercise pen and turned the horse loose. Folding his arms on the top rail, John watched the young horse pacing proudly around the ring.

It had been more than a month since John’s injury. Five full weeks without answers. He’d spent day after day searching his mind for things that were not there. Karen believed God had brought him here for a purpose. What purpose? The question circled his mind the way the horse circled the paddock.

John shoved his hands in the pockets of his coat. In spite of his occasional flashbacks, his hopes of recovery faded with each passing day. He had to face the facts. What if he never recovered his memory, never found his past?

What if God had a reason for making him forget that past? What if his former life had been so terrible that he couldn’t face it? Perhaps his amnesia was a blessing and not a curse.

Could he accept that? Right now, right this minute, could he decide to stop searching?

Hadn’t he already found everything he needed here? This was a place where he could make a new life. As wild as it once seemed, he could have an Amish life.

Was this what God had in mind for him? Was that why He’d brought Karen into John’s life? To show him a devout, simple way to live with God at the center of everything?

John chewed the corner of his bottom lip. He was happy here. He felt he belonged here. Should he be asking for more than that?

In the beginning he’d prayed for any crumb of information about himself. Now, he knew giving up his past was the only way he could fashion a life Karen could find acceptable. Was he willing to do that?








Chapter Eleven



Seated among the women on one of the narrow wooden benches at the preaching service, Karen glanced across the aisle, looking for her brother. Her father and Noah were seated among the men but she couldn’t see Jacob. Once again her heart grew troubled as her worry about him intensified. He had come ahead bringing the bench wagon to the Beachy farm, but Karen had not seen him since they arrived.

At the front of the room the bishop began speaking. Forced to give up her search she turned her attention to the preacher. Bishop Zook, in a solemn voice, announced the banns of Adam Troyer and Emma Wadler. The wedding was to take place the Thursday before Christmas.

There were quite a few soft murmurs of surprise from the congregation. Emma had long been considered an old maid in their community. At thirty-three she was still single but God had seen fit to bring the right man into her life. Karen had suspected as much but hadn’t known for sure. Amish couples frequently dated and planned their engagements in secret.

Although Karen was happy for her cousin, she couldn’t help the twinge of envy that marred her joy. Chiding herself for the selfish thought, Karen decided she should take it as a sign that someday God could bring the right man into her life when the children were grown and able to manage without her.

The Sunday service lasted nearly three hours. Afterward, as the men set up tables and the women began unpacking the food for the meal, Karen and Anna followed the crowd of young people into the barn. They would have to wait their turn to eat. The elders would be served first.

Anna took off to play with several of her school friends. Looking around, Karen spied Emma and Adam being congratulated. Beyond the pair she caught sight of Jacob at last. She breathed a sigh of relief until she saw he was with a group of older boys.

They were all fast boys, known to be troublemakers and a worry to their parents. Karen wasn’t happy to see Jacob so comfortable among them. The ringleader was Henry Zook, the bishop’s youngest son, a young man who should know better.

Karen joined the group around Emma and Adam and spent a pleasant half hour listening to Adam’s family tease him about giving up his bachelor ways.

Later, on their way home in the early afternoon Karen noticed her father had become unusually quiet. He’d had his cast removed the day before, but he still wore his arm in a sling. Checking on her siblings, Karen saw Anna and Noah were dozing in the backseat. Jacob followed behind them with the bench wagon.

Karen said, “Is something wrong, Papa? Is your arm hurting?”

“What?” He sat up straight. Karen could’ve sworn he looked guilty about something.

“I asked if your arm was bothering you?”


“Nee, it is fine. Did you know that Emma and Adam Troyer planned to marry?”

Karen smiled. “I knew something was up between them. I’m sure they will be happy. They have both waited a long time to find the right person.”

“A man is blessed indeed to find a woman who will make his house a home. I pray God grants them many children.” He fell silent again. Karen couldn’t shake the feeling that something was troubling him.

“You had best tell me now, Papa. You know I will find out.” Had he learned something about John? Was he trying to tell her that John would be leaving?

His eyes grew round as saucers. “What do you mean?”

“You have something on your mind. I see the signs. Whatever it is, do not be afraid to tell me.”

He nodded, then said slowly, “Ja, you will find out.”

“And you are afraid I’ll be upset? I won’t, Papa.”

“Very well. I have asked Nettie Sutter to marry me and she has accepted my offer.”

Karen stared at him in blank astonishment. Whatever she had been expecting, it was not this. “You’re getting married?”

Exactly where did that leave her?

The words seemed to rush out of him. “I have wanted to ask her for many months. Then I broke my arm and lost the feeling in my hand. I knew I couldn’t ask her to marry a man unable to support her or his own children. But God has seen fit to heal me and I thank Him for that. Today, when I heard the bishop publish the banns for Emma I felt it was the right time to approach Nettie. She said yes. She will make a goot stepmother. She is a devout woman. The children already know and like her.”


“Ja, she is a goot woman.” Karen’s mind reeled. Nettie would become the woman of the house. She would run the home as she saw fit and Eli would support her decisions. Karen would have to step aside and give up the reins of control.

She would go from being the woman of the house back to being an unmarried daughter. In her community she was already seen as an old maid with few marriage prospects. All of her friends had married by twenty. Most had several children by the age of twenty-four.

“You are taking this very well.” Her father smiled in relief and patted her knee.

“I want you to be happy, Papa.”

“Danki. We have decided to wait until next fall. Nettie wants her children who live in Pennsylvania to be able to attend and one of her daughters there is expecting soon. I’m telling you this because I want you to start going to the singings again. You must look about for a husband of your own, Karen. Who knows, perhaps there will be more than one wedding in the family.”

A husband of her own. As her father’s words sank in, one name slipped into Karen’s mind. John Doe.

Quickly, she dismissed the thought. Even without her responsibilities to the children and her father, she had made a vow before God and the community to uphold the ways of the Amish faith. Her first responsibility was always to God.

John was an outsider and forbidden. No matter how much she liked him she could never forget that fact.

 

Anna pursed her lips as she stared at John. “What is haus?”

John held back his grin. The kid was so serious. “House.”


“Haus-dach?” Anna snapped quickly.

House something. He racked his brain until the answer popped into his head. “House roof.”

“Goot. What is natt?”

“That is… Don’t tell me. That is wet.” Proud of himself, he smiled broadly.

“Nee. Wet is nass. Natt is north.”

“North, natt. Wet, nass. Got it.” Learning a new language wasn’t easy. Especially when Karen was nearby to distract him.

“Handkerchief?”

His shoulders slumped. “You’re making this too hard, Anna.”

“We did this one yesterday.” She gave him that look. The one that reminded him so much of Karen when one of the children stepped out of line.

He took his best guess. “Handkerchief is shoe-duck.”

“No, it’s shnubbe-duch,” Anna corrected in her most serious voice.

“Oh, come on. I was close.”

Glancing to where Karen stood at the sink listening, John caught her smile at his wheedling. He didn’t know what was more adorable, Anna as the benevolent and determined teacher or Karen as his amused and supportive audience.

For the past three days when Anna arrived home from school she quickly finished her chores and set up her classroom at the kitchen table. She called John in from work when she was ready. Their interchanges had become the highlight of his afternoons.

Anna said, “Now we’re going to work on colors. What color is Karen’s dress?”

He leaned back in his chair happy for the opportunity to study Karen openly. “That’s difficult to say. Your sister’s dress is sort of sea-foam green. Her apron is black, but her hair is honey-gold. Her lips are ruby-red and her eyes are the same beautiful sky-blue that you have, Anna.”

Karen continued peeling potatoes. “And John is trying to avoid answering the question because he doesn’t know the Amish word for green.”

Busted. “Sadly, that is exactly what I’m trying to do. Anna, can we do the colors tomorrow? I have to go into town this afternoon. I’ve got a job interview.”

Karen looked at him in surprise. “A job interview? Where?”

“Your father made arrangements with Reuben Beachy to give me a try. If I can do the job he’ll take me on as an apprentice.”

“The harness maker? That sounds like a fine job.”

Without a driver’s license or a social security card John was limited to where he could apply for work. The Amish carried neither of those trappings of the outside world. “Any job is a good thing because I need to be able to support myself. Your father has kindly loaned me the farm wagon to drive.”

“Why don’t you take the buggy?” Karen offered. “Your daed is using it.” John glanced at Anna to see if he’d gotten the word for father correct. She grinned and gave him a thumbs-up.

A puzzled expression appeared on Karen’s features. “Where has Papa gone?”

“To see Nettie Sutter,” Anna answered. “He’s sweet on her.”

“No kidding?” John looked to Karen for confirmation.


She nodded. “Anna, can you get me a jar of peaches from the cellar?”

When the child was out of the room, Karen turned to John. “My father and Nettie are to be married next fall. Please don’t say anything to the children yet. He hasn’t told them.”

“Sure. Are you okay with your father getting re married?”

Her chin came up. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Won’t it make some big changes for you?”

“I will have more help in the kitchen. I won’t mind that.” She didn’t sound enthusiastic.

“What things will you mind?” he asked gently.

Laying her knife aside, she bowed her head. “I have raised them like my own children. Anna can barely remember our mother. Now I must step aside and let another woman take my place. How do I do that?”

Rising from the table, John walked to where she stood and rested his hands on her shoulders. “You have always done what is best for the children. You will continue to do that.”

She tipped her head to the side and laid her cheek against his fingers. “You are right. The children must come first.”

John’s gesture of comfort quickly changed into something deeper. His need to hold her threatened to destroy his self-control. He could feel her slender collar bones beneath his hands, the softness of her cheek against his knuckles. His body ached with the effort it took not to slip his arms around her and pull her against him. “Danki,” she breathed the word out and he knew she treasured his touch as much as he treasured her nearness.

The cellar door banged opened and Anna raced into the room with a jar of peaches in her hand. “Is one enough, sister?” she asked, setting the quart container on the table.

John quickly dropped his hands and stepped away, hoping the child hadn’t noticed. “Ja, one is fine.” Karen picked up her knife and began peeling potatoes again.

John took hold of the jar. “Let me open this for you.”

“I can manage,” Karen turned to take it from him, but he shifted away.

“I’ve got it.” He gritted his teeth as he tried to twist the lid and break the seal. It didn’t budge.

“I have a jar opener if you need it,” Karen offered, a smile twitching at the corner of her adorable lips.

“No.” He grunted as he battled the tightest lid ever to grace a jar of produce. Karen folded her arms and waited. Anna giggled.

He held it below his waist to try a new angle. That did the trick. The ring gave way, he popped off the seal and in triumph, held the jar aloft. It slipped from his hand, struck the corner of the table and shattered, spilling peaches, glass shards and juice down his pant legs and across the floor boards.

In the ensuring stunned silence, Anna sighed and said, “I’ll go get another jar, but John can’t open this one.”

Feeling his face heat to flaming red, he said to Karen, “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t worry.” Karen struggled to keep from laughing but lost the battle. Her delightful giggle gladdened his heart.

Suddenly, he was laughing, too. He spread his hands wide. “I got it open. What more do you want?”

She regained a modicum of composure, but giggles continued to slip out. “I didn’t want them on the floor, John.”

He looked down and saw a peach half had landed on the toe of his shoe. He raised his foot toward Karen. “This one is still good.”

She broke into laughter and turned her face away. “Yuck.”

Plucking the peach from his soaking shoe, he said, “Yuck. After my great display of strength all you can say is yuck? I’ll show you yuck.”

He made as if to press the fruit to her face. She squealed and ducked away, slipping around to the other side of the table.

“John, you wouldn’t.”

“Don’t tempt me, woman.” He advanced slowly. He was between her and the doorway. There was nowhere for her to run. That didn’t stop her from trying. She darted past him, but he caught her and backed her into the wall. With her laughter still ringing in his ears, he touched the peach to the tip of her nose.

“John!” She rubbed her nose vigorously on her sleeve. The laughter died in his throat as he realized he had her exactly where he wanted her. In his arms. Close to his heart.

She met his gaze and the smile faded from her face, too. Her lips were so close. All he had to do was bend down a little. When he did, she turned her face away. With her arms braced against his chest, she said, “Please, don’t.”

She might as well have asked him to stop breathing. But for her—he would do even that.

 

Karen heard the sound of Anna’s footsteps coming up the stairs over the drumming of her pulse. Staring into John’s eyes, Karen saw the same intense longing there that was racing through her blood. Her heart yearned to answer his unspoken request, but she could not.

His expression went carefully blank. Dropping his arms from around her, he stepped back and said, “I’ll help clean up.”

Anna came into the room and set the second jar on the cabinet. “I’m not going to fetch another one.”

Karen moved away from John, keeping her gaze averted but she could feel him watching her every move. “I can manage. John, you need to get changed for your job interview unless you want to go smelling like peaches.”

He looked down at his pants. “These are my only jeans.”

Anna’s mouth opened in shock. “You’ve been wearing the same pair of jeans every day for a month?”

He was quick to defend himself. “Hey, I wash them. They dry pretty quick in front of the fire but they won’t get dry before I have to see Mr. Beachy today.”

“I have some clothes you can borrow.” Karen’s thundering heart slowed painfully. She couldn’t take much more of this.

Anna said, “Papa’s clothes will be too big on him.”

“I know. I have some of Seth’s things in a cedar chest. I think they will fit. I’ll go get them.”

“If you’re sure you don’t mind.” John watched her closely. He always sought to make sure she was okay. She admired that about him.

“I do not mind, John Doe, but I thank you for your concern. It is goot that some use can be made of them.”

He spread his arms wide. “Okay. I will take care of this while you do that.”

His eagerness to help was another thing she found endearing about him. Quickly she climbed the stairs to the attic and opened a large flat trunk in the center of the room. The clothes lay where she had put them the day after the funerals. Her mother’s dresses and shoes and her songbook lay on top. Beneath it her sisters’ aprons, handkerchiefs and kapps were neatly folded. To one side was Seth’s dark suit and his black hat stuffed with paper to keep its shape.

Karen sank to her knees beside the trunk. She hadn’t been up here in over a year. As much as she loved and missed the members of her family, life went on.

Pulling Seth’s clothes from the trunk, Karen closed the lid and walked down the stairs. John and Anna were emptying the last of the broken glass into the trash can. The floor had been swept and washed.

Forcing a smile to her face, Karen approached John and handed him the bundle. “Try these on, I think they might fit.”

“Thank you.” He accepted the clothes from her.

“It’s danki, John,” Anna corrected.

“Danki, teetshah.” He bowed in her direction and she beamed.

When he went out the door Karen clung to the soft glow he left behind. Never in her wildest dream had she thought she would fall for an outsider. In spite of all her resolutions and prayers, she was falling hard for John Doe.

 

John changed into the plain clothes with mixed feelings. Once again Karen had come to his rescue. Was it possible his affection for her was nothing more than misguided gratitude? She had been there for him at every turn.

No, he didn’t believe it. Maybe he didn’t remember what loving someone felt like, but being near Karen felt like love.

The trousers were a little big at the waist and the cuffs fell over the top of his shoes. They would need to be shortened, but they would do for today. The shirt was a better fit. He searched for belt loops and found none. He clipped on the suspenders and raised them over his shoulders but they didn’t feel right. In his mind old men wore suspenders.

Maybe it just felt odd wearing another man’s clothes.

After pulling on the jacket John stared at the black felt hat lying on the table. The hat was the crowning touch. It, more than anything else, would make him appear Amish. Should he wear it? What would Karen think? Would she like him better in plain clothing?

Sighing, he hung the hat on a wooden peg by the front door. He didn’t want to pretend he was something he wasn’t.

Stepping outside the grandfather house John brushed at the creases in the coat. Summoning his courage he walked to the main house front door and entered. Karen was rolling out pie dough on the kitchen counter. She turned around to study him with a flour-covered rolling pin in one hand. There was a smudge of flour on her cheek. His hand itched to brush it away but he knew such attention would be unwelcome. Anna was nowhere in sight.

“What’s the verdict?” Spreading his arms wide, he turned around slowly.

“You look Plain, John Doe.”

Dropping his arms, he tucked his hands in the pockets of his trousers. “Who knows, maybe I am. Would that make a difference to you?”


She turned back to the table and resumed rolling the dough. “I don’t think you are Amish. You don’t know the language, you don’t know our ways.”

He took a step closer, not understanding why he needed to push the issue. “But if I were Amish, would that make things right between us?”

She paused. “Nee. It would not.”

“Why?”

Facing him, a gentle expression filled her eyes. “You cling to me because you know no one else.”

Was she right? Hadn’t that very thought crossed his mind only a few minutes before? He refused to accept it. “You make me sound like a child, Karen. I’m not.”

“Give yourself more time, John. Your answers may yet come to you.”

“Okay, that’s fair. But you should know something. How I feel about you isn’t going to change no matter what I discover about myself.”

Spinning on his heels, he headed out the door. He had a job interview to get to. He had to start building some kind of life for himself. He wasn’t clinging to Karen because she was the only woman in his life. He had to prove that to her.

He would get a place of his own, live in the community, make friends among them. Eventually, he would become one of them.

Was such a thing possible? He wasn’t sure.

If it was, he would do it. Then Karen would see his feelings were genuine.

He was crossing toward the barn when the sound of a car reached him. As he watched, Sheriff Bradley drove into the snow-covered yard.








Chapter Twelve



The tires of the sheriff’s SUV crunched loudly on the crisp snow as he pulled to a stop beside John. Opening the vehicle door, Nick stepped out. “Afternoon, John.”

John dipped his head. “Sheriff. What brings you out here?”

“Not good news I’m afraid. I wanted to let you know we got a report back from the FBI on your DNA and fingerprints. You’re not in their system.”

John’s last bit of hope crumpled like a wadded piece of paper. He was no better and no worse off than he’d been five minutes ago. He still had a plan. He still needed to get to his job interview. “Thanks for the update, Nick.”

“I’m sorry it wasn’t better news.”

John’s gaze was drawn to the house. “I guess that means I’m stuck here.”

“My offer of a place to stay in Millersburg still stands, John. I think you’d be better off in town.”

“I appreciate that, but I’m doing okay.”

“On an Amish farm? Look, I’ve got nothing against the Amish, I’ve got family who are Amish, but why cut yourself off from contact with the outside world? I mean, who knows, maybe you’ll see something on the six-o’clock news that sparks a memory about a place or someone you know. You’re insulated here, John. That may make remembering even harder.”

“Maybe, maybe not.” John crossed his arms over his chest.

“Suit yourself, but you might want to be asking yourself why you’re hiding out here.”

Staring at his boots, John pushed a clump of snow aside with his toe. “For one thing, someone tried to kill me. You haven’t a clue who that was. I think I’m safer here than I would be on the streets of a city.”

“You’re probably right about that.”

Looking at the sheriff, John said, “Thanks for your concern. If anything new comes up you know where to find me.”

“All right. I just wanted you to know that I’m not giving up. I’m going to keep digging.”

“I’m not giving up hope either, but there comes a point when I have to move on. I’ve read dozens of stories about people who’ve been missing for decades. I’ve even read about people like me. People who never recover their memory. I have to prepare myself for that possibility.”

 

To his surprise, John got the job with Reuben Beachy at the harness shop. His success had more to do with Reuben’s outright curiosity about John’s condition than John’s skill with the tools of a harness maker’s trade.

The spry, elderly Amishman whistled or hummed continually while he worked on his large pedal-operated sewing machine. John’s job was to take orders over the phone and from customers as well as cutting lengths of leather or synthetic biothane into the sizes his boss needed.

Reuben, as it turned out, had been making harnesses for more than sixty years. He made gear for everything from mini to draft-size horses. Recently, he had added leather dog collars and leashes to his inventory. Most of those he sold to dealers out of state.

Chuckling, Reuben confided to John on his first day at work, “A product with ‘Amish Made’ guarantees it is of goot quality and ‘green’ because we make it without the use of electricity. The English like that now. Once we were seen as backward people, but now they think we are on to something. It always makes me laugh.”

It wasn’t the only thing that made Reuben laugh. Every day he regaled John with witty comments and funny stories. Having seen the more serious side of the Amish, John was happy to see that humor had a place in the tight-knit community. By the end of his first week at work, John realized he had made a genuine friend.

Leaving a customer at the front counter, John entered the work area and approached the oversize sewing machine where the gnomelike bearded man toiled. “Reuben, David Miller is here to pick up a new harness he ordered.”

Reuben stopped pedaling. “Would that be Pudgy Dave Miller or Smokey Dave Miller?”

“I’ve got no idea. How would I tell?” The man was a lean muscular farmer.

Ruben cackled. “Ach, we have so many people with the same names around here that we need nicknames to tell them apart. Pudgy Dave has blond hair. He isn’t pudgy now, but he sure was when he was a boy.”

“Then it must be Smokey Dave out front because his hair is brown.”

Rubin rose from his seat and moved to where several large boxes were stacked on a bench. Selecting one, he handed it to John. “This should be it.”


“Are you going to tell me how Smokey Dave got his name?”

“His house caught on fire. They saved the place, but he got a nickname real quick.”

“I guess that makes sense.” John took the box to the waiting customer, collected the money then turned over the closed sign.

Reuben was putting away his supplies when John returned to the room. As he was clearing away the leather scraps, Reuben said, “My mother’s name was Miriam. What was your mother called?”

John waited for something to pop into his mind but nothing did. Finally, he shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t remember.”

“Which way is Texas from here?”

“Southwest,” John answered without hesitation.

“Ever been there?”

“I don’t know. Are we going to play Twenty Questions every night when we close up?”

“This is a strange illness you have, John Doe.”

“No kidding.”

“I know a good faith healer if you want to try one. I know you English don’t set much store by that kind of thing, but Elmer Hertzler has a way with herbs.”

“I’m coming to accept the fact that I may not remember more than snatches of my previous life.”

“If that is what God wills, it is good that you should accept it.”

“Reuben, what does it take to become Amish?”

Chuckling, Reuben winked. “An Amish mamm and daed.”

“All joking aside, can an outsider join the Amish church?”


“It has been done, but not by many. The ones I know who have tried have all left within a few months.”

That wasn’t what John wanted to hear.

Reuben sensed his disappointment. “If you admire our devotion to God, John Doe, be more devout in your own life. You don’t need a black hat for that. If you think our plain, frugal ways are good, become plain and frugal in your life. We do not live fairy-tale lives as the English make us sound.”

“I know that. I’m trying to be devout. I’m living plain, but I believe the Amish faith is the life for me.”

Reuben stroked his long gray beard. “You are serious.”

“I am. I think God placed me here for a reason.”

Suddenly, Reuben started chuckling again. “You mean you’ve fallen for an Amish girl. That’s the usual reason a man starts asking questions about our religion.”

John felt searing heat rush to his face. “That may be part of it, but it’s not the only reason I’m interested in learning more about the Amish faith.”

Reuben wagged a finger at him. “Just remember, Adam had it pretty good in Eden until he started listening to a woman.”

“They can’t be all bad. You’re married.”

“Ja, three times. I maybe should have quit at two.” He began chuckling again. “Don’t tell my Martha I said that.”

John smiled. “I won’t. Three times? I thought the Amish weren’t allowed to divorce and remarry.”

“We are not. My first wife died in childbirth a year after our wedding. My second wife took sick and died from cancer. That was a hard time for me. Martha lost her husband to a stroke about the same time. Two years later we wed. I thought we had a lot in common, but it seems we didn’t. If you are serious about becoming one of us you will need to learn the language and live among us for a time.”

“For how long?”

“The English, always in a rush. Until you are accepted as one of us. It make take a year or it may take five years.”

John quelled his need to rush forward into this new life. He wanted, needed, to belong somewhere. “Anna Imhoff is teaching me the language.”

“Good. I can help with that, too. You should speak to Bishop Zook. He is the man who could help guide you.”

John hesitated. Would it cause trouble for Karen if her bishop knew an outsider was interested in courting her? It wasn’t that they had done anything wrong, but with John living on her farm it could give that impression. “Thanks, Reuben. I’ll think on it.”

“Pray about it, John Doe. God’s wisdom is far beyond our own understanding. Now come, it’s payday for you.” Reuben led the way to the cash drawer and began counting out John’s wages for the week.

Happy to have money that he’d earned himself, John pocketed the bills. After hitching one of Eli’s horses to his borrowed cart, John swung by the grocery store on his way home. Leaving his horse at one of the hitching rails at the front of the store, John noticed Molly dozing at the next rail down.

Inside the store, he quickly spied Karen. Now that he left early for work each day and spent his free time working with Eli’s horses, John saw her only at breakfast and for an hour or so in the evenings after supper. Normally her family surrounded her but today it appeared that she was alone.


Taking a cart from the line by the doorway he pushed it in her direction. Her eyes brightened when she caught sight of him.

He counted out several bills and offered them to her. “You’re just the person I wanted to see. I’d like you to take this.”

She placed two sacks of sugar in her cart. “What is that for?”

“You do all my cooking. I feel I should contribute more than just my rent.”

“Especially after you got my father to lower it?” she suggested.

“Okay, yes.”

“Very well.” She extended her hand.

He made a sad face at his money. “Goodbye, hard-earned cash. When you go into Karen’s pocket I know I’ll not see you again.”

She struggled not to smile at his teasing. Snatching the money from him, she said, “Ja, when money goes into my pocket it does not come out easily.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“Are you liking your new job?”

“I do. Reuben is a fine man to work for. It tickles him that I can’t remember things. He’s worse than Anna and Noah combined, with all his questions.”

Karen chuckled. “I see you are wearing your plain clothes.” She had given John several pairs of shortened pants as well as a couple of shirts. They went a long way toward stretching his meager wardrobe. He no longer had to spend the evenings wrapped in a quilt at home while his jeans dried over a chair in front of the stove.

John leaned on his cart as Karen piled several large bags of flour in her cart followed by two big cans of shortening. He said, “Reuben’s going to help me with my Amish, too. Don’t tell Anna. I want her to think I’m improving because of her teaching.”

A slight smile curved Karen’s lips. “I won’t breathe a word.”

It was nice talking about ordinary things, walking beside Karen, doing a simple thing like shopping. “Anna’s really excited about her Christmas program. She keeps asking me if I remember that I said I would come.”

“It is the one time that Amish children are encouraged to perform. Although we strive to remain humble before God and the world, you will see many proud parents and grandparents in the audience. And you will enjoy the entire program as most of it is in English.”

“That’s a relief. My Pennsylvania Dutch isn’t progressing very fast.”

“Nee. Do not disparage yourself. You are doing well.”

She had noticed. His spirits lightened. “I was wondering what kind of Christmas presents would be appropriate for me to get the children?”

“Only little things.”

“Define little things for me because an iPod is a little thing and I’m pretty sure that’s not what you’re thinking of.”

“Colored pencils for Anna. A board game for Noah. Things like that. Homemade gifts are best.”

John couldn’t think of any simple thing he could make or buy that would be appropriate to give Karen. Perhaps Reuben could give him some ideas.

He said, “Okay, that’s a start. Tell me what an Amish Christmas is like. Will you get a tree or decorate?”

“Nee, we do not allow ourselves to be distracted from the meaning of the day by such commercial things. We put up some greenery in the house, but Christmas Day is for reflecting about our Lord’s birth. We will have family and friends over or we will travel to visit others. We do much visiting this time of year.”

He hadn’t considered he might be spending Christmas alone. The thought was utterly depressing. He strived to sound casual when he asked, “What are your plans for this year?”

“Nettie, Elam and Katie will have dinner with us on Christmas Day. Some of our cousins are coming, too. It will be fun. On second Christmas we will be traveling to visit some of my mother’s family in Pennsylvania for a few days.”

“What’s second Christmas?”

“The twenty-sixth. It’s when we exchange gifts. Goodness, I have so much baking to get done before then.” She perked up and pushed her cart down the aisle.

John drew back to let another shopper past, then he stepped up beside Karen again. She was comparing the prices of poppy-seed filling on two brands. John asked, “What kind of gift would your father like?”

“Save your money, John,” she chided. “You do not need to get gifts for our family.”

“Yes…ja, I do.”

She pressed her hand to her lips to hold back a giggle without success.

“What?” he demanded.

“It seems funny that you want to be like us.”

“Your family, the Amish lifestyle, it’s really all I know.”

Sadness clouded her bright eyes. “A hen may sit on a duck’s egg until it hatches, but the baby will still be a duckling and not a chick.”

“I’m not a hapless egg. I have a choice about how I want to live my life. God has given me that. I don’t know what I was in the past, but I know what I want in my future.”

“And what is that?” she asked quietly.

“You.”

As she stared at him in openmouthed shock, he smiled at her then rounded the corner of the aisle, picked up the things he’d stopped for and went to check out.

 

That evening Karen kept her composure through supper and the rest of the evening, but when John announced he was going to turn in she made an excuse to follow him a few minutes later.

He waited for her outside. She raised her shawl over her hair against the chill night air. A sliver of moon low in the west illuminated the nighttime farm. The combination of moonlight on snow gave her just enough light to see John’s face.

Suddenly, she was beset with doubts. Had she misunderstood him earlier today? She had been so shocked by his words that she hadn’t been able to demand an explanation. The moonlit setting and her racing heart were making it difficult to broach the subject.

“Is there something you need, Karen?”

The hint of humor in his voice pushed aside her reservations. If he had been toying with her she wasn’t amused. “You can’t make a statement like you did in the store and then walk away without an explanation.”

“You mean when I said I wanted you in my future? I truly meant that.”

There it was again, that softness in his tone that made her knees weak and sent the blood humming through her veins. She folded her arms tightly across her chest and walked away from the house. John fell into step beside her.

A dozen thoughts warred inside her brain. She cared for John so much, but her love of God and her family could not be brushed aside easily. She hardened her heart against the hurt she was about to cause him.

He was close beside her, but not touching her. They left the yard and walked side by side down the lane. The snow-covered fields reflected the moonlight with a gray-white glow. Overhead, the stars sparkled in the inky blackness. The whole world lay hushed except for the crunch of their footsteps on the frosty snow.

Finally, she said, “What you want is not possible, John.”

“Because I am not Amish?”

“Yes.”

“What if I became Amish? What if I joined your faith? Would there be a chance for us, then?”

“Why would you do this?”

“Because God brought me to this place for a reason. All around me are simple hardworking people who devote every day to the glory of God. Surly you don’t think I’m here by chance?”

“I do not.”

“You and your family have shown me that religion isn’t about Sunday services. It’s about doing what God has instructed us to do in the Bible. I’m serious, Karen. I want to embrace a new life. I can do that here. It feels right. If you are the woman who can help me do that, then I will be doubly blessed.”

She stopped and faced him. His gaze, intense and piercing, never wavered. Was it possible he could join her faith? It wouldn’t be easy. What if he did manage to do it and then his memory came back to him? Would he want to stay? There was no way to be certain.

“What are you asking of me, John?”

“For now, acceptance is all I ask.”

No promises, no bold talk of overpowering love. She pondered what he asked and realized it was something she could do. “All right. I accept that you have a strong desire to learn about my faith and to become one of us.”

“Thank you. How do you think your family will feel about it?”

After a second, she shook her head. “Skeptical.”

“I can always trust you to tell me the truth.”

Karen knew that wasn’t true. If it were, she would be telling him how firmly he was planted in her heart and mind and how much she longed to find a way to be with him in every sense. Yet a prickle of doubt about his motives could not be silenced by her own desires.

It had only been a month and a half since she found him on the road. It was too soon. It was too soon to know her own heart and too soon for him to know his.

He tipped his head toward the house. “We should get back. I don’t want you to get sick, with Christmas less than three weeks away.”

“Ja, I have much to do.” And much to think about.

 

On Saturday, John went out to continue working with the horses. He was surprised but happy to find Jacob waiting inside the barn to help him. John was grateful for a chance to spend some one-on-one time with the lad.

Together they continued training Jenny and One-Way. By now, both young horses accepted their harnesses without a problem and could be hitched and unhitched from a cart and driven short distances. The young filly proved more temperamental than the colt, but both of them were progressing well.

After putting One-Way through his paces out on a narrow dirt-packed road that circled the inside of the pasture, John drove him back to the barn where Jacob waited to take Jenny out next. John drew the colt to a halt and looked at Jacob. “What do you think about taking this fellow out on the highway?”

Looking pleased to have his opinion consulted, Jacob said, “He’s spent plenty of time tethered near the road to get used to traffic. It doesn’t seem to bother him anymore. Ja, I think he is ready.”

John offered the reins. “Would you mind driving him? You’ve got more experience and more skill than I do. I’ve worn him out this morning. I think he’ll behave, but I’d like to ride along to see how he does.”

Jacob’s slender chest puffed out at the compliment. He quickly climbed into the two-wheeled cart beside John and turned the horse around. John jumped out to open the gate and close it behind them, then resumed his seat.

In the front yard a buggy sat in front of the barn. Through the open door John saw Eli wearing a heavy leather apron as he examined the hoof of a palomino pony. Reuben Beachy stood beside Eli watching him work. He caught sight of John and waved. John waved back, happy to know he had at least one friend outside of the Imhoff family.

John asked Jacob, “When did your father start shoeing horses again?”

“He announced last night that he thought his arm was strong enough to try it.”

“I’m glad for him.”


“Ja, he has missed it.”

“Do you plan to be a farrier, too?”

“Maybe. I’m strong enough.” Jacob scowled at John, daring him to disagree.

“I think a man can do anything he puts his mind to. It isn’t always about being the strongest.”

“Karen thinks I can’t do it,” Jacob admitted.

“Karen worries about you, that’s all. She will come around if that is what you really want to do.”

“Maybe.” The boy’s tone carried a heavy dose of doubt. Before John could explore the subject further, they reached the highway. Since it was Saturday, John knew there would be less traffic on the road, but he still wasn’t sure how One-Way would handle the new situation.

The horse took to the roadway as if he’d been doing it all his life. Even a passing car didn’t disturb him.

John said, “It seems he has inherited his mother’s calm nature as well as his father’s speed. It’s a good combination. Someone is going to be very happy with this colt.”

Jacob urged the horse to pick up his pace. “I’d love to see how fast he can go.”

John laid a hand on the boy’s arm. “Me, too, but this isn’t the time or place for it.”

The boy shot John a sour look but pulled the horse back. After two miles, John said, “I think this is good. Let’s take him home.”

As they slowed to turn around, an open buggy drawn by a high-stepping trotter came down the road, and One-Way whinnied a greeting. The Amish teenager driving the other vehicle drew to a halt. “Guder mariye, Jacob,” he called out.

“Hello, Henry.” Jacob replied brightly. It was easy to read the hero-worship on his face.


John recognized the young man as one of Bishop Zook’s sons. He’d seen Jacob hanging out with him and several older boys at the wedding and in town after school.

“Is this Eli’s racehorse I’ve been hearing about?” Henry cast a critical eye over the colt. “Ja, it is.” Jacob couldn’t disguise the pride in his voice.

Henry turned his attention to John. “Are you the dumm kopf—the Englischer who can’t remember his own name?








Chapter Thirteen



The teenager’s mocking tone caught John completely by surprise. He’d met with nothing but sympathy and kindness among the Amish. He was unprepared for ridicule.

Henry’s smile turned snide. “Your horse doesn’t look all that fast, Jacob. I think my Dobby could beat him running on three legs.”

Jacob rose to the challenge. “I don’t think so.”

“Too bad we can’t find out.” With a laugh, Henry slapped his lines hard on the back of his sweaty horse and headed down the road at a breakneck pace.

John said, “Your friend isn’t a very good judge of horseflesh.” He wasn’t kind, either.

Urging One-Way toward home, Jacob said, “Henry was just kidding.”

John didn’t believe that for a minute. “Is Henry a good friend of yours?”

“Sure. I’m his buddy.”

“He seems quite a bit older than you.”

“Henry is eighteen, but he doesn’t mind if I hang out with him. He knows how to have fun. He has a swell radio in his buggy.”


“I thought listening to the radio was frowned upon as worldly.”

“Just because a bunch of old geezers don’t like modern music that doesn’t make it wrong. Besides, we are in our rumspringa. We get to do those kinds of things.”

“Aren’t you too young for your rumspringa?”

“Henry says I’m not.”

“He likes to race, doesn’t he?”

“Sometimes.” John could feel Jacob’s retreat.

The whole situation didn’t sit well with John, but what could he do? He was finally making some headway in getting to know Jacob. If he told Karen or Eli his vague suspicions that Jacob was involved in illicit buggy racing he would be guilty of betraying the boy’s confidences.

What choice did that leave him? The only thing he could do was keep a watchful eye on Jacob.

 

On Sunday morning John joined the family in the buggy as they were getting ready to leave for church services. He looked forward to the day although it was barely six o’clock. The service would be at the home of a family some fifteen miles away. Eli had gone ahead with the bench wagon a half hour earlier.

John squeezed into the backseat between Noah and Jacob. Karen rode up front with Anna. When they were on their way, John found the courage to ask, “What can I expect today?”

“To be bored stiff,” Jacob answered under his breath.

A sharp look from Karen proved he’d been overheard. She said, “Worship begins at about eight o’clock and it usually lasts until after eleven. Women are seated in one area, and men in another.”


“Three hours on a backless bench?” John winced. What had he gotten himself into?

Karen continued. “Hymns are sung from the Ausbund, a special hymnal used by us. The songs were written by martyrs for our faith over four hundred years ago.”

“So, no English songs I can sing along with?”

“Nee. There will be two preachers along with Bishop Zook at the service. They will take turns preaching. The first sermon begins about eight-thirty. It will be in Pennsylvania Dutch. Scriptures are read in High German. Did you bring your English Bible so you can follow along?”

He patted his coat pocket. “Yes, I did.”

The trip was long and tiring, and everyone was glad to get out when they finally arrived at the service site. A group of men in charge of unhitching the buggies and taking the horses into the barn quickly went to work to settle Molly after her long trip.

John felt awkward joining the men as they began to file into the house, but Eli was there already and Reuben came over to quickly make John feel welcome. A long row of black hats lined the porch wall. John added his to the end and took a moment to wonder how he would find it again out of the seventy or so hanging there.

Noah tugged John’s coat. “Don’t worry, I’ll poke you if you start to fall asleep.”

“Gee, thanks.”

The benches were as hard as John feared, but when the hymns began he was mesmerized by the simple beauty and power of the singing. There was no organ or musical instrument of any kind. The profoundly moving and mournful sound was created by more than a hundred people packed into the lower rooms of the house.

He couldn’t follow the preaching, but he read and studied the passages Eli pointed out to him. In his own way he felt connected to the outpouring of faith around him.

After an hour, he felt Noah slump against him. Looking down, he saw the boy had nodded off. He wasn’t the only one. At least one of the very elderly men who had been given household chairs to sit in was snoring softly. John nudged Noah who quickly sat up straight, but no one bothered the elder in the corner.

When the meeting came to an end, John closed his book, feeling refreshed in mind and body. Had he felt like this before during a church service? Had he known this closeness to God and lost it?

He glanced across the room and caught sight of Karen. Had he known this special closeness with a woman and forgotten it?

 

“Our program is tonight. It’s tonight. It’s tonight. I can’t wait. I can’t wait.” Anna’s excitement had been growing by leaps and bounds over the past days. Tonight was finally Christmas Eve and her school program was only an hour away.

Anna hopped around the kitchen table repeating her refrain until Karen finally had enough.

“Silence, little sister.”

Anna immediately stopped chanting but continued to bounce. Karen tried not to smile and took pity on her. She remembered well her own anticipation for the biggest night of the school year.

“Why don’t you go see if John is back,” Karen suggested hoping for a moment of peace and quiet to finish her preparations. There were fresh cookies cooling on the rack that would have to be packed for the trip and her peanut brittle was nearly done. She couldn’t stop stirring for fear it would scorch.

But peace and quiet was not to be hers. Before Anna reached the front door, it opened and John stepped into the room.

Anna grabbed his hand. “Frehlicher-Grischtdaag, John. I knew you wouldn’t forget.”

“Merry Christmas to you, too. It’s your big night. How could I forget that? Reuben had us close the shop early so I could get home in time to go with you.”

He was wearing his plain clothes and her brother’s hat. Karen’s heart expanded with happiness. Knowing that John was seeking God and a place in her community warmed her inside and out. If only she dare believe such a thing was possible.

She glanced at the clock. It was a few minutes after one o’clock in the afternoon. “Anna, go tell your father it’s time to get ready.”

The child rocketed out of the house without bothering to put on her coat. John chuckled. “She’s ready to pop with excitement.”

“She is. Noah is almost as bad. The children spend weeks, even months, making preparations for their Christmas program. They’ll sing songs, read poems, as if you hadn’t already learned that from Anna, and they will have a play about the meaning of Christmas. It’s a big deal for them.”

“It sounds like a lot of fun. What can I do to help you get ready?”

“Stack those cookies in these plastic containers and don’t snitch. They are for the children’s teacher.” She motioned with her hand toward the container.

“You never let me have any fun. How do you know they are any good? I should test them.” He popped one in his mouth.

“John!”

“They’re fine,” he mumbled around his full mouth. He packed the box to the brim and then snapped the lid in place. “Is there anything else I can test for you?”

Karen shook her head and returned to stirring her candy but her lighthearted mood persisted. He could always make her smile.

“Are you sure it’s okay for me to come to this program?” he asked. “Ja, there will be many English visitors. Lots of our families work for non-Amish businesses and have non-Amish friends. We welcome them to share the joy of Christ’s birth.”

Noah and Jacob came through the front door. Noah shook off his hat. “It’s snowing again. Papa says we should take the sleigh.”

Anna came in behind them wrapped in her father’s big coat. “We’re going to have a sleigh ride!”

Eli, smiling indulgently at his littlest daughter, closed the door behind her.

Only Karen looked upset at the prospect. “Really, Papa? Can’t we take the buggy? It will be so much warmer.”

“Nee, the snow is piling up fast. You won’t think it’s warmer if you must walk home and leave the buggy stuck in a drift.”

“Very well. Jacob, Noah, get the lap robes from the chest upstairs. Everyone else, go get dressed or we will be late.”

Everyone departed. Only John remained in the kitchen. Karen began carefully pouring her hot peanut-brittle candy over the nuts arranged on wax paper in a long pan.

“Are you sure I can’t test that for you?” John’s voice tickled her ear. He stood close behind her. Suddenly, her hands began to shake. Quickly, he grasped the pan handle enclosing her fingers beneath his own to help steady it. “Careful.”

Trying to ignore the rush of emotions singing through her heart, she said, “There is nothing for you to test here. It’s too hot.”

“But I have a sweet tooth.”

“Your sweet tooth will have to wait.”

“Can’t. This will have to tide me over.” He planted a quick kiss on her cheek.

She should scold him, but the words died in her throat. Instead, she cast a sly grin his way. “Go harness Benny to the sleigh and be quick about it.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He winked at her as he went out the door.

Returning to her work, Karen began humming her favorite Christmas song.

 

John didn’t waste any time getting the big draft horse hitched. Within ten minutes he was waiting outside the front door for the rest of the family. For some reason he was almost as excited as Anna. A sleigh ride with Karen beside him was his idea of the perfect romantic Christmas Eve.

Anna was the first one out of the house. She quickly claimed her spot in the front seat. Noah scrambled up beside her with the lap robes in his arms. John gave over the reins and took his place in the back. Noah handed several robes to John then spread one over himself and Anna. Wiggles and giggles was the only way John could think to describe Anna’s demeanor.

Karen and Eli came next carrying boxes filled with treats that they stowed on the floor. “Everyone be careful not to step on these,” Karen cautioned with a pointed look in John’s direction.

Eli took his place up front and that left Karen standing beside the sleigh with no choice but to sit next to John. He smiled broadly and patted the seat.

After casting a quick glance at her father, she got in. John spread the robe over her and said in a low voice, “Don’t worry. I won’t let you freeze.”

“Jacob! Come on,” Anna shouted, causing the patient horse to toss his head.

Jacob came out the door letting it slam shut behind him. He had been trying to act as if the program was no big deal, but John could see he was excited, too. The teenager piled in the backseat with them.

After a second or two of getting settled, Jacob said, “Scoot over, Karen, and give me some room.” John grinned. Thank you, Jacob.

Wishing he could give the boy a pat on the back, John lifted his arm to make more room for Karen and laid it along the back of the seat. She moved closer, but remained stiff as a chunk of wood beside him. As much as he wanted to slip his arm around her shoulder, he knew it would only make her more uncomfortable.

“Ready, everyone?” Eli asked. Five confirmations rang out. Eli slapped the lines and the big horse took off down the snow-covered lane.

Sleigh bells jingled merrily in time with Benny’s footfalls. The runners hissed along over the snow as big flakes continued to float down. They stuck to the hats of the men turning their brims white before long.


As Anna and Noah tried to catch snowflakes on their tongues between giggles, John leaned down to see Karen’s face. “Are you warm enough?”

She nodded, but her face looked rosy and cold. John took off his woolen scarf and wrapped it around her head to cover her mouth and nose. “

“Thank you,” she murmured.

“My pleasure. It’s a perfect day, isn’t it?”

The thick snow obscured the horizon and made the farm seem like the inside of a snow globe. The fields lay hidden under a thick blanket of white. Cedar tree branches drooped beneath their load of the white stuff. A hushed stillness filled the air broken only by the jingle of the harness bells. It was a picture-perfect moment in time.

The school lay only two miles from the farm. For John, they reached their destination all too soon. As they drew close they saw a dozen buggies and sleighs parked along the south side of the white wooden school building. All the horses had their faces close to the wall to keep them sheltered from the wind.

As everyone scrambled out of the sleigh, John offered Karen his hand to help her out. When she took it, he gave her an affectionate squeeze. She graced him with a shy smile in return.

Inside the building, the place was already crowded with people. Student desks had been pushed out of the way to make room for benches down the center facing a small stage at the front of the room. Swags of fragrant cedar boughs decorated the windowsills and colorful paper chains ran from each corner to a light fixture in the center of the ceiling. Pegs along one wall held coats and hats while a table on the opposite wall bore trays of cookies and candies.


An atmosphere of joy, goodwill and anticipation permeated the air. Everywhere John looked there were welcoming smiles. The Imhoff children hurried to join their classmates behind a large screen off to one side of the stage. Eli, John and Karen found seats in the center.

For the next hour the little school became suspended in time. John saw parents and grandparents, aunts and uncles, friends and neighbors focused not on the problems of the world or their own lives, but on the stage where children preformed their assigned roles, not perfectly, but beautifully nonetheless.

Together the community shook with shared laughter and sighed with quiet joy as the reason for the season was retold not by preachers but by eager young voices. When the last song began, Jacob had a small solo. To John’s surprise, the boy had a beautiful voice, by far the best in the group. His rendition of “Silent Night” was enough to bring tears to many eyes.

After the performance ended, Reuben Beachy came from the back of the school carrying a large sack. He didn’t wear a red suit, but his beard was white and his eyes held a distinct twinkle as he preformed the role of Father Christmas and passed out small gifts to the children.

Anna was delighted with her gift, a wooden puzzle. The little girl beside her unwrapped a book. Although she tried to hide it, it was clear she wasn’t as pleased with her gift. Noticing her friend’s unhappiness, Anna offered to swap gifts.

John glanced at Karen. She had seen her little sister’s unselfish act, and he knew she was pleased by it.

Later, when everyone had a plate of treats, Anna squeezed in between Karen and John. He said, “You did very well, Miss Anna. Your poem was perfection.”


“Danki.” Her excited high was fading.

“It was very nice of you to change gifts with your friend,” Karen added.

Anna shrugged. “Mary already has that book. I don’t.”

“It was a goot thing anyway.” Karen slipped her arm around the child and gave her a hug.

It was dark by the time the festivities wound down and families began leaving. John brushed the accumulated snow from the sleigh’s seats while Eli lit the lanterns on the sides. Benny stood quietly, one hip cocked and a dusting of snow across his back.

John stepped back inside to tell Karen they were ready. Scanning the room, he saw her with a group of young women. Two of them held babies on their hips. Karen raised a hand to smooth the blond curls of a little boy. As she did, her gaze met John’s across the room. In that moment, he knew exactly what he wanted.

He wanted Karen to have the life she was meant to live and he wanted to be a part of it. He wanted to spend every Christmas with her for the rest of his life.

“Is it time to go home? I’m tired.” Anna, sitting at her desk, could barely keep her eyes open.

“Yes, it’s time to go home.” He picked her up and she draped herself over his shoulder. Karen joined them a minute later.

In the sleigh, Noah and Jacob sat up front with their father leaving John to settle in with Anna across his lap and Karen seated beside him. The snow had stopped and a pale moon slipped in and out of the clouds as the horse made its way home. Snuggled beneath a blanket with Karen at his side, John marveled at the beauty of the winter night and the beauty of the woman next to him.


When they pulled up in front of the house, John handed Anna over to Eli, who carried her inside. The boys took the horse to the barn leaving John standing on the porch steps with Karen.

He said, “I had a wonderful time. Thank you for inviting me.”

“I’m glad.” She didn’t seem eager to get in out of the cold.

“I had no idea an Amish Christmas could be so much fun.” Or that it would clearly show him his heart’s desire.

She said, “We are just getting started, John. Tomorrow we will have many guests for dinner. We will have games to play and stories to share.”

He stepped closer. She fell silent but didn’t move away. Reaching out, he cupped her cheek. “Merry Christmas, Karen.”

“Merry Christmas to you, John.” Her voice was a soft whisper in the night.

Slowly, he lowered his lips to hers and kissed her.








Chapter Fourteen



Karen knew she should turn away from John, but she couldn’t make her body obey. His mouth closed over hers with incredible softness, a featherlight touch that wasn’t enough.

She raised her face to him, and he deepened the kiss. A profound joy clutched her heart and stole her breath. This was the moment she had been waiting a lifetime to experience.

Her arms crept up to circle his neck and she drew him closer still. The sweet softness of his lips moved across her cheek, touched her eyelid and then her brow as if claiming every part of her. When he pulled away, Karen knew he owned a piece of her soul forever. She would never be the same.

His eyes roved across her face. “I love you, Karen. If I have to spend a lifetime proving it to you, I will.”

Looking up at his beloved face, she whispered, “I do not doubt it for I love you, too.”

Slipping his arms around her, he pulled her close. She leaned against his chest, feeling his strength and his tenderness as he held her. Nothing had ever felt this right and yet she knew it was wrong.


With his cheek resting against her hair, he said, “You’ve taken the despair from my heart and replaced it with something wonderful. I belong here. I belong with you.”

“I wish with all my heart that you might stay among us,” she answered.

“I will stay. I’ll do whatever it takes to become Amish. I don’t know what my old life held. I may never know, but God brought me to you. I trust in Him. I believe this love and this faith is His will. It is His gift to me, and I will be thankful all the days of my life.”

She wanted to believe as he did but the reality of their situation was far from simple. “John, to become Amish is not an easy thing. What if your old life comes back to you and you must leave us?”

“What if it doesn’t?” he countered. “I can’t live in limbo forever. I need to belong somewhere. I need to make a life for myself. I want that life to be with you.”

She understood his desire to forge his own way but was it too soon? When would the time be right? Six months? A year? What right did she have to tell him to wait? He was certain of his love and of God’s plan for him.

Selfish or not, it was the same plan Karen prayed John would follow for she wanted him in her life as much as she’d ever wanted anything.

The sound of the barn door opening signaled the boys were returning. Reluctantly, she stepped out of John’s embrace. “I must go in.” He nodded. “Guten nacht, meim glay hotsli.”

His little heart. She liked the sound of that. “Good night to you, too, John.”

She entered the house and climbed the staircase with measured steps that belied the happiness inside her. Pushing aside her doubts, she relived the moment in his arms. With one kiss John had made this the most wonderful Christmas ever. He loved her.

Karen’s happiness carried her through Christmas morning with a smile that wouldn’t fade. The snow had stopped and the sun shone bright above a glittering world. Glancing out the window, Karen thought if someone could see inside her heart it must look the same.

Surely there was a sparkling and beautiful wonderland where an ordinary heart had resided only the day before. If not for a small dark cloud of doubt and worry that hovered in the background it would be perfect.

After a morning spent in respectful prayer, the entire family pitched in to get ready for the Christmas feast. When Nettie, Elam and Katie arrived, Anna quickly took over the care of baby Rachel. Less than an hour later, Eli’s brother, Carl, and his family arrived, disgorging eight more cousins along with Aunt Jean from the bulging buggy. Soon the house was filled with the smell of baking meats and pies and happy voices.

As the women took over the kitchen, the men took over the sitting room. Karen glanced frequently through the doorway wondering if John felt uncomfortable among her family, but she need not have worried. Once, when she checked on him, he caught her eye and winked then proceeded to jump several of her father’s checkers to the hoots of the onlookers.

Noah grinned at everyone. “I told you he is a goot player.”

It wasn’t until the guests left in the late afternoon that Karen tried to steal a few minutes alone with John. Her father and brothers had gone out to start the evening chores. John made to follow then, but Karen quickly asked him to help her put away the extra table leaves.


When her family was out of sight, John swooped in for a quick kiss. It was too brief as far as Karen was concerned, but she recognized his restraint and admired him for it. Part of her longed to bask in the glow of his love and believe everything would work out for them. Another part of her knew her happiness could shatter at any moment. She had spent her life listening to her practical side, but just for today she silenced those doubts and gave thanks to God for the precious gift of a Christmas day spent with the man she loved.

He said, “I’m going to miss you tomorrow.”

“We’ll only be gone three days. Besides, Papa is leaving Jacob in charge of the farm while we’re gone so you’ll have him to keep you company.”

“Jacob’s a nice kid, but I’d much rather spend time with you.”

She cupped his cheek. “I will be back before you know it.”

 

John covered Karen’s hand with his own. The happiness that bubbled through him was almost impossible to contain. He wanted to shout from the rooftops that he loved Karen Imhoff and she loved him. He thrust aside the tiny voice in the back of his mind that said he was rushing things.

He said, “I don’t know how Amish couples managed to keep their feelings a secret. I’m pretty sure people will take one look at my face and know I’m in love with you.”

“If they suspect, they won’t say anything. It’s a private matter for young couples, but we are expected to conduct ourselves modestly.”

“All right, I’ll behave but I wish you weren’t leaving.”

“It’s only for a little while.”


“It already feels like forever.”

She hesitated, then said, “While we are gone…”

“What?”

“Nothing, I’m being silly.”

“No, tell me.” He would do anything she asked.

“Keep an eye on Jacob for me. He has been hanging out with a group of older boys. I don’t think they are a good influence on him.”

“I’ll do my best. Don’t worry.”

She smiled then, a wonderful soft smile that melted his heart. “I won’t.”

The following morning, John saw them off in their hired car. Anna and Noah were excited as ever. Eli looked uncomfortable at the prospect of a car trip as he gave Jacob final instructions about the livestock. Karen just looked adorable.

As the car drove out of sight, John turned to Jacob. “Would you like some help with the horses this morning?”

“Nee. I can handle it.”

“I don’t doubt it for a minute, but Reuben’s shop is closed today so I’m free.”

“I don’t need your help.”

Why was the boy so touchy? Perhaps he had the impression that John didn’t trust him to do the work right. “If you don’t need me I may go to the library in Hope Springs for a while.”

He hadn’t checked the NamUs website for more than a week. He no longer expected to find anything, but he couldn’t give up his faint hope just yet.

Shortly before noon, John took the farm cart and one of the draft horses and traveled the five miles into Hope Springs. At the library, he checked the missing-persons website and found nothing new that related to him. The vague sense of dread that had accompanied him into the building slipped away.

For weeks he had feared he’d never find out about his past, but that had changed. Now, he worried he’d discover something that would take him away from the life he was building. Away from Karen.

On the trip home, John caught sight of a buggy leaving the Imhoff lane and heading away from town. He was almost sure the horse pulling the buggy was One-Way. Had Jacob decided to give the colt a little more road time?

Karen’s concerns and his own gut feeling made him decide to follow the boy. Benny was no match for One-Way’s pace and John soon fell farther behind.

When he crested the hill south of the farm the buggy was nowhere in sight. John drew Benny to a stop. Where had Jacob gone? Had he turned into one of the farm-steads? Suddenly, Benny looked east and whinnied. Buggy tracks led into a seldom-used side road.

Giving Benny his head, John let the big fellow lumber down the narrow lane. As they rounded a curve, John saw a dozen young men and buggies lined up at the side of the road. Ahead of them, two buggies sat side by side. An Amish boy with a red cloth in his hand stood in the middle of the lane. With a shout, he brought down his flag. The two buggies sprang forward, as the horses raced neck and neck down the narrow road. One of them was One-Way with Jacob in the carriage.

John watched in horror as the buggies rounded a sharp turn, sideswiped each other and locked wheels. The next instant, he saw the wheels of Jacob’s carriage catch the edge of the snow-filled ditch.

The sudden drop broke the vehicles apart. As the other driver raced on, Jacob made the mistake of trying to swing back into the center of the road. He lost control. The black buggy flipped over onto its side dragging the horse off its feet.

John jumped down from his cart and raced toward Jacob, running past the other boys who were frozen with shock. He watched in helpless fear as One-Way floundered in the snow, tangling himself in the traces. Reaching the animal, John began speaking soothing words. He worked quickly to untangle the horse. John didn’t dare let go of the horse for fear the animal would injure itself or Jacob if he had fallen under the buggy. He had to keep One-Way still. He called out, “Jacob, are you all right? Answer me.”

Two Amish teenagers finally raced up to help. After making sure the boys had a good hold on the horse, John said, “Unhitch him and keep him quiet.”

Making his way back to the cab, John peered inside. Jacob lay crumpled on the floor. Fear stole the breath from John’s lungs. He climbed through the front windshield to reach the boy. “Jacob, can you hear me?”

Please, Lord, let this child be okay. Do not break Karen’s heart with another loss.

Reaching Jacob, John felt for his pulse and was relieved to find it steady and strong. “Jacob,” he called softly. “Are you hurt?”

Jacob eyes fluttered open. “I don’t think so,” he answered in a shaky voice.

“Just lie still.” John laid a hand on his shoulder to prevent him from rising.

It didn’t do any good. Jacob pushed his hand aside and pulled himself into a sitting position. “What about Henry? Was he hurt?”

John shook his head as he searched Jacob’s arms and legs for any obvious fracture. “He didn’t tip over.”


Jacob struggled to stand up. “What about One-Way?”

Hearing the panic in the boy’s voice, John knew he was more concerned about the horse than about himself. “I don’t know. I wanted to make sure you hadn’t broken your foolish neck.”

“I’m okay. Please, check on One-Way.”

“Your friends are with him. Let’s get you out of here first.” The two of them climbed out of the buggy.

Before Jacob could rush to check on his horse John gave him a more thorough once-over. Taking the boy’s chin in his hand, he tipped his head to the side. Blood trickled from a gash above his eyebrow, giving him a gruesome appearance.

John said, “You’re gonna need stitches. Are you dizzy? Can you tell me how many fingers I’m holding up?”

“Two,” Jacob answered correctly.

“Do you hurt anywhere?”

“My head aches, but it isn’t bad.”

John studied the boy’s face and decided he was telling the truth. “Let’s see if One-Way fared as well.”

As they approached the colt, it became clear that One-Way was injured. The horse was limping heavily on his right front leg.

Jacob abruptly sat on the snowy roadway. “I have ruined my father.”

John approached the young horse, speaking softly. He ran his hand down the animal’s leg, assessing the damage. “It’s starting to swell. It may only be a sprain, but a horse this young can easily fracture a bone. We need the vet to take a look at him.”

A tall, slender boy with glasses spoke up. “My dat has a phone in the barn. I’ll call the vet.”

John nodded and the boy took off. As he did, the other carriage came back and John recognized Henry Zook driving it. His cocky attitude had evaporated. “Jacob, are you hurt?”

Rocking himself in the road, Jacob said, “Why did I do it? Why did I let you goad me into racing? I’ve ruined my father’s best horse.”

Henry climbed out of his buggy and came to squat beside Jacob. “I’m so sorry. I never meant for this to happen.”

John said, “Henry, stay with Jacob. The rest of you come and help me.” The young men followed John and lined up beside the fallen buggy. Together they heaved it upright on the road. The damage looked minimal in spite of the rough landing.

Returning to Jacob’s side, John said, “We need the vet to look at One-Way and Jacob needs to see a doctor. Can one of you take him into town?”

“I will,” Henry said quickly.

“I’m not going anywhere until One-Way has been taken care of.”

John was quick to disagree. “You’re going to the doctor. Your sister will kill me if she finds out I let the horse be seen first.”

John approached the horse again and ran his hand down the injured foreleg. Already he could feel the heat in it. Looking at the boys, he pointed to one of them. “Let me have your scarf.”

The young man yanked it off his neck and held it out. John packed it with snow and wrapped it around the horse’s leg to control the swelling.

“Papa will be so upset with me. What are you going to tell him?” Jacob pinned John with a wide-eyed gaze.

“I will not lie to him, Jacob. You are the one who must tell him there was an accident.”

John looked over to the rest of the boys. “This kind of racing must stop. You can see now how dangerous it is. I will accept your word that this kind of thing will never happen again. If I hear about any of you racing, I will speak to everyone’s father and the sheriff.”

The young men, looking sheepish and relieved, all agreed there would be no more impromptu contests. After sending Jacob off to see Dr. White, John waited with One-Way until the vet arrived.

 

That evening, John finished icing One-Way’s leg and was securing an elastic bandage when he realized someone was watching him. Looking up, he saw Jacob standing outside the stall. The boy sported a small dressing over his eye and a look of doom on his face.

John patted the horse’s neck. “He’s doing well. With some rest and therapy the vet thinks he’ll be fine in time for the sale. How’s the head?”

“I needed five stitches.”

John stepped outside the stall and latched the door securely. It was a hard way for the boy to learn a lesson but it could have been so much worse.

“Do you like it here?” Jacob asked suddenly.

“Of course I do. I love working with the horses. I love the way your family has welcomed me in. I love…” John stopped, realizing how close he’d just come to revealing his secret.

“You love my sister.”

Turning away, John gathered up his supplies. “I’m fond of all of you.”

“I did not like you when you first came.”

“No kidding? I never would’ve guessed,” John replied, not bothering to hide his grin.

There was no answering humor in Jacob’s face. “The day we found you I knew someone had robbed you and dumped you on our road.”

The boy’s serious tone set off alarm bells in John’s head. He asked, “How did you know that?”

“You had no shoes on but your socks were clean and you had no wallet.”

“The sheriff came to the same conclusion.” John moved to fork hay into the stalls. A sense of dread uncurled inside him.

After a long pause, Jacob said, “I found something not far from where you were laying. I thought you would think whoever robbed you took it.”

John stopped his work. His heart hammered hard enough to jump out of his chest. “What did you find?”

Jacob opened his hand and held it toward John. “I took it. I’m sorry. When you came here and couldn’t remember anything, I thought it would not matter that I had kept it. Later, I was afraid to give it back because the sheriff might think I had done this thing to you.”

John took several unsteady steps toward the boy and lifted a gold pocket watch from his hand. The cover was finely engraved with the figure of a running horse. John recognized the weight and feel of it in his hand.

When he flipped it open he saw it was an elaborate timepiece that included a stopwatch. Chimes began to play a tune. It was the same tune he’d heard that day in the barn. He looked at Jacob. “You’ve had this all along?”

Jacob couldn’t meet his gaze. He stared at his feet and nodded. “I liked the music. Papa would never let me keep such a fancy thing.”

Turning the watch over, John saw it was engraved. His legs gave way. Falling back against the stall door, he slid to the ground. Here was his answer.


He read the words aloud. “To Aaron from Jonathan. Happy birthday, pal.”

“I’m sorry,” Jacob whispered.

A horrible buzzing filled John’s head. He struggled to catch his breath. He could barely wrap his mind around this discovery. “My name is Aaron and I have a friend named Jonathan.”

John pressed a hand to his mouth as the implications and possibilities swirled in his mind. He had a name. He had a friend.

He opened the cover and the tune began to play again. It was a waltz. He closed his eyes.

A woman, dancing and swirling, crossed a hardwood floor on bare feet. Her red skirt billowed around her shapely legs as she danced to the tune being played by the watch. Her long blond hair flowed like silk down her back. She stopped suddenly and held out both hands. Clear as day John saw the gold band on her left hand. She smiled. “Dance with me, Aaron.”

Pain shot through John’s skull. Tears filled his eyes but he didn’t know why he was crying. He didn’t want to know.

Snapping the watch shut, he pressed his hands to his temples. He didn’t want to remember any more.








Chapter Fifteen



Karen stepped out of the car and stretched her stiff muscles, grateful to finally be home. She’d only been away a few days but it felt like a lifetime. While she had enjoyed every minute of her visit with her maternal grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins, she had missed John terribly. Excitement at the prospect of their private reunion skittered across her skin.

Would he kiss her again?

Jacob stood waiting for them on the front porch. His hat was pulled low on his forehead. Karen waved at him, but he didn’t wave back. He stared at his boots as he addressed Eli. “Papa, I must speak with you in private.”

That didn’t sound good. Karen and Eli exchanged worried glances. What had happened? She said, “Go on, Papa, I will take care of the car.”

As Jacob and Eli went inside the house, Karen paid the driver, took their suitcases from the trunk and herded the younger children toward the house. Noah hefted one of the larger suitcases and struggled toward the steps with it. Anna carried her own but she still wore the same unhappy pout that had appeared shortly after they left their grandmother’s home.

Karen asked, “What is the matter, little sister? Aren’t you glad to be home?”

“Yes, but I don’t want Christmas to be over.”

Smiling indulgently, Karen patted her shoulder. “All things must come to an end, even good things.”

“I know.” Anna shuffled her feet.

Noah stopped and draped an arm across her small shoulders. “Christmas is over, but we can look forward to the horse sale tomorrow.”

Giving him a skeptical glance, Anna asked, “Is it really fun? I’ve never gone with Papa before.”

Noah threw up his hands. “Yes, it’s fun. You’ll see lots of new people and pretty horses. There will be tents set up and they sell all kinds of neat things. Papa will buy us ice cream and good things to eat.”

“He will?” She perked up.

“You’ll see. It’s more fun than market day.”

Mollified, Anna followed her brother into the house, begging for more information. “Will I get to choose any flavor of ice cream I want?”

Inside the kitchen, Karen pulled off her black bonnet and hung it along with her heavy coat on one of the pegs beside the door. Disappointment dimmed her happiness. John wasn’t waiting for her.

Surely he’d heard the car drive in. Perhaps he wasn’t home from work yet. She didn’t know if Reuben had his shop open or not. Many Amish closed their businesses and spent the days after Christmas traveling to visit family. Reuben had enough grandchildren that he could easily visit throughout the month of January and not see them all.


Karen tried to console herself with the fact that she would see John soon enough. He rarely missed a meal.

Taking down her apron, she tied it on and began making preparations for supper. She could hear the muted tones of Jacob talking to her father in the living room but she couldn’t make out what was being said. Did it involve John? Was that why he wasn’t here?

A sudden thought made her freeze. Had John remembered who he was? Had he gone back to his old life?

She wrestled that ever-present fear to the back of her mind where she kept it caged. John wouldn’t have left without waiting for her to return. He wouldn’t go without saying goodbye. He loved her and she loved him.

She clung to that knowledge in the face of all reason. God had brought John to her. They were meant for each other.

A few minutes later, Jacob came out of the sitting room and she caught a glimpse of his face without his hat on. A bandage and a bruise marred his forehead.

Crossing to him, she grasped his chin and turned his head toward the kitchen window for more light. “What happened to you?”

“I had a carriage accident. I got a couple of stitches, that’s all.”

Eli had followed Jacob into the kitchen. “The boy and I have discussed this.”

“Is John okay? Was he involved?” she demanded.

“John’s fine,” Jacob answered without looking at her.

“Where is he?” Karen sensed her brother wasn’t telling her everything.

“He’s working in the barn. I should go help him finish.” Jacob made a quick exit, leaving Karen to stare after him.


She turned to her father. “What’s going on?”

“Jacob got in some trouble while we were gone. He has told me everything. We will not mention it again.” Eli donned his hat and coat and left the house.

Far from feeling reassured, Karen returned to her work with more questions than answers running around in her mind. Perhaps John felt responsible for Jacob’s accident and that was the reason he hadn’t come to welcome her home. She had asked him to keep an eye on her brother, but she had no illusions about Jacob. If he wanted to seek out trouble, he would find it even with a watchdog.

Jacob and Eli returned a half hour later, but there was still no sign of John. She couldn’t help but feel disappointed. Why was John avoiding her?

When supper was almost ready, Karen called Noah in from the living room and said, “Go tell John that supper is ready.”

Noah donned his coat and hat and hurried out the door. When he came back a few minutes later, she asked, “Did you find him?”

“Ja. He says he is not hungry, but I am,” Noah answered as he hung up his coat.

Something was definitely wrong. Karen felt it in her bones.

Supper seemed to last forever, but finally her father rose from the table and retired to the sitting room. Karen made quick work of the cleanup with Anna’s help. After wrapping some leftovers in foil, she donned her coat and walked over to the dawdy haus.

Stepping inside the front door, she paused to wipe her feet on the braided rug just as John came out of the living room. He held a Bible in his hand. The happy welcome she had hoped to see was missing in his eyes.

Suddenly feeling awkward and uncertain, she held out the plate. “I brought something in case you get hungry later.”

“That wasn’t necessary.”

She gathered her courage as she set the plate on the counter. Gripping her hands together, she faced him.

“What’s wrong, John?”

He couldn’t meet her gaze. “I need to apologize for my behavior on Christmas. I shouldn’t have taken advantage of your kindness.”

Fear uncoiled inside her, making her pulse pound. “How did you take advantage of me?”

“I shouldn’t have kissed you. It won’t happen again.”

Her heart sank. She took a step closer. “Don’t say that.”

He closed his eyes. “I need you to leave now, Karen.”

“I don’t understand. Why won’t you talk to me? Why won’t you look at me?”

“I had another memory flash while you were gone.”

Suddenly, Karen thought she understood. “You remembered her?”

He nodded.

Although she knew she didn’t want to hear his answer, she asked. “Who is she?”

“I think she is my wife.”

No, no, no!

Karen’s mind screamed the denial, but she managed to keep her voice calm. “You think she is, but you don’t know for certain?”

“No.”

“If you have a wife, why isn’t she searching for you?” Karen would have turned the world upside down to find him.


He shook his head. “I don’t know.”

She had to find some other explanation. She and John were meant for each other. She had known it the first moment she saw his face even though she had tried to deny it.

Stepping close, she laid her hand on his cheek. “You could not kiss me with such tenderness if you had a wife. You are not that kind of man, John. Tell me what you have remembered.”

 

John captured Karen’s fingers against his cheek and held them tight as he gazed into her eyes. He wanted to believe she was right. He wanted to believe with all his heart and soul that they were meant to be together, but the evidence was becoming overwhelming.

He whispered, “Let me show you something.”

He led her into the sitting room where the watch lay on a table by the sofa. He’d been staring at it for hours. He said, “Jacob found this near me the day I was dumped on your lane.”

“It’s a watch. Is it yours?” She looked at him in confusion.

“Read the inscription.”

Picking it up, she turned it over. “To Aaron from Jonathan. Happy birthday, pal.”

Her eyes brightened. “Is your name Aaron?”

“I think so.”

“I will have trouble getting used to it, but it is a good name. Why does this make you sad? You have longed to know your own name all these weeks.”

He sat down on the sofa. “The watch plays music when it’s opened. When I heard the tune, I remembered a woman dancing, holding out her hands and asking me to dance with her. She wore a wedding ring.”


Karen laid the watch back on the table and shook her head. “That is not proof you are married.”

“What else can it mean?”

She crossed her arms and took a step back. “I don’t know, but it is not proof. You had no ring on your hand.”

“It could have been stolen.” He gazed at his fingers trying to see some evidence that he’d once worn a wedding band.

“What will you do now?” she asked softly. He heard the fear underlying her voice. He knew exactly how she felt.

“I’ll take the watch to the sheriff and see if he can trace where it was made or purchased. It’s an expensive piece, probably custom-made.”

Her chin came up. “It’s too late to do anything tonight and Papa will need your help at the sale tomorrow.”

She was making excuses and he knew it. She was trying to prolong the inevitable.

So, what would one more day hurt? He deserved one last day of happiness with her and her family, didn’t he? Wasn’t that why he hadn’t gone to the sheriff already? The answers he sought wouldn’t change in twenty-four hours. After tomorrow he would resume his search and pray it didn’t take him away from the woman he loved.

Glancing at Karen’s lovely face in the lamplight he honestly didn’t know if he had the courage to leave her.

What could possibly exist in his past that was better than what he’d found in Hope Springs? He’d found peace, happiness and love. He’d discovered a new and simple faith that felt as if he’d lived it forever.

One more day with her. It was all he might have.

He said, “I reckon I can wait until after the sale.”


She smiled, but it was forced. “Goot. We will have a wonderful time tomorrow. Get some rest. We must leave very early.”

She turned away quickly but not before he saw the tears in her eyes. The sight cut his heart to the quick. More than anything, he didn’t want to be the cause of her suffering. He’d been foolish to confess his love when he didn’t know if he was free. Now, he had hurt both of them.

After Karen left John tried to follow her advice, but sleep never came. The thing he’d longed for had become the thing he dreaded.

What lesson was God trying to teach him?

 

Just before dawn, a large white pickup pulling a blue-and-white horse trailer rolled to a stop in front of the Imhoff barn. The driver, a young Mennonite from Sugarcreek, helped John and Eli load and secure the horses. When they were ready to leave, Eli and Jacob climbed in the front seat of the extended cab with the driver, leaving John, Karen, Anna and Noah to squeeze into the backseat.

Anna and Noah kept up a running excited chatter. John was glad because it covered the awkward silence that stretched between him and Karen. He had hoped for one more day of happiness, but there was a pall over the day that couldn’t be ignored. He tried to be cheerful for the sake of the children, but each time he met Karen’s eyes he knew she was suffering as he was.

The trip took almost two hours. As they pulled into the fairgrounds where the sale was to be held, John saw dozens of Amish buggies along with numerous horse vans, cars and pickup trucks sharing the parking lot. Large numbers of people were already milling about or clustered in front of the tents selling coffee and hot chocolate.

Inside the main building the bleachers were filling quickly as the auctioneer in a booth behind the show ring tested his audio equipment. Long rows of stalls on one side of the enormous building held nearly a hundred horses.

A second long aisle had been set aside for vendors where corn dogs and ice-cream stands shared space with harness makers and nutritional horse-feed specialists. An old-time county fair atmosphere prevailed everywhere John looked. He and Eli settled the horses in their assigned stalls. Cowboys, Amish men and businessmen all filed past looking over the animals going on sale.

Once the auction got under way, John stayed with Eli while Karen took the children for their promised treats. One-Way had made a full recovery. He was the eleventh horse to enter the ring. When the big colt trotted into the ring and the auctioneer read off his information, including the facts that he was already trained to harness and was a full brother to a stakes winner, John saw a number of English pull out their cell phones. The bidding started low but quickly rose until Eli was grinning from ear to ear.

When the gavel went down on the final price, Eli slapped John on the back. “It is all in God’s hands. He rewards His faithful servants. I can’t wait to tell Karen. She’ll not have to worry about money this year. Where is she?” Eli and John both stood to examine the onlookers crowding around the show ring.

John shook his head. “I don’t see her.”

“We’ll have better luck finding them if we split up. You look by the food tents, I’ll check outside and we can meet back here in fifteen minutes.”


John left the bleachers eager to find Karen and share the good news of One-Way’s sale. Knowing his work with the colt had benefited Karen in some small way lessened the pain he had been feeling.

He left the building to check some of the tents set up outside. The day was cold but not unpleasant and groups of visitors were checking out trailers and horse-care equipment for sale along the south side of the building.

The noise from a loudspeaker drew John’s attention to the fairground grandstands across the roadway. A bugle blared forth the stirring notes of the Call to Post.

A parade of harness horses pulling two-wheeled carts began circling the oval track. The noise from the crowd in the stands grew louder. A race was about to get under way.

The colorful silks of the jockeys flashed in the sunlight as they positioned their horses behind a slow-moving truck with wide gates mounted on the back to keep the horses even. John’s pulse began pounding in his ears. His breath came in ragged gasps.

He knew this. He’d seen races like this his whole life. Bit by bit, memories of childhood events tumbled out of the fog that had hidden them. In his mind, he saw himself carrying a bucket of feed toward the stalls. He heard his father’s voice calling his name, saw his father dressed in yellow-and-white silks with a racing helmet under his arm walking toward him.

Exhilaration flooded John’s body. All his answers were there at the racetrack. He started forward, but stopped when he felt a hand touch his arm.

 

Karen caught up with John. “Papa found me and gave me the good news. It is a happy day for us thanks to you.”


The moment John turned to her, Karen read the truth in his eyes. Her heart stumbled painfully.

He said, “I remember. Karen, I know who I am!”

She tried to speak, but no words passed the lump in her throat.

Excitement poured from him. “My name is Jonathan. Jonathon Dresher. I remember going to a racetrack like that one with my father. He worked there. He was a driver. Karen, I remember him. His name was Carl Dresher. He had the most amazing laugh. He was always laughing at things I did.”

The joy suddenly left John’s eyes. Karen knew he was looking inward and not at her. He said, “My dad is dead. He died when I was fifteen. My mother—I can’t remember her at all. She died when I was little. It was just Dad and I.”

“What about your wife?” Karen asked. She didn’t dare breathe waiting for his answer.

“Who?”

“The woman you saw dancing.”

Confusion flashed in his eyes followed quickly by sorrow. “The woman I kept seeing was Bethany, Aaron’s wife. Aaron was my best friend. I loved him like a brother and his wife like a sister. Bethany was Sarah Wyse’s sister. That’s why I came to Hope Springs, to see Sarah…”

He pressed his fingers to his forehead. “They’re both gone. They died in a car accident the day after I gave Aaron the watch.”

“I’m so sorry.” Karen laid a hand on his arm in a gesture of comfort.

As if speaking to himself, softly he said, “Everyone I love is dead. No wonder I didn’t want to remember. The waltz was Bethany’s favorite song. I had the watch made to remind Aaron what a lucky man he was to have found his soul mate.”

John turned away to stare at the racetrack. Bowing his head, he wiped his eyes with the back of his hand.

He was grieving for his family and his friends. He’d found them and lost them again all in the space of a few moments. Karen grieved with him and for him—and for herself.

He knew who he was. He knew where he belonged, among the English who raced horses, not among the Amish and their buggies. Would he leave her now? How could she bear it? How would she find the strength to go on without him?

She summoned the most difficult smile of her life. “I’m glad your memory has returned, Jonathan Dresher.”

He continued to stare across the road. “So much is still jumbled in my head. I work with a racehorse rescue foundation, but I can’t seem to remember who they are or how to reach them.”

He gripped her hand and started to pull her along. “I need to go over there and see if I can remember more. I need a phone to call Sheriff Bradley.”

Karen held back. He realized what she was doing and stopped. Giving her a puzzled look, he said, “Come with me.”

“Nee, I cannot. That is a worldly place. An Amish woman can have no business in a place of gambling.”

He stepped close to her. “I don’t know what else I’ll discover about myself, Karen, but I know I want you at my side. Always.”

He didn’t mean just for today. Karen suddenly faced the hardest decision of her life. Now that he had discovered his past, he was sure to want to go back to his old life. Could she go with the man she loved into the English world?

Her father was about to remarry. Nettie would make a fine stepmother to the children. Karen wouldn’t have to take care of them any longer, but leaving with Jonathan would eventually cut her off from them forever.

Her family would be shamed by her behavior. They would have to shun her. First it would only be her father and the adults of her church, but as Jacob and Noah and finally Anna reached adulthood and took their vows she wouldn’t be able to visit with them, or see them marry and raise families of their own.

Could she give up all that for John? She closed her eyes unable to face either future.

He cupped her face between his hands. “I don’t want to be where you are not. You’ve given me everything. You gave me faith and family and love when I had nothing.”

“John…Jonathan, I love you so much. You know that, don’t you?”

He smiled softly, the warmth of his love shown in his eyes. “I had a sneaking suspicion.”

“If you love me you will go now. You will find what you need to know, but I cannot go with you into the world.”

A new pain filled his eyes, one she could not bear to look upon. Turning her face away, she said, “I have made a vow to remain true to my faith. I could give up my home and even my family for you, but I cannot turn my back on God.”

Jonathan’s grip on her fingers tightened. “God will go with us if we keep Him in our hearts. You taught me this.”

She laid her hand on his chest. She could feel the thud of his heart beneath her fingers. “Then perhaps that was the reason God brought you into my life.”

“I can’t do it without you, Karen. I need your strength. You make me whole.”

She withdrew her hand and took a step back. “God makes you whole. Go back into the world, Jonathan Dresher. Remember me kindly for I will never forget you.”

“I’ll come back to you. I promise.”

“If God wills it.” Turning away, she walked quickly to where her father stood as tears blurred her vision.

She could not look back at Jonathan. If she did she would run to his arms and leave all that she was behind.








Chapter Sixteen



He had his life back.

Jonathan Dresher stood on the steps of the police station in downtown Millersburg breathing in the cold January air. He’d regained almost all of his memory over the past two days but it didn’t feel real.

Jonathan knew where he had been going before the incident in Hope Springs. He knew what kind of work he did. He knew what kind of friends he had. What he didn’t know was what he was going to do now.

Two months ago he would’ve given anything to know the things he had remembered during the past forty-eight hours. Back then he had no idea that finding his past would cost him the most important thing in his life. The only woman he’d ever loved.

He stared down at the plain Amish boots he still wore. Karen was safe in her Amish community. She had chosen not to come with him into his English world. He understood that. He respected her decision, but that didn’t stop the deep ache in his heart.

He had his life back, so why was he standing on these snow-covered steps wishing he were in the snug house on Eli Imhoff’s farm?


Because that’s where Karen was.

He could see her making supper, talking about a new horse with Jacob, helping Anna with her arithmetic, discussing the Bible with Eli and Bishop Zook, fending off the endless questions of Noah.

Jonathan closed his eyes and held tight to his memory of Christmas Eve and the sweetness of Karen’s kiss. Then he locked the memory away for later. Someday, he would take it out and relive that beautiful evening. For now, the pain of his loss was too sharp, too fresh.

Pulling the watch from his pocket he opened the lid and listened to the music. Aaron and Bethany had died together in the car crash. They would never know the pain of being separated. He was thankful for that.

He could see Bethany plainly now. He could hear her laughter, see the love in her eyes when she looked at Aaron. He could hear her beautiful voice raised in song. The memories no longer brought Jonathan pain, only a gentle sadness.

Perhaps one day he would be able to think about Karen without pain, too. He had promised to come back to her, but he hadn’t known the kind of commitments he faced in his professional life. He closed the watch, shutting off the sweet sounds of the chimes.

Jonathan had taken over the reins of Aaron’s racehorse rescue foundation branch in New Zealand after his friend’s death. Once a top prize-winning harness race driver, Aaron had used his substantial earnings to start an organization that cared for injured, abused and abandoned Standardbreds, first in the United States and then later in New Zealand.

A racehorse that wasn’t winning often became a liability for those shoddy owners who cared more for money than their animals. It was now Jonathan’s duty to see that his friend’s work of protecting those horses was carried on.

Would Karen understand? Would she approve of what he did? He didn’t see a way he could join the Amish faith and still do his job, which required hours of fundraising, computer use and business travel. Even though he longed for the simple life and faith the Amish shared, he was destined to remain in the English world.

Sheriff Nick Bradley came out of the building and stopped beside Jonathan. The sheriff settled his trooper hat on his blond hair. “I spent a lot of sleepless nights trying to figure out your story, but I never came close to this. An American, living in New Zealand, comes to Hope Springs to find the Amish family of a dead friend and gets mugged for his trouble.”

Jonathan gave him a wry smile. “Sounds like a spiel for a bad movie, doesn’t it? There were clues in the things I remembered but I couldn’t put them together. I once told Karen there was something missing in the night sky. It was the Southern Cross, a constellation that Bethany said proved God was watching over her life down under.”

Nick said, “It sure explains why no one locally could identify you.”

“My company wasn’t expecting me back until after the first of the year, but I’m sure they’re wondering why I haven’t been in contact.”

“What are your plans now?”

Jonathan shook his head. “There are so many things I need to do. I need to get a new driver’s license and a new passport. I need to get access to my bank accounts and rent another car, but first I need to see Sarah Wyse and tell her what happened to her sister. I’m dreading that.”

After Aaron and Bethany’s deaths, Jonathan had returned to the United States to try and find Bethany’s family. He had little to go on, only her maiden name and the name of the town where she grew up. It had been a daunting task, but one he felt he had to complete for her. She often spoke fondly about her sister, Sarah.

Although Bethany deeply regretted leaving her Amish family she knew they would never accept her marriage to Aaron. In her mind, leaving without telling them why spared them the shame of knowing she had left her faith. It was a view Jonathan didn’t share and intended to rectify.

He glanced at Nick. “Could you give me a lift to Sarah Wyse’s shop?”

“Sure. You know for a guy who didn’t have a clue about himself for months you don’t seem very excited about getting your memory back.”

“There are things I wish I hadn’t remembered.”

Nick laid a hand on Jonathan’s shoulder. “Everyone’s life contains moments they would rather forget. I know mine does. It’s how we find the faith and strength to face those things that define who we are. Come on, I’ll drive you into Hope Springs.”

Leaving the outskirts of Millersburg behind, Nick glanced from the road to Jonathan as the SUV rolled past snow-covered fields and farms. He said, “We’re still looking for the men who attacked you, but you need to realize we don’t have much to go on.”

“I’m sorry that I can’t remember their faces.”

“Knowing what kind of car they stole may help us trace it and we’ll check for any activity on your stolen credit cards.”

“I imagine the car has been chopped up and sold for parts by now.”

“That’s quite likely the case. I want you to show me the exact place you were attacked in Hope Springs if you can. It’s a long shot, but there might still be physical evidence at the scene. However, unless your witness comes forward with more information for us, finding them is a long shot.”

“I understand.”

Nick hesitated, then said, “I hope you don’t hold it against Sally Yoder that she didn’t report the assault. It isn’t the Amish way. They forgive such crimes rather than report them. It makes the Amish seem like easy prey to unscrupulous men.”

“I don’t blame her. I’m just glad that I gave her a chance to get away from the men attacking her. I didn’t plan on having my head cracked with a tire iron. Besides, even if she had come forward, she didn’t know who I was. She couldn’t help identify me.”

“Are you sure it was Sally?”

Jonathan closed his eyes, trying to relive those moments. The woman had passed close beneath a street-light across from him. Her open buggy had allowed him a good look at her pretty, freckled face framed by a dark bonnet. “I think Sally was the woman I saw that night, but truthfully, it was her behavior when we met that makes me all but certain it was her.”

“Is there anything else you remember about that night?”

“I pulled into the filling station at the edge of town but it was closed for the night. I was putting some air in my rear tire when an Amish girl driving an open buggy passed me. I remember thinking it was late for a young woman to be out, but Bethany had told me about some of her escapades during her rumspringa so I didn’t think anything else about it.”

He recalled clearly the day Bethany had discovered Aaron and himself loafing beneath the apple tree. She had often called Aaron her geils-mann with a smile that made it an endearment. That day Jonathan felt a sharp stab of jealousy. They were so in love. Bethany had given up everything to be with Aaron. Jonathan wondered if he would ever know that kind of love.

As she joined the men beneath the tree that lazy summer day, Bethany enchanted them with stories of her Amish life.

Perhaps that was why he felt at home so quickly with Karen and her family, and why it felt so right loving Karen. In his heart he knew there was no one else for him.

Nick asked, “Then what happened after you saw Sally go past?”

“We’ve already gone over this.”

“Humor me. The smallest remembered detail can crack a case. Just tell me again. When did you first see the truck they were driving?”

“I don’t remember seeing the truck until it pulled in front of her buggy forcing her to stop. A man got out of the truck and tried to pull her out of the buggy. When I heard her scream I ran toward them yelling something. I think that was the first time he saw me because I’d been squatting down beside my car.”

“And you can’t remember anything about the truck? The color, the make?”

“It was dark. I was focused on reaching a woman in trouble.”

“It’s okay. I understand.”

“The man trying to pull her out of the buggy let go of her arm and spun to face me. I saw her whip her horse and make a break for it. That’s when a second man got out of the truck. He made a grab for her bridle, but she shot past him and got away.”

“Thanks to you.”

“I didn’t do that much. Anyway, at that point, I realized I was facing two lunatics with nothing but my car keys in my hand. I bolted for my car. I guess I didn’t make it because that’s the last thing I remember. Do you have any idea why they dumped my body on Eli Imhoff’s lane?”

“My guess? It was a warning to frighten their Amish victim into keeping her mouth shut.”

“I don’t understand.”

“The Amish are tight-lipped with outsiders, but the news of you being found traveled like wildfire through the community. The blacksmith sign at the end of Eli’s lane would have told them it was an Amish farm even if they weren’t familiar with the area.”

“Are you going to question Sally?”

“I have to. I don’t want the same thing to happen to another woman—one who might not be so lucky.” Nick’s determination to see justice done reverberated in his tone. Jonathan knew Nick would do everything in his power to protect the people in his district and solve this crime.

A short while later they had reached the outskirts of Hope Springs and Nick pulled to a stop in front of the Needles and Pins fabric shop. Jonathan knew his purpose for coming to Hope Springs was about to be realized. After he spoke to Sarah Wyse, he had no reason to remain in the United States. He could go home.

Home was a small apartment above the stables at the farm Aaron and Bethany had owned, but it wasn’t where his heart lay. His heart would remain in Hope Springs with a bossy, devout Amish woman named Karen Imhoff.


Nick asked, “Do you want me to come in with you when you talk to Sarah? I’ve had some experience breaking this kind of news to people.”

“No thanks. I need to do this myself.” Jonathan took a moment to pray silently.

Please God, give me the right words to say. Let me bring Your comfort and blessing to this woman in her hour of sorrow.

Nick said, “Sarah is a strong woman. Stronger than you know. It will be hard for her to hear her sister is gone, but it’s better to know the truth.”

“The Amish are strong, aren’t they? Their faith is overwhelming in the face of every hardship. I admire them deeply.”

Nick laid a hand on Jonathan’s arm. “Many of them admire you, too. You’ll always be welcome in Hope Springs, Jonathan Dresher.”

 

Karen moved through her days like a woman in mourning. Every corner of the house, every spot in the barn and on the farm carried some memory of her time with John.

Jonathan, she corrected herself. He’d had his life restored. He would be back at his job and with his friends by now.

With sad irony she realized that now she was the one who wanted to forget. She wanted to erase the pain of losing the man she had loved with all her heart.

He had written her one letter in the weeks since he’d recovered his memory. It had been a lengthy missive about his life and what happened before they met. He had signed it, “All my love, John.”

She kept it under her pillow and took it out each night. It still brought tears to her eyes but she would never discard it. It was all she had of him.

On the second Sunday following Jonathan’s departure, she went through the motions of getting ready for church. She put on her best dress and packed food for the dinner afterward. She went through the familiar motions of living because she didn’t know how to do anything else.

Everyone in her family seemed to understand. They made no demands on her time. Instead, they looked after themselves better than they ever had before. Nettie came frequently to lend a hand with the household chores that would soon be hers.

Now, when Karen needed to be needed the most, her family was proving they could do without her.

The trip to William Fisher’s farm for services was long and cold and they arrived with only a few minutes to spare. Karen and her family quickly filed into the house and took their places on the wooden benches, men on one side, women on the other. She kept her head down and focused on her hymnbook and prayed for the strength she needed to get through one more day.

Anna tugged on Karen’s sleeve and whispered. “Look, there is John.”

Karen’s head snapped up. She scanned the room around her. Anna pointed to the back row of the men’s benches. It was John. Karen’s heart hammered in her ears so loudly she thought she might faint. She pressed her hand to her mouth to hold back a gasp.

He was dressed in plain clothes and seated between Reuben Beachy and Elam Sutter. When he caught sight of her, he winked.

She turned back to face the preacher. He had winked at her in church. Jonathan Dresher had come back to Hope Springs. Why? Did she dare hope that he was back for good?

As the singing started, Karen added her voice to the others in humble prayer and gratitude for the Lord’s blessing, but her mind was turning like a windmill in a gale. When the song was finished, she endured the longest preaching service of her life.

The minute the final amen sounded, Karen shot to her feet and waited impatiently for the crowd to get out the doors. Outside, she lost no time in locating Jonathan. He was standing by her father and Jacob. The three of them were laughing and smiling like it was any other day. Eli caught sight of her. “Karen, look who has returned.”

Jonathan’s gray eyes filled with deep emotion when his gaze fell upon her. He said, “Hello.”

Karen’s voice had fled. She could only stare. The foolish hope that he had come back for her bloomed in her heart.

Anna launched herself at Jonathan and threw her arms around his waist. “John, I knew you wouldn’t forget me.”

He swung her up to his shoulder and she wrapped her arms around his neck. Smiling at Karen, he said, “I find all the Imhoff women are…unforgettable.”

“We’ve missed you so much.” Anna said the words Karen wanted to say but couldn’t.

“I’ve missed you, too.” Setting the child down, he cupped the back of her head and dropped a kiss on her bonnet. She clung to his hand, looking up with adoration shining in her eyes.

Noah, hopping with impatience, began peppering Jonathan with questions. “Did you go all the way to New Zealand and back already? Did you fly in a plane? Did you know the sheriff caught the men who beat you up? They’d been stealing a whole bunch of stuff from Amish people.”

“Yes, yes and yes, I knew they’d been arrested.” Jonathan answered Noah, but his eyes never left Karen.

Realization dawned on her and the foolish hope in her heart withered. He’d come back because of the arrest, not because of her. He would be needed at the trial.

She found her voice at last. “How long are you going to be staying? You must come and have supper with us while you are here.”

“I’m going to be staying for a long, long time. As long as God and you will let me.”

She blinked hard. What was he saying?

Several of the men who knew him had come up to greet him. Among the handshakes and well-wishes of Jonathan’s friends, Karen found herself crowded backward.

“Are you moving here?” Jacob sounded as confused as Karen felt.

Jonathan nodded. “Ja. The organization I work for is leasing a small farm not far away. Our need for more stable space in this part of the country is growing because of the recent changes in U.S. horse-slaughter laws.”

Several of the local men nodded. One said, “We have heard of this. Broken-down racehorses used to be sold for meat, but now they can’t be unless they are shipped out of the country.”

Jonathan nodded. “That’s right. More of them are being abandoned now than ever. We will take them in, retrain them for riding or pulling buggies and find them proper homes.”

“You will need good harnesses for these horses.” Reuben Beachy’s eyes lit up at the prospect of new business.

“I will. I’ll need hay and grain and repair work done on the stables.”

“You will need a good farrier, too,” Eli added.

“That I will,” Jonathan agreed. Looking down at Anna, he said, “I will need my Amish tutor again and I will need to study the Amish ways so that one day I may take the vows of your faith.”

A murmur of surprise rippled through the group. Karen’s breath froze in her throat as tears sprang to her eyes. He was planning to join her faith. He had declared it in front of everyone.

“After that, I’ll need a wife.” He looked over the crowd to where Karen was standing.

Anna shouted, “I’ll marry you.”

Everyone laughed at that, everyone but Karen. Stepping between the men, she grabbed Jonathan’s sleeve and pulled him toward the Fishers’ greenhouse without a word to anyone.

Inside the plastic enclosure, surrounded by the smell of earth and new plants, she turned to Jonathan and crossed her arms to keep from hugging him. “Is it true?”

He smiled at her tenderly. “Yes. In time, I will marry you, Karen Imhoff. Never doubt it.”

Her heart melted with joy. She threw her arms around him holding him as tight as she could. She never wanted to let go again. “Oh, I’ve missed you so much.”

She felt his lips on her forehead. “I’ve missed you, too, darling.”

Holding her away from him, he looked into her eyes. “The moment I reached New Zealand I realized I couldn’t stay there. I belong here. With you. With your people. I’m never leaving again.”


He pulled her close once more. She returned his embrace with such joy in her heart that she thought she might die of it.

“I dreamed of this,” she whispered.

“Wake up, my little heart. I’m not a dream. I’m a flesh-and-blood man who loves the most wonderful woman in the world.”

“Nee, I will not open my eyes. You will be gone.”

“I won’t, but I do see one problem with our courtship. Ah, make that three problems.”

She looked up to find him smiling. He nodded behind her. Noah, Anna and Jacob had their faces cupped against the plastic walls trying to see in. Karen grinned at Jonathan. “I’m sure they will not object to our courtship as they know you plan to become Amish.”

He planted a quick kiss on her lips. “I wasn’t thinking about an objection. I thought Amish couples kept their courting a secret. I don’t think that’s going to happen for us.”

She patted his cheek. “I can live with that. Can you?”

He drew her close once more. “As long as I know you will be mine, I can live with anything. God has blessed me, Karen. I will praise Him always.”

“He has blessed us both.”

Smiling tenderly at her, he said, “I’d like a Christmas wedding.”

She smiled back. “I think we can arrange that.”

She lifted her face for Jonathan’s kiss and gave thanks as her long-hidden love bloomed like a beautiful rose.











Dear Reader,


I hope you enjoyed AN AMISH CHRISTMAS. It’s hard to believe another holiday season is upon us already. I want to take this opportunity to wish all of you a very merry Christmas as well as a happy and prosperous New Year. As we get caught up in the frantic pace of holiday shopping and party planning I pray each of us can find a quiet minute every day to reflect as the Amish do on the true meaning of the season.

Christmas blessings to all and to all a good night.
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION




	Karen Imhoff is the caretaker of her family, their surrogate mother. In what way did that role affect her relationship with John Doe?

	Was Karen right to offer John a place to stay? Why or why not?

	How did John’s amnesia allow him to fit in with the Imhoff family?

	Would it have been more difficult for John to fit in with the Amish culture if his memory had been intact? Why or why not?

	Which of the Imhoff children did you identify with most closely? Why?

	Were you surprised to learn that many Amish buggy horses are former racehorses?

	The Amish practice of providing homes for their elderly relatives by building “grandfather houses” attached to the primary home seems like a wonderful custom. What problems or benefits do you see with this type of arrangement?

	The Amish often turn a blind eye to their teenager’s behavior during their rumspringa or running around years. Is there a lesson to be learned here for modern parents?

	Karen believed that God had a purpose for placing John Doe in her care. It is sometimes easy to think what we want is also what God wants for us. How can we avoid falling into the trap of following our own will and not the will of God?

	What was your favorite scene in this story and why?

	What was your least favorite part of the story and why?

	Anna felt that God didn’t want her because she survived the carriage accident that killed other members of her family. Has there been a time in your life when you felt that God had turned away from you? How did you overcome that feeling?

	What part of “Amish living” would you find most difficult to maintain?

	Eli Imhoff tried to keep God first in his business dealings. How can we keep God first in our own business lives?

	What part of plain living do you wish you could incorporate into your own life without turning off the electricity?
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“You are a pilot?” Rebecca asked.



“Yes.”


Sadness settled over her. “I once knew a young Amish man who wanted to fly. Is it wonderful to soar above the earth like a bird?”


“It has its moments. What happened to him?”


She fought back tears. “The lure of the world pulled him away from our faith and he never came back.”


After a long pause, he asked, “Were the two of you close?”


“Ja, very close.” Why was she sharing this with a stranger? Perhaps, because in some odd way he reminded her of Gideon.


“Did you ever think about going with him?”


She smiled sadly. “I didn’t believe he would leave. For a long time I thought it was my fault, but I know now that it was not.”


Booker stepped closer. “How can you be so sure?”


“Because he vowed to live by the rules of our Amish faith. If he could turn his back on God, it was not because of me.”
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For my thoughts are not your thoughts,
 neither are your ways my ways, declares the Lord.
 As the heavens are higher than the earth,
 so are my ways higher than your ways
 and my thoughts higher than your thoughts.

—Isaiah 55:8–9






For my cousin Kay.
 Eternal rest, grant unto her, O Lord,
 and let perpetual light shine upon her.
 May she rest in peace.
 Amen.
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Chapter One



“Booker, if you’re gonna die, at least have the decency to go home and do it there.”

Slumped over his desk, Gideon “Booker” Troyer kept his aching head pillowed on his forearms, but managed to cast a one-eyed glare at Craig Murphy, his friend and partner at Troyer Air Charter. “I’m fine.”

“And pigs can fly.” Craig advanced into Gideon’s office.

“If they pay cash I’ll fly them anywhere they want to go.” Gideon sat up. His less-than-witty comeback was followed by a ragged, painful cough. A bone-deep shiver shook his body.

Craig took a step back. “You’re spreading germs, man.”

“So leave.” Was a half hour of peace and quiet too much to ask? The drone of the television in the waiting area supplied just the right amount of white noise to let him drift off.

“You’re the one leaving—for home!”

“I can’t go anywhere until this next load of freight gets here. Then I’m taking it to Caribou.” Gideon barely recognized his raspy voice. He sounded almost as bad as he felt. Almost.

“If I was sick as a dog, you wouldn’t let me fly a kite, let alone your prize Cessna.”


It wasn’t like Gideon had a choice. Their business was finally showing a profit. A small one, but it was something to build on. He’d make today’s flight. If his austere Amish up-bringing had taught him anything, it was the value of hard work. “I’ve got a contract to fulfill.”

Shaking his head, Craig said, “We’ve got a contract. I know you think you’re indispensable, Booker, but you’re not.”

The two men had known each other for six years, since their flight school days. It had been Craig who’d given Gideon his nickname on the first day of class. Gideon—Bible—the Book. Hence, Booker. Gideon had returned the favor a few weeks later when their trainer plane experienced mechanical trouble the first two times Craig took the controls. Craig was saddled with “Law” as in Murphy’s Law. If anything can go wrong, it will.

“Are you offering to take this run?” Gideon took a swig of lukewarm coffee from the black mug on the corner of his desk. It turned into razor blades sliding down his throat.

“Yes. Go home and get some rest.”

Gideon looked at him in surprise. “You mean that? I thought you had plans with Melody?”

“We’re sort of on the outs. Caribou in October will be warmer than the reception waiting for me the next time I see her.”

A woman’s voice from the other room said, “That’s because you’re a knucklehead.”

Craig rolled his eyes and raised his voice. “Stop giving people a piece of your mind, Roseanne. It’s almost gone.”

Gideon rose to his feet. The room spun wildly for a second before settling back into his cluttered office.

Craig put out a hand to steady him. “You’re grounded, buddy. Not another word.”

Gideon hated to admit it, but he was in no shape to be in a cockpit. “Thanks, Law. I owe you one.”


Craig leaned closer. “Roseanne is making me do it.”

Gideon cracked a grin. Their secretary’s powers of persuasion were legendary. She might look like someone’s cookie-baking grandmother with her gray hair pulled back in a bun, but she didn’t have a maternal bone in her body.

“I’ll be back tomorrow,” Gideon promised.

Roseanne came around Craig with Gideon’s coat in her hands. “You will not come back for a week.”

Gideon scowled at her. “Tell me again who’s the boss here?”

Roseanne plopped her hands on her ample hips. “You two might own this business, but I run it. If I come down sick, we’re really in trouble. Who can handle the computer, the phone, the fax machine, invoices, accounts payable and the coffeepot all without leaving her chair?”

“You,” he and Craig said together.

Gideon smiled. “You’re indispensable, Roseanne.”

“And you’re sick. Get out of here and take this with you.” She held out a foam cup with a lid on it. “What’s this?”

“Your favorite brand of blackcurrant tea. I’d send some chicken soup home with you, but I don’t have any here.”

Blackcurrant tea had been his mother’s surefire remedy for sore throats when he was growing up. He’d thought about sending her a box of this gourmet blend, but he knew she wouldn’t accept it. Not from the black sheep of the family. Gideon was the only one of her five children who’d left the Amish faith.

As if his thoughts of home brought up a connection, he heard the words Amish country on the television. Glancing toward the small screen, he saw a female reporter, bundled against the brisk October chill, gesturing to a row of Amish buggies lined up behind her.


“Roseanne, turn that up, please.” His voice was failing him. The words barely squeaked out.

She sighed, but picked up the remote and raised the sound level so he could hear the reporter.

“Preparations are under way in Hope Springs, Ohio, for this quiet Amish community’s largest event of the year. The Quilts of Hope charity auction is being held here this weekend.”

Craig moved to stand beside Gideon. “Is that where you’re from?”

“Nearby.” Hope Springs was forty miles from his father’s farm, but Gideon had never been there. Until he left the Amish he hadn’t traveled more than twenty miles from the farm where he was born. Now he lived in Rochester, New York, and he’d been to every state and all but one Canadian province.

The camera panned away from the buggies to a group of Amish men raising an enormous red-and-white-striped tent. After a second, the camera swung back to the reporter and followed her until she stopped in front of an intricately pieced quilt hanging on a display frame. “In the past, this event has raised thousands of dollars for the special needs of Amish families throughout Ohio. This year they are helping one of their own.”

Roseanne said, “Now, that’s pretty. I wouldn’t mind owning a quilt like that.”

The reporter ran her hand down the cloth and the camera zoomed in to capture the details. “Rebecca Beachy is the Amish woman who made this incredible quilt.”

“It can’t be.” In an instant, Gideon was transported back to his youth when he had courted the prettiest girl in Berlin, Ohio. The girl who broke his heart and turned him down flat when he’d finally found the courage to propose.

“Someone you know?” Craig asked.


“No. There are a lot of Beachys in Ohio. The girl I knew would be married to some Amish farmer or carpenter.” It was the life Rebecca wanted—as long as he wasn’t the farmer or the carpenter. Chances were slim that it was the same woman, but his gaze stayed glued to the screen.

The camera switched to a group of Amish women who were talking. The women didn’t realize they were being filmed. They were dressed alike in dark coats and bonnets. One held a baby on her hip, but it was the woman in the center that he strained to see.

The reporter’s voice cut into Gideon’s thoughts. “The money from this year’s auction is going to help pay for some very specialized surgery for Miss Beachy.”

The camera zoomed in on the group of women and Rebecca’s face filled the television screen. The sight knocked the breath from his body. After almost ten years, his heart still ached at the sight of her. She was more beautiful than ever. Her heart-shaped face with those stunning high cheekbones had matured from the soft roundness of youth into a quiet elegance.

“Why do they wear those odd white hats?” Roseanne asked.

“It’s called a prayer kapp. Amish women believe the Bible commands them to cover their hair when they pray.”

“But they don’t just wear them in church?” Roseanne turned to stare at him, waiting for an explanation.

He wanted to hear what the reporter was saying. “A woman might want to pray anytime, so she keeps her head covered all day. They never cut their hair, either.”

Rebecca’s blond hair must be past her hips by now. He’d seen it down only once. It was the night he talked Rebecca into going to a hoedown with him and his rowdy friends.

Hoedown was a benign name for a weekend-long party with loud music, alcohol and drugs attended by some of the wilder Amish youth during their rumspringa, or running-around time. He had made the most of his rumspringa and partied hard. For Rebecca, that one party had been her only venture on the wild side.

Gideon took the remote from his secretary and turned up the volume. The TV reporter droned on. “Miss Beachy stitched this beautiful quilt entirely by hand. What’s even more amazing is that she is totally blind.”

“How on earth can a blind woman make a quilt?” Roseanne’s skeptical comment barely registered in Gideon’s brain.

Rebecca was blind?

Suddenly, he was gasping for air and coughing so hard his head pounded. It took a minute to catch his breath. Roseanne pulled the lid off the tea and offered him some. He took a grateful sip.

Concern filled her eyes. “Do you know her?”

“I once asked her to marry me. I think if she had said yes, I would be a bearded Amish farmer now.” With a blind wife.

Rebecca was blind. He couldn’t wrap his brain around the fact. Why? When had it happened? The thought of the vibrant woman he’d known living her life in darkness left an ache in his chest that had nothing to do with the flu. Before he could gather more details, the news program moved on to the weather forecast and warnings about an artic front plowing southward delivering early ice and snow in its wake.

Craig said, “I read the Amish don’t believe in health insurance. Is that true?”

“Most don’t. The community would rally round a family that had big medical expenses, but they could only do so much.”

Gideon had to help. He pulled his phone from his pocket and prayed the news station could give him more information. It wasn’t until he tried to speak that he realized his voice was gone. He handed the phone to Roseanne and wrote a quick note on a piece of paper from her desk.

Get me all the information you can about the auction.

After a brief conversation, Roseanne hung up and handed the notepad to him. “It’s at noon the day after tomorrow.”

That gave him one day to rest up. If he headed out early the following morning he could make the six-hour trip there and back. It would be a long day, but doable.

Craig said, “Tell me you’re not going to drive to Ohio.”

Roseanne studied Gideon’s face. “Yes, he is.”

 

“I know we’re going to have a wonderful time today.”

Rebecca Beachy didn’t share her aunt Vera’s optimism. She folded her white cane and tucked it under her arm. Grasping her aunt’s elbow, she let Vera lead her toward the tent where the quilt auction was about to get under way. Besides Rebecca’s quilt, there were thirty others being auctioned off. Rebecca kept a smile on her face as she followed her aunt even though she was anything but comfortable.

Disoriented by the noise and smells of the fairlike atmosphere, she wished she were back in her aunt’s small home where everything was in its rightful place and nothing was ready to trip her up.

The thought had barely crossed her mind before something hit her legs and made her stumble.

“Sorry,” a pair of childish voices called out. She heard their footsteps as the children ran away.

“Hooligans,” Vera muttered.

“Excited Kinder at play.” Rebecca listened to the sound of the children’s voices as they shouted to each other. A pang of longing escaped from the place in her heart where she kept her fading dreams.

Dreams she once had of being a wife and a mother, of holding a child of her own. She’d had the chance to make those dreams come true years before, but she had been too afraid to take the risk. Had she made the right choice? Only God knew.

“Englisch children without manners,” Vera grumbled. “Come, we’re almost there.”

Rebecca drew a deep breath. Her life was what it was. This was God’s plan for her. Impossible dreams had no place in her dark world.

But if the darkness could be lifted?

She didn’t dare hope for such a miracle. This benefit auction was her aunt’s doing. Rebecca had tried to convince her the surgery was too expensive. They would need more money than would be raised here today. Even if they did manage to cover the cost, there was no guarantee her sight would be restored.

She had argued long and hard to no avail. The auction was under way. It was all in God’s hands, but Rebecca didn’t believe He would produce a miracle for her. She was not worthy. She knew exactly why her sight had been taken from her.

She pulled the collar of her coat closed against a cold gust of wind and ugly memories. An early storm was on its way, but God had seen fit to hold it off until the auction was over. For that she was thankful. At least she and her aunt didn’t need to worry about traveling home in foul weather. They had already made plans to stay in town for several days.

Suddenly, the wind was blocked, and Rebecca knew they were inside the tent. It was warmer than she expected. The smells of hot dogs, popcorn, hot chocolate and coffee told her they were near the concession stand. The sound of hundreds of voices raised to be heard over the general din assaulted her ears. When they finally reached their seats, Rebecca unbuttoned her coat and removed her heavy bonnet. Many of the people around her greeted her in her native Pennsylvania Dutch. Leaning closer to her aunt, she asked, “Is my kapp on straight? Do I look okay?”

“And why wouldn’t you look okay?” Vera asked.

“Because I may have egg yolk from breakfast on my dress, or my backside may be covered with dust from the buggy seat. I don’t know. Just tell me I look presentable.” She knew everyone would be staring at her when her quilt was brought up for auction. She didn’t like being the center of attention.

“You look lovely.” The harsh whisper startled her.

She turned her face toward the sound coming from behind her and caught the scent of a man’s spicy aftershave. The voice must belong to an Englisch fellow. “Danki.”

“You’re most welcome.” He coughed and she realized he was sick.

“You sound as if you should be abed with that cold.”

“So I’ve been told,” he admitted.

“It is a foolish fellow who doesn’t follow goot advice.”

“Some people definitely consider me foolish.” His raspy voice held a hint of amusement.

He was poking fun at himself. She liked that. There was something familiar about him but she couldn’t put her finger on what it was. “Have we met?”

“I’m not from here,” he said quickly.

Vera said, “I see the bishop’s wife. I want to ask her how her brother is doing after his heart attack.” She rose and moved away, leaving Rebecca to her own devices. The Englisch fellow said, “You’ve been deserted.”

She heard the folding chair beside her creak and his voice moved closer as if he were leaning over the seat. Although she knew it was unwise to encourage interaction with an outsider, she wanted to figure out why he seemed familiar. She wasn’t sure, but she thought she heard traces of a Pennsylvania Dutch accent in his raspy speech.

She said, “I don’t mind. I’m Rebecca Beachy.”


There was a long hesitation, then he said, “My friends call me Booker. The quilts on display are beautiful.”

“Are you a collector, Mr. Booker, or did your wife make you come today? That’s often the case with the men in the audience, Amish and English alike.”

“I’m not married. What about you?”

“Nee, I am an alt maedel.”

“Hardly an old maid. There must be something very wrong with the men in this community.”

Flustered, she quickly changed the subject, but he had confirmed one suspicion. He understood at least a little of her native tongue. “Have you been to one of our auctions before?”

“No, but I know what goes into making a quilt like the ones up on stage. My mother quilts.”

“They do take a lot of effort. I’m glad people such as yourself appreciate our Amish workmanship. How did you hear about our auction?”

“I caught the story on WHAM.”

Puzzled, she asked, “What is WHAM?”

“A television station where I live.”

“There was a story about our little auction on television?”

“Yes, and about you.”

She frowned. “Me? Why would they talk about me?”

“According to the story, this auction is helping raise money for your eye surgery.” His voice was barely a whisper and fading.

Embarrassment overtook her. The heat of a blush rose up her neck and flared across her cheeks. “Perhaps Dr. White or his nurse, Amber Bradley, told them about me. I wish they had not.”

“I thought it odd for an Amish person to seek publicity. The Amish normally shy away from the spotlight, don’t they?”

“We do not seek to draw attention to ourselves. We seek only to live plain, humble lives. But you know that already, don’t you? How is it that you are familiar with our language?”

“A long time ago I lived in a community that had Amish families.” His voice cracked on the last word.

Sympathy for him overrode her curiosity about his past. “You should rest your voice.”

“How long have you been blind?”

She was shocked by his abrupt personal question. Her reaction must have shown on her face because he immediately said, “I’m sorry. That was rude. It’s none of my business.”

She rarely spoke about the time before she’d lost her sight. It was as if that life, filled with happiness, colors and the faces of the people she loved, belonged to another woman. Remembering the way she lost her sight always left her feeling depressed. It went bit by bit over the course of three years, first details and then colors, beloved faces and finally even the light. God had given her this burden. She must bear it well.

Booker interrupted her moment of pity when he said, “I didn’t mean to pry. Please forgive me.”

He meant no harm. It was her pride and her inability to fully accept God’s will that made remembering painful. “You are forgiven. I learned I was going blind when I was twenty. My sight left me completely seven years ago.”

There was a long period of silence. What was he thinking? Did he feel sorry for her? Did he think she was helpless and useless? She rushed to dissuade him of such thoughts and repeated the words her bishop told her the day the last of her sight failed. “Do not think to pity me. My blindness has been a gift from God.”

A gift meant to show her the error of her ways and lead her to repent.

“How can you call it a gift?” His scratchy voice broke. Because of his illness, or for some other reason?


She smiled sadly. “It is a struggle sometimes, but I know all that God gives us, whether hardship or happiness, is in some way a gift. We learn more about ourselves, and about how much we need God, during times of sorrow than we do in times of joy. I accept my life for what it is.” At least, she tried.

“But this surgery, it can restore your sight?”

“If God wills it.”

“Don’t you mean if the surgeon is skilled enough?”

“God’s miracles come in many forms. If my sight is restored by the skill of an Englisch doctor or by a flash of lightning it is all the work of God.”

“Then I pray He will be merciful. I wish you the very best, Rebecca Beachy.”

She heard his chair scoot back, then the sound of his footsteps until they blended into the hum of activity and voices inside the tent. A sharp sense of loss filled her but she didn’t understand why.

A few moments later, her aunt returned and sat down. Rebecca’s hand found Vera’s sleeve. “Aenti, do you know the man that was just sitting here?”

“What man?”

“He was sitting in the row behind us. He’s Englisch.”

“There are many Englisch here. I didn’t pay attention.”

“I thought perhaps he was someone I should know, but I didn’t recognize his name. He called himself Booker.”

“I don’t know anyone by that name. The bidding is getting ready to start. I pray your quilt does well. It’s lovely.”

“You picked the material. I merely stitched it together.”

Her aunt’s hands were twisted and gnarled with arthritis, making sewing and many daily tasks impossible for her. It was one reason why Rebecca chose to live with her aunt when her vision began to fade. She knew she could always be useful in her aunt’s household.


Vera said, “I do wish you had put your Christmas Star quilt in the auction today. I’m sure it would fetch a fine price and we could use the money.”

“I don’t wish to sell that one, Aenti. It will be a gift when it is done.”

There was something special about the quilt she had been working on for the past several weeks. Something in the feel of the fabrics, the way the seams lay straight and true with so little effort. Her Christmas quilt would not be for sale. It would be a gift for a wedding or for someone’s birthday. She didn’t know who would receive it. God would show her in His own time.

Vera patted Rebecca’s hand. “Anyone that receives such a gift will be blessed. I pray it is God’s will to heal you, child. I pray that one day you may see with your own eyes the beauty you have crafted.”








Chapter Two



Rebecca was still the loveliest woman Gideon had ever laid eyes on, and she had lied to him.

Seeing her in person, it was as if a single day had passed—not ten years. Feelings he thought long dead and buried rushed to life, leaving him shaken. Coming here had been a bad idea.

He stood near the back of the tent where he could keep an eye on Rebecca and the auction proceedings as he pondered the stunning information she’d revealed. The noise of the crowd, the chanting voice of the auctioneer, the shouts of his helpers as they spotted raised hands in the audience, all faded into a rumbling background for Gideon’s whirling mind.

She obviously had no idea who he was, and he needed to keep it that way. His missing voice was a blessing in disguise. If she knew who he was, she wouldn’t have spoken to him at all.

Because he had been baptized prior to leaving the faith he had been placed under the Meidung, the ban, making contact with his Amish family and friends impossible unless he publicly repented and asked for the church’s forgiveness. Bidding for Rebecca’s quilt at this auction would be his roundabout way of giving aid she could accept.

By leaving the faith after making his vows he had cut himself off completely from everything he’d known. There were no visits from his family. No letters or phone calls telling him how they missed him. There had been many lonely nights during his first years in the non-Amish world when he’d almost gone back.

Only having the eighth-grade education the Amish allowed made it tough finding a job. It had been tougher still getting a driver’s license and a social security card, worldly things the Amish rejected. If it hadn’t been for his dream of learning to fly, he might have gone back.

If Rebecca had been waiting for him, he would have gone back.

He hadn’t planned to speak to her today. His only intention had been to come, buy her quilt to help her raise money for her surgery and then leave town. He had the best of intentions—right up to the moment she sat down in front of him.

So close he could have reached out and touched her. So close and yet so far.

His hands ached with the need to feel her fingers entwined with his, the way they used to be when they had walked barefoot down a shady summer lane after the youth singings or a softball game. Life had been so simple then. It was so much more complicated now.

Why, after all this time, did she still have such a profound effect on him? Even from this distance he felt the pull of her presence the same way he felt the pull of the earth when he was flying above it.

He closed his eyes and shook his head. This was ridiculous. He wasn’t some green farm boy enchanted by a pretty face. He was a sensible, grown man long past teenage infatuations. It had to be a combination of the flu and nostalgia brought on by being surrounded by people who shared the heritage he’d grown up with.

Everywhere he looked he saw Amish men with their beards and black felt hats. The women, wearing long dresses in muted solid colors with their white bonnets reminded him of his mother and his sisters.

Shy, solemn and subdued when among the English, the Amish were gentle, loving people, happy to quietly raise their families and continue in a life that seemed centuries out of touch with the modern world.

Would he even recognize his little brothers and sisters if they were here? Joseph, his baby brother, had been six when Gideon left. He’d be a teenager now and ready to begin his rumspringa. He would be free to explore worldly ways in order to understand what he was giving up before he took the vows of the faithful.

Did Joseph long for the outside world that had taken his older brother? If so, Gideon prayed he would go before his baptism. That way he could be free to visit his parents and see his old friends without being shunned. Gideon wondered about them often, thought of driving out to see them, but having left under such a cloud, he believed a clean break was the best way. Was it? How could he ever be sure?

Gideon adjusted his aviator sunglasses and glanced around. He doubted anyone he knew would recognize him. He wore a knit cap pulled low on his forehead. His hair was shaggy and a bit unkempt, unlike the uniformly neat haircuts of the Amish men around him.

His eyes were sunken and red from his illness and the long road trip. Two days’ worth of beard stubble shadowed his cheeks. Glances in his rearview mirror on the way down showed a man who looked like death warmed over. No, no one was likely to recognize him. That was a good thing.

He was an English stranger, not the Amish youth who once asked Rebecca Beachy for her hand in marriage. Confusion swirled through his mind when he thought again of how she had deceived him.

He’d known her since their school days. They’d grown up on neighboring farms. They had courted for two full years and he proposed to her a week before her twenty-first birthday. Yet she’d just told him she learned she was going blind when she was twenty. Why hadn’t she told him back then?

She broke his heart when she said she’d been mistaken about her feelings for him. Was that the truth or had it been a lie? Her sudden change of heart hadn’t made sense back then any more than it did now.

Did she think he couldn’t handle the truth? Or had she known he would eventually leave the Amish and tried to protect herself from that heartache? Maybe she’d wanted to spare him a lifetime spent with a blind wife.

Shouldn’t that have been his choice to make?

His fingers curled into fists. Had he known the truth he would have stood by her.

Wouldn’t he? Gideon bit the corner of his lip. Would knowing her condition have changed him from a dissatisfied youth itching to leave the restrictive Amish life into one who welcomed the challenge God placed before him?

He knew Rebecca wouldn’t leave the faith. They’d had plenty of discussions about it in the months they were together. She knew of his discontent. When she broke off their courtship, he left home in a fit of sullen temper and cut himself off from everything and everyone he’d known. Because of her.

No, that wasn’t fair. He left because he wanted something only the outside world could offer. He wanted to fly. He’d wanted her more, but without her his choice had been clear.

Would he have married Rebecca knowing she wouldn’t be able to see his face or the faces of their children? He wanted to believe he would have, but he was far from sure.

He watched as several Amish women stopped to speak to her and the woman she sat with. One of them held a baby in her arms while a fussy toddler clung to her skirt. They were the same women he’d seen with her on television. The young mother handed her baby to Rebecca and picked up her older child, a little girl with dark hair and eyes.

Seeing a babe in Rebecca’s arms reminded him of all she had missed in her life. Was it her choice never to marry? How strong she must be to face her hardship alone.

What was the cause of her blindness? Was it some inherited disease she didn’t want to pass on to her children?

The Amish accepted handicapped children as special blessings from God. If she chose not to marry for that reason, then she wasn’t being true to her faith any more than he had been.

Gideon pulled his knit cap lower over his brow. Nothing about the past could be changed. It was pointless to wonder what would have happened if he’d stayed in their Amish community. He’d left that life long, long ago. It was closed to him now.

The past couldn’t be changed but he could help shape a better future for Rebecca. He was here to raise money for her, not to reminisce about unrequited love. As the bidding began on her quilt, he raised his hand knowing it didn’t matter what the quilt cost. He wasn’t going home without it.

 

Rebecca couldn’t believe her ears when a bidding war erupted over her quilt. With each jump in price shouted by the auctioneer she thought it couldn’t possibly go higher, but it did. Higher and higher still.

Who could possibly want to pay so much for a quilt stitched by a blind woman? She grasped her aunt’s arm. “Can you see the bidders?”

“Ja. It is between an Englisch fellow and Daniel Hershberger.”

“Daniel is bidding on my quilt?”

Her aunt chuckled. “I told you the man was sweet on you.”

The owner of a local mill that employed more than fifty people, Daniel was a well-respected Amish businessman. Although he was several years older than she was, he often stopped by to visit with her and her aunt. Rebecca shook her head at her aunt’s assumption. “I think you’re the one who caught his fancy.”

“He doesn’t make sheep eyes at me when he’s sitting on the porch swing.”

“I have only your word for that. I’m blind. What is the Englisch fellow like?”

“It’s hard to tell. He’s standing at the back. He’s wearing a knit cap and a short leather jacket. He has dark glasses on.”

“Is he young or old?” Rebecca wished her aunt had paid attention to the stranger sitting behind them earlier. Was he the one offering a ridiculously high price for her handiwork?

“Not too young. He has a scruffy short beard that so many Englisch boys seem to like. He looks pasty, like he’s been ill.”

It must be Booker. Rebecca smiled in satisfaction but her delight quickly faded. Was he bidding because of the quality of her work or because he felt sorry for her? It shouldn’t matter but it did. She didn’t want his pity.

But if he wasn’t doing it out of pity, then why?

A strange excitement settled in her midsection when she thought about his low, gravelly voice speaking quietly in her ear. There was something about him that made her want to know him better.

The auctioneer shouted, “Sold!”


As the room erupted in chatter and applause, Rebecca asked, “Who got it?”

“The Englisch.”

Rebecca stood up. “I must go and thank him. Can you take me to him?”

“Let the crowd thin out a little. Everyone is hurrying to get gone because the weather is getting worse. Ester Zook said it was already starting to sleet when she came in.”

Once Booker left the event Rebecca knew she’d never have the chance to speak with him again. “I don’t want to miss him. Please, it’s important to me.”

“Very well. I see him heading toward the front where people are paying for their purchases.”

Rebecca walked beside her aunt against the flow of people leaving the tent and wished Vera would move faster. What if he paid for her quilt and left before she had the chance to thank him? It was foolish, really, this pressing need to speak to him. She didn’t understand it, nor did she examine her feelings too closely. He was an outsider and thus forbidden to her.

Before they had gone more than a few feet, she heard Daniel Hershberger’s voice at her side. “I’m right sorry I couldn’t buy your quilt, Rebecca. It was uncommonly pretty.”

“It was, wasn’t it?” Vera replied, pausing to speak with him, to Rebecca’s dismay.

“I didn’t get the quilt, but rest assured I have donated what money I can to your cause. I’ve already given a check to Bishop Zook.”

Tamping down her impatience, Rebecca recognized Dan’s exceptional act of charity for the gift it was. “Danki, my friend. God will bless your generosity. If you will excuse us, I wish also to thank the man who outbid you for the quilt. Do you see him?”

“Ja,” Daniel replied. “He is in line waiting to pay. Before you go, I wanted to ask both of you to supper this coming Sunday. Unless you have other plans? My sister is coming and she can cook a fine meal.”

“We do not have other plans,” Vera answered before Rebecca could come up with a workable excuse.

Daniel was a good man and a friend, but Rebecca couldn’t bring herself to see him as anything else. If her aunt was right and he wished to court her, he was in for a letdown.

“Excellent. What time shall I expect you?” His delight was clear.

Rebecca waited impatiently for the two of them to work out the details. She wanted to find Booker and speak to him before he left Hope Springs for good.

She wanted to thank him, yes, but there was another reason. One she didn’t understand. She felt compelled to speak with him again. It didn’t make any sense but she had learned to follow her instincts when her sight failed her.

Vera and Daniel continued discussing his dinner invitation. Suddenly, Rebecca couldn’t wait any longer. “If you’ll excuse me, I must go.”

She unfolded her cane and moved forward, swinging it side to side as she went. Vera caught up with her. “Rebecca, what is wrong with you? That was rude.”

“I don’t want to miss speaking to Mr. Booker. Do you see him? Where is he?”

“Straight ahead of you, but slow down before you trip.”

 

The line Gideon stood in moved quickly toward a set of tables where he could collect his expensive new quilt. He hoped they’d take a personal check. The bidding had far exceeded the amount of cash in his pocket. If they wouldn’t take his check, he’d have to use his credit card and hope it didn’t put him over his limit. This venture was foolhardy and expensive, but he was glad he had come.


When he reached the table, he took off his glasses and hung them on his shirt pocket. “Do you accept personal checks?”

The man at the table looked up and Gideon’s heart dropped when he recognized his cousin, Adam Troyer, beneath the wide-brimmed straw hat. He was ten years older and sported the beard of a married man, but there was no mistaking him. Gideon steeled his heart against the humiliation to come and prayed he wouldn’t be recognized.

Adam’s eyes grew round. “Gideon? Is that you?”

So much for remaining incognito.

Surging to his feet, Adam grabbed Gideon’s hand and began pumping it in a hearty shake. “I can’t believe my eyes. What’s it been? Seven, eight years?”

“Ten,” Gideon croaked.

“Too long. What’s the matter with your voice? You sound terrible.”

“Laryngitis. It sounds worse than it is.”

“What are you doing here?” Adam finally released Gideon’s hand.

“Buying a quilt.”

“Which one?”

“The one made by Rebecca Beachy.” Gideon handed over the yellow card with his number on it.

“So, you were the bidder! I didn’t recognize you from across the room. There is a lot of speculation going on about you. This is the most any quilt has brought in the history of Hope Springs.” Adam nodded toward the women folding and packing the quilts into boxes behind him. They were all glancing his way.

“If you don’t mind, I’d rather not have everyone know who I am. Have you forgotten? I’m under the ban.”

Adam’s face grew pensive. “I had forgotten. Like you, I went out into the world for many years, but God brought me home. We would welcome you back to the church with great joy, Gideon.”

“I’m not here to rejoin the faith. I’m only here to help Rebecca. She and I were…close once.”

“I remember. We all thought you’d marry.”

“So did I, but life doesn’t often turn out the way we plan.”

“Many are the plans in a man’s heart, but it is the Lord’s purpose that prevails.”

Gideon gave his cousin a wry smile. “I should know that one.”

“It’s from Proverbs.”

“Guess you can tell I haven’t been reading my Bible.”

Adam’s gaze softened. “It’s never too late, Gideon.”

Pulling out his checkbook, Gideon ignored his cousin’s comment and wrote a check for the price of the quilt. “If Rebecca learns the money came from me, from an ex-Amish, she might not accept it. I don’t want to make trouble for her.”

“I understand. After this meeting I will not know you, but it sure is goot to see you. Where are you staying?”

“I’m not staying. I’m driving back to Rochester, New York, tonight.”

“Rochester? Nee, you aren’t driving that way. The sheriff just told us the interstate has been closed south of Akron due to the ice storm.”

“You’re joking.” This was a complication Gideon hadn’t foreseen. He should have paid more attention to the weather forecast before jumping in his car and driving three hundred and fifty miles.

“It’s settled,” Adam declared. “You’re staying with us. My wife, Emma, and I run the Wadler Inn. You can’t miss it. It’s on Main Street at the edge of town. We’re normally booked solid during the auction, but we’ve had a couple of cancellations.”

Gideon glanced around to make sure no one was listening. He leaned closer. “I’m under the ban, cousin. You cannot offer me a place to stay. Just speaking to me could cause trouble for you.”

“You let me worry about that. The bishop here is a good man and just. Unlike your old bishop in Berlin, he is not eager to condemn a man for his sins. He truly believes in forgiveness. Besides, it is my duty to pray for you and to give aid to those in need. You look like you’re in need. Go to the inn when you leave here and tell the man at the front desk that I sent you. There is no need to mention that you are my wayward cousin.”

“Thanks, Adam. I appreciate it. Is there anyone else who might recognize me?” Gideon slipped his sunglasses back on. He knew what Adam was risking by associating with him. He risked being shunned by members of his church. Gideon wouldn’t stay if it meant trouble for Adam.

“Some of my family lives near here, but they did not come today. I’m not sure they would know you. You are much changed.”

Relieved, Gideon signed his check and left it lying on the table knowing Adam should not accept anything from his hand.

With a slight nod, Adam acknowledged Gideon’s thoughtfulness.

Gideon caught sight of Rebecca and her aunt making their way through the crowd in his direction. Turning back to Adam, he said, “As soon as the roads are open I’m out of here.”

Adam’s face grew serious. “Life doesn’t always work out as we plan.”

“If Rebecca asks for my name, tell her I wish to remain anonymous.”

“I can do that. It is good to see you, cousin. I have missed you. All your family has missed you.”


“I’ve missed you, too. How are…how are my parents?”

“I had a letter from them just last week. They are well. Your brother Levi has a new son. That makes four boys for him now.”

“Levi is married? Scrawny, shy Levi?” Gideon found it hard to believe his brother had four kids. He was only a year younger than Gideon.

“Betty and Susie, too. They each have a girl and a boy.”

He had eight nieces, nephews and in-laws he’d never met. How sad was that? “Grandchildren must make my mother happy.”

“Not as happy as having you return.”

Gideon swallowed back the lump that rose in his throat. “When you see them—”

He paused. Coming here had been a mistake. It opened up far too many painful memories. “Tell them I’m doing well.”

Taking his box with the quilt packed inside, Gideon turned and made his way toward the exit. Ten feet short of the opening he heard her call his name.

“Booker, please wait!”

Keep walking. Pretend you don’t hear her.

His feet slowed. He could give good advice to himself but he apparently couldn’t follow it.

What would it hurt to speak to her one more time? After today he’d never see her again. Just this once more.

Turning around, he waited until she reached him. Her aunt hung back, a faint look of displeasure on her face. It wasn’t seemly for Rebecca to seek out an Englisch fellow.

She moved toward him until her cane touched his feet. When she opened her mouth to speak, he forestalled her. “I know what you’re going to say, Miss Beachy, but there is no need.”

He couldn’t take his eyes off her face. He memorized the fine arch of her brows, the soft smile that curved her lips. She wore a pair of dark, wire-rimmed spectacles, but he knew her eyes were sky blue. If this was the last time he saw her face he wanted to remember it until the day he died.

“There is always a need to show our gratitude for the kindness of others, Mr. Booker.”

“Consider me thanked. I’ve got to get going.” Any second now he was going to blurt out his identity and undo all of the good he’d accomplished.

He was keenly aware of Rebecca’s aunt standing a few paces back. A burly man came out of the crowd and stood with her, a look of displeasure formed on his face, too. Gideon turned his back to them. It was possible they’d met but he wasn’t sure.

This was nuts. He wanted to see Rebecca again. He’d done that. He wanted to help her and he had.

Mission accomplished. Walk away.

No, what he really wanted was an answer to why she stopped loving him. But that was an answer he was never going to get.

“Good luck with your surgery, Miss Beachy. I wish you every success.” He turned away and walked out into the stinging cold sleet.








Chapter Three



Rebecca held on to her aunt’s arm as they entered the lobby of the Wadler Inn. The instant she stepped inside the building she was surrounded by the smells of wood smoke, baking bread and roasting meat. She felt the heat and heard the crackling of burning logs in the inn’s massive fireplace to her right.

The clatter of cutlery and plates being gathered together as tables were cleared came from her left. The Shoofly Pie Café was adjacent to the inn and accessible through a set of wide pocket doors. The murmur of voices and sounds told Rebecca the doors were open. The discordant noise increased the headache growing behind her eyes.

As her aunt moved forward, Rebecca automatically counted her steps so she could navigate the room by herself in the future. Although she had stayed at the inn several times in the past, she needed to refresh the layout in her mind. She thought she knew the place well, but a chair carelessly moved by one of the guests or a new piece of furniture could present unseen obstacles for her.

The thump of feet coming down the stairs and the whisper of a hand sliding over a banister told her the inn’s open staircase was just ahead. The tick-tock of a grandfather clock beside the stairway marked its location for Rebecca.

“Velkumm.” Emma Troyer’s cheerful voice grew closer as she left the stairs and came toward them.

“Hello, Emma.” Rebecca smiled in her direction.

“I just finished readying your room. I’m so happy you decided to stay with us again.”

“We’re glad to be here,” Vera replied.

Staying at the inn had become a ritual for the two women following the quilt auctions. It was a time Vera truly enjoyed when the work of cooking, cleaning, sewing and running the farm was put on hold for a few days so she could relax and visit her many friends in town.

Rebecca would rather be back in her aunt’s small house. The openness of the inn disoriented her, but she never said as much. Rebecca loved her aunt dearly. Vera deserved her little holiday each year. If Rebecca had insisted on staying home alone, her aunt would have cancelled her plans and come home, too.

Emma said, “Rebecca, I couldn’t believe it when I heard how much your quilt went for.”

“God was good to us,” Vera said quickly.

Rebecca shook her head. “It was not worth that much money. The Englisch fellow who bought it did so out of pity. He saw a story about me on his television. That’s the only reason he came.”

Vera patted Rebecca’s arm. “It matters not what his motivation was. His being there was God’s doing.”

“How much more money will you need for your surgery?” Emma asked.

“Another twenty thousand dollars,” Vera answered.

“So much?” Emma’s voice echoed the doubt in Rebecca’s heart. It was unlikely they could raise enough money in time.

She said, “Doctor White has told us the surgeon who is perfecting this operation is moving to Sweden to open a special clinic there after Christmas. If we can’t raise the rest of the money before then it will be too late.”

Emma laid her hand on Rebecca’s shoulder. “Do not give up hope. We know not what God has planned for our lives.”

Rebecca swallowed the lump in her throat and nodded. “I must accept His will in this.”

“Are you hungry?” Emma asked. “We’ve started serving supper in the café.”

Vera said, “I could eat a horse.”

“Goot. My mother has been waiting impatiently for you. I’ll tell her you’re here and we can catch up on all the news. Did you hear my Aenti Wilma over in Sugarcreek broke her hip last week?”

Rebecca said, “You two go ahead. I think I would rather lie down for a while before I eat.”

“Is your headache worse?” Vera asked.

Rebecca appreciated her aunt’s concern. “Nee. I’m sure a few minutes of peace and quiet are all I need.”

“Let me show you to your room,” Emma offered.

“I can find my way,” Rebecca insisted. She didn’t want to be treated like an invalid.

“Very well. I’ve put you in number seven, the same as last year.” Emma pressed an old-fashioned key into Rebecca’s hand.

“Danki. Enjoy your visit.”

She opened the white folding cane she carried and headed toward the ticking clock she knew sat beside the staircase. The clock began to strike the hour. It was five o’clock.

When she located the first riser, she went up the steps slowly, holding tight to the banister. There were fifteen steps if she remembered correctly. When her searching toe found the top of the landing, she smiled. Fifteen it was.

She walked down the hallway, letting her cane sweep from side to side. The rooms were numbered with evens on the left and odds on the right. It took only a few moments to locate her door.

She fumbled with the key for a second and lost her grip on it. It fell, struck her toe and bounced away. The hallway was carpeted. She couldn’t tell from the sound where the key landed.

Annoyed, Rebecca dropped to her knees and began searching with her hands, letting her fingers glide over the thick pile. The carpeting was a concession to the English guests that stayed at the inn. Amish homes held no such fanciness. A plain plank floor or simple linoleum was all anyone needed.

The sound of a door opening across the hall sent a rush of embarrassed heat to her cheeks. A second later the door closed.

She knew who it was. She recognized the spicy scent of his aftershave. Her heartbeat skittered and took off like a nervous colt at a wild gallop.

The silence stretched on until she thought she must have been mistaken. He didn’t move, didn’t speak. She cocked her head to the side. “Is someone there?”

“Can I help?” His raspy voice was a mere whisper.

It was Booker. God had given her another chance to spend time with him. “You have already helped a great deal. The price you paid for my quilt was outrageous.”

“Some works of art are priceless, but what are you doing on the floor?”

“I dropped my room key.”

“Ah. I see it.” A second later he grasped her hand and pressed the cool metal key into her palm, then gently closed her fingers over it.

Waves of awareness raced up her arm and sent shivers dancing across her nerve endings. She didn’t trust her voice to speak as he cupped her elbows and drew her to her feet. The warmth from his hands spread through her body, making it difficult to breathe.

She’d known this dizzying sensation only once before. The first and only time Gideon Troyer had kissed her. Would this man’s kiss light up her soul the way Gideon’s had?

Shame rushed in on the heels of her disgraceful thought. What was the matter with her? This man was Englisch. He was forbidden, and she was foolish to place herself in such a situation.

 

She was inches away from him. Gideon’s pulse pounded in his ears like a drum as he studied Rebecca’s face, her lips, the curve of her cheek. Behind her tinted glasses he saw the way her full lashes lay dark and smoky against her fair skin. The long ribbons of her white kapp drew his attention to the faint pulse beating at the side of her neck just where he wanted to press a kiss.

She was everything he remembered and so much more. The girl he once loved had matured into a beautiful woman. He longed to pull her into his arms and kiss her. To see if those lush lips tasted as sweet as they did in his memory.

His grip tightened. Suddenly, she grew tense in his grasp and tried to pull away.

He was frightening her. This wasn’t a romantic interlude from their past for her. To her he was a stranger. He released her, took a step back and tried to put her at ease. “Would you like me to open the door for you?”

“No. I can manage.” She retreated until her back was against the wood.

She didn’t look frightened, only flustered. A pretty blush added color to her cheeks. Adam must have known she was staying at the inn. It would have helped if his cousin had given him a heads-up.

Gideon said, “It was nice talking to you. Perhaps we’ll see each other later since the ice is going to keep me here for a day. Wait, should I use the word see, or is that being insensitive?”

“I beg your pardon?” Her flustered look changed to confusion.

“I don’t know how to address a blind person. You’re the first one I’ve met. Can you give me a few pointers so I don’t stick my foot in my mouth?”

Her charming smile twitched at the corner of her mouth. “There isn’t a special way to address us, and you don’t have to be concerned about using the word see. I use it all the time.”

“Good, because I’m thinking it would be hard to have a conversation with you if I constantly had to think up a way to replace every word that relates to sight.”

She nodded slowly. “I see what you mean.”

“Right!”

Chuckling, she said, “I’m sure we’ll run into each other if you’re staying here for a while. The inn isn’t very big.”

“I’d call it cozy.”

“I don’t find it so.”

“Why not?” Was she uncomfortable because he was here?

She shrugged. “It’s not important.”

“Of course it is.”

Following a moment of hesitation, she said, “I feel lost when I’m downstairs. The ceiling is so high that sounds echo differently. It’s that way in this long hall, too. I’m used to my aunt’s small farmhouse. I know where everything is. I can move about freely.”

“You’re comfortable there.”

She smiled. “That’s right. You do see what I mean.”

“If you need help navigating your way around, just ask me.”

Her smile faded. “I’m not asking for your help. I can manage quite well on my own.”


“Ouch. The lady is touchy.”

Her mouth dropped open in surprise. “I am not.”

“Could have fooled me. That’s not very Amish of you.”

Her mouth snapped shut. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“The Amish are humble folks. Humble people accept help when it’s offered.”

Torn between scolding him and turning the other cheek, as she knew she should, Rebecca pressed her lips closed on her comment. He was baiting her. She didn’t have to respond.

“I’m right. Let me hear you admit it.”

She said, “The Amish strive to be humble before God.”

“Gets hard to do sometimes, doesn’t it?”

She blew out a long breath. “Yes, sometimes it is hard. Anything worthwhile is often hard to obtain. That is why we must depend on God to aid us.”

“Sorry if I offended you.”

“You did, but you are forgiven. My aunt often tells me I am too proud and I must seek humility.”

“It’s a foolish person who doesn’t heed goot advice.”

Hearing her own words tossed back at her made Rebecca smile. “I do need to work on that.”

Downstairs she heard the grandfather clock chiming the quarter hour and realized her headache had disappeared. Conversing with Booker was interesting to say the least. No one had ever asked if talking about her blindness made her uncomfortable. Usually they stammered apologies or sought to avoid mentioning it all together.

“What kind of work do you do?” she asked.

“I own a small airplane charter service.”

“You are a pilot?”

“Yes.”

Sadness settled over her. “I once knew a young Amish man who wanted to fly. Is it wonderful to soar above the earth like a bird?”

“It has its moments. What happened to him?”

She grasped the key so tightly her fingers ached and she fought back tears. “The lure of the world pulled him away from our faith and he never came back.”

After a long pause, he asked, “Were the two of you close?”

“Ja, very close.” Why was she sharing this with a stranger? Perhaps, because in some odd way he reminded her of Gideon.

“Did you ever think about going with him?”

She smiled sadly. “I didn’t believe he would leave. For a long time I thought it was my fault, but I know now it was not.”

Booker stepped closer. “How can you be so sure?”

She raised her chin. “He vowed before God and the people of our church to live by the rules of our Amish faith. If he could turn his back on his vow to God, it was not because of me.”

“I imagine you’re right about that. Have you forgiven him?”

She wished she could hear him speak in his normal voice. It was hard to read his emotions in the forced whisper he had to use. “Of course.”

“If he came back, what would you do?”

“If he came to ask forgiveness and repent I would be happy for him and for his family. I can have Emma Troyer make you some blackcurrant tea. It will make your throat better in no time.”

“That’s what my mother used to do.”

Did she imagine it or did she hear sorrow in his voice? “Is something wrong?”

“I haven’t seen my mother in many years.”

“Why?”


“I’m estranged from my family.”

“That is a very sad thing. Only God is more important than our families. You should go visit them as soon as you can. Thanksgiving is coming in a few weeks. That, surely, is reason enough to put aside your pride and go home.”

“I wish that were possible, but it’s not. Good day, Rebecca.”

She didn’t want him to leave but she couldn’t think of a way to stop him. The carpet muffled his footsteps as he walked away. She waited until she heard him descending the stairs before she entered her room.

She closed the door and leaned against it. What did he look like? Was he handsome or plain? What made him sad when he talked about his family? Why hadn’t he visited them? There were many things she wanted to know about Booker.

And curiosity killed the cat.

The old adage popped into her mind like the warning it was meant to be. She knew full well it was dangerous to become involved with an outsider. Yet there was something familiar about him that nagged at the back of her mind. Something that made her believe they’d met before. If that were true, why wouldn’t he simply say so?

Booker was a riddle. A riddle she wanted to solve. The thought of being cooped up at the inn suddenly took on a whole new outlook. He would be here, too.








Chapter Four



After leaving Rebecca, Gideon descended the stairs of the inn and headed for the café. For the first time in three days he had an appetite. He entered the dining area and was seated by a young Amish waitress.

He accepted an offer of coffee while he studied the menu. After the waitress filled a white mug and set it before him, he added a splash of real cream from a small pewter pitcher on the table. He took a cautious sip of the hot rich blend. Even though his voice hadn’t returned, swallowing wasn’t as painful. A second sip of coffee went down as smoothly as the first. Maybe he was finally on the mend.

Pulling his cell phone from his pocket he clicked the weather app and checked the local weather and road closings again. The storm that had coated the northern half of the state in ice was gearing up to add a foot or more of snow to the rest of the state.

He wasn’t going home tonight, but it was unlikely the roads would be closed for long. Once the storm passed, he’d be on his way. If not first thing in the morning, at least by the afternoon. He sent a text message to Roseanne notifying her that he wouldn’t be in to the office in the morning.

Her reply was succinct. Good!


Gideon closed his phone and turned his attention to the people around him. The café’s customers were mostly Amish enjoying a special treat of eating out after the auction. He remembered many times like this with his family. Although his mother professed to be annoyed with the expense, everyone knew she secretly enjoyed not having to cook.

There were a few non-Amish present in the café, too. He was the only one dining alone. Everyone else sat with family or friends.

His gaze was drawn to an Amish father, a man about his own age, seated with four small children and his wife at the table across the aisle. When their food arrived, the man took his infant son’s hands and held them between his own as he bowed his head in prayer. The baby protested only briefly before keeping still. Children were expected to behave and quickly learned the value of copying their elders.

Gideon knew the prayer the man was silently reciting. It was the Gebet Nach Dem Essen, the Prayer Before Meals.

O Lord God, heavenly Father, bless us and these thy gifts, which we accept from thy tender goodness. Give us food and drink also for our souls unto life eternal, that we may share at thy heavenly table, through Jesus Christ. Amen.

The Lord’s Prayer, also prayed silently, would follow the prayer before meals as well as the prayer after meals. Gideon hadn’t prayed much since he left home. A sense of shame crept over him. He had plenty to be grateful for and no good reason to ignore the blessings he’d received.

The Amish father lifted his head, signaling the end of the prayer for everyone at the table. He patted his son’s golden curls and began cutting up the meat on the boy’s plate. It was a simple act, but it moved Gideon to wonder if he would ever do the same with children of his own.

Maybe it was time he settled down and started looking around for a woman to spend his life with. He hadn’t already because the business took up all of his time. He’d been so intent on making a place for himself in the English world that he’d failed to notice the place he made was hollow and empty of love.

He had few friends other than Craig. He lived in a sterile one-bedroom apartment, ate takeout in front of his flatscreen TV. He had neighbors he barely knew and rarely saw. He’d avoided going to church in spite of Roseanne’s occasional urging and invitations. It wasn’t much of a life when he looked at it that way. Except for the flying. When he was in the clouds he was happy.

He closed his eyes. The smell of baking bread and pot roast filled the air. He thought back to the food his mother used to make. Roast beef and pork, fried chicken, schnitzel with sauerkraut, served piping hot from her wood-burning stove with fresh bread and vegetables from her garden.

As a kid, he never gave a thought to how much work his mother did without complaint. All he’d thought about was escaping the narrow, inflexible Amish way of life. Had it really been so bad?

I must be sick if I’m longing for the good old days.

He sat up and motioned the waitress over. Before he could place his order, the outside door opened and his cousin Adam walked in. Their eyes met for a long second. Adam looked away first. He walked past Gideon without so much as a nod of recognition. Gideon didn’t expect the snub to hurt as much as it did.

Adam was being true to his faith. It was his duty to shun a wayward member, to remind Gideon he had cut himself off from God as well as from his family. Gideon had known for years that he would be shunned if he returned unrepentant, but he had never experienced the treatment firsthand.

Years ago, his mother explained to him that shunning was done out of love, to show people the error of their ways, not to punish them. It didn’t feel that way at the moment. Gideon’s newfound appetite deserted him.

Adam stepped behind the counter and took over the cash register. The waitress beside Gideon’s table asked, “Have you decided what you’d like?”

“What kind of soup do you have?”

Her eyebrows shot up in surprise at his hoarse whisper. “We’ve got homemade chicken noodle soup today. I’ll bring you a bowl. You sound like you need it,” she said with a sympathetic smile.

He folded the menu and tucked it between the sugar jar and the ketchup bottle. “That’ll be fine.”

His soup arrived at the same moment Rebecca walked in.

She stood poised in the doorway to the inn with her cane in hand. She tilted her head slightly, as if concentrating on the sounds of the room. A smile lit her face and she moved ahead to a booth by the window. It was then he saw her aunt seated with several older Amish women. They greeted Rebecca warmly and made room for her to sit with them.

He was impressed that she had been able to pick out her aunt’s voice in the crowded room and locate her without assistance. She moved with a confidence he admired. If being at the inn made her uncomfortable it didn’t show at the moment.

Gideon slowly stirred his soup and unobtrusively watched her.

 

Was he in the room?

Rebecca wished she could ask her aunt or her friends if Booker was in the café. She didn’t, because she knew it would seem odd. The last thing she wanted was to draw attention to her preoccupation with him.

It was bad enough that she had this preoccupation with a total stranger. She didn’t need to share her foolishness with anyone else.


“Nettie, how are Katie and Elam these days?” Vera asked.

“My boy is over the moon with his new sohn. Katie is a fine mudder and a strong woman. Little Rachel doesn’t quite know what to make of her new bruder. She is used to being the apple of her daed’s eye, you know.”

Emma said, “I have some news that I have been dying to share.”

When she didn’t say anything else, Nettie prompted, “Well, what is it?”

“Adam and I are expecting.” Her voice brimmed with barely contained excitement. “Congratulations. That’s wunderbaar.” Rebecca was truly delighted to hear that her friends were to become parents.

Vera echoed Rebecca’s congratulations and said, “To think you were considered an old maid until a year ago.”

Naomi, Emma’s mother, chuckled. “When Adam moved to town, right away he saw my Emma for the good woman she truly is. It just goes to show God has His plans for each of us in His own time.”

“That He does,” Emma agreed. “Adam and I are going to visit his family and share the news tomorrow. If the weather cooperates.”

Vera grasped Rebecca’s arm. “We must make a quilt for this new blessing.”

Rebecca agreed. “Ja, we will.”

She toyed with her food as her companions talked about babies, the weather and the turnout for the auction. She had made quilts for all the babies of her friends and family, but there were no quilts for children of her own.

She had turned aside every romantic overture that had come her way. There had been a few over the years, but not many. In Hope Springs, the single women outnumbered the men for it was usually the young men who were lured away by the outside world. Why would a man who remained choose a blind woman for a wife when he had healthy ones to pick from?

Besides, none of the men had been Gideon. It was hard to imagine giving her heart to anyone else.

Why? What was she waiting for? Was she hoping Gideon would come back and declare his love again? She had turned down his offer of marriage because she loved him. Because she believed he deserved better than a blind millstone around his neck. Fear and the painful knowledge that she didn’t deserve such happiness made her turn away from him.

If she could undo anything in her life, she would change only one thing—the night she slipped away with her sister Grace to join Gideon and his friends at a forbidden party. That one night changed everything.

She shut out the memory. Gideon wasn’t coming back, and she had nothing to show for her sacrifice. One day she would be old and alone, without even her aunt to care for. What would happen to her then? She could go back to her parents, but when they were gone, which of her brothers or sisters would she go to live with? Any of them would take her in, but would they do so with joy in their hearts? It was unlikely.

Would it be so bad to marry Daniel Hershberger? If she did, she would have a house of her own and the hope of children. She might learn to love him in time. Daniel was a good man.

If only the thought of kissing him didn’t leave her cold.

When their supper was finished, Rebecca went back to her room and sat alone on the bed. Her aunt had gone to her friend Naomi’s home for a comfortable evening of visiting. Rebecca had been invited, but used her headache as an excuse not to go. In the silence of her room, Rebecca found herself thinking again about Booker.

How was he feeling? Was he sitting alone in his room as she was? Was he thinking about her? It warmed her to think she might be on his mind.

He was an intriguing man. Perhaps it was just his pitiful voice that made him so. When he could speak plainly, she might find him dull. Or not. She couldn’t get him out of her head.

He’d said he wasn’t married, and she had to wonder why.

Which was a silly thing to be thinking about!

In a fit of disgust, she got up and took out her Christmas Star quilt. She had only the binding to finish. It wouldn’t take long. Perhaps if her hands were busy, her mind wouldn’t wander into forbidden territory.

 

Early the next morning, Gideon walked out the inn’s front door and entered a world frozen and cocooned in white. Snowflakes continued to fall, settling soundlessly onto the sidewalk behind a shopkeeper who had just cleared a path from his doorway to the street. Tree branches bent low beneath the weight of their white frosting. Everywhere, a hushed silence engulfed the town.

A few hardy souls had already ventured out. Directly across the street, a man worked to uncover his car with an ice scraper that was clearly too small for the job.

The quiet gave way to the jingle of harness bells. As they grew louder, Gideon looked down the street to see a horse-drawn sleigh coming his way. An Amish family with six rosy-cheeked children filling the back of the sleigh drove past him. Their eyes were bright with the excitement of the ride.

The man digging out his car met Gideon’s gaze and grinned. “I’ve got one hundred and fifty horses under the hood for all the good they are doing me at the moment while the Amish go flying by with only one horse. I reckon the simple life has some advantages, after all.”

Gideon grinned as he stood in front of the inn with no particular destination in mind. He just wanted to be out. Out in the clean fresh air of a snow-covered small Ohio town. Hope Springs was a lot like Berlin. A little bigger, but not by much. The same type of stores crowded together off the tree-lined streets.

He noticed antiques for sale and a touristy Amish gift shop down the street. The merchandise there likely came from China and not from the local craftsmen. Across the street was a hardware store. A pharmacy sat sandwiched between the hardware store and a clothing store. A little farther on a gas station sat at the corner.

Hope Springs wasn’t that different from a hundred other Ohio towns. Oddly, after ten years in the city, Gideon felt right at home on these streets. Time to explore a little. Left or right?

Before he made up his mind he heard the door of the inn open behind him. To his surprise, Rebecca came out. She was bundled up against the cold in a heavy, dark blue woolen coat. A black bonnet covered her head. In one hand she clutched her purse. In the other hand she held her white cane. With little hesitation, she turned left and began walking down the sidewalk swinging her cane lightly in front of her.

He should have spoken, but he wasn’t sure how his voice would sound this morning. What if she recognized him when he spoke?

Gideon followed her and watched as she tested the height and depth of a snowdrift in her path at the corner. She wasn’t really going to try and find her way around town in these conditions, was she? Where was her aunt? Why wasn’t someone with her?

To his astonishment, she made her way over the snowdrift easily and continued across the icy street. It was then he saw an obstacle she couldn’t detect with her cane. There was no way for her to know the snow-laden branches of the trees that lined the avenue were hanging at shoulder level. She was about to walk into a cold surprise. He tried calling out a warning but his voice failed him.

Galvanized into action, Gideon hurried after her. He raced across the slick street as fast as he dared. Rebecca would get a face full of snow in another few steps. He tried again to call out. This time he managed to croak, “Rebecca, stop.”

She paused and turned her head as if searching for the source of the pitiful sound he’d made. He reached the curb but hit a patch of ice on the sidewalk. His feet flew out from under him and he landed with a painful thud at Rebecca’s feet.

He moaned and rubbed the back of his smarting head. When he opened his eyes, she was standing over him, her face silhouetted against the cloudy winter sky. He knew from memory that her eyes were the blue of a bright summer’s day but she held them closed now behind her dark glasses.

He wanted her to open her eyes so he could see them. He wanted to see all the memories they held of their time together.

He wanted her to see him.

Two words, his name, would be all it would take to let her know who he was. If he said those two words would she turn away? Would she shun him? He couldn’t take that risk.

“Are you all right?” She located him with her cane and bent down to assist him.

He gave a groan as he managed to leverage himself to sitting position. “I think so,” he whispered.

“Booker?”

“Yes.”

She slipped her hand beneath his elbow. “You poor man. Let me help you.”

“Thanks.” He accepted her assistance as he rose to his feet and dusted the snow from his clothes.


“Are you sure you aren’t hurt?”

“I’ve got a pretty hard head.”

“You shouldn’t rush on these slippery walks. What were you thinking? Where were you going in such a hurry?”

It wasn’t the first time he’d been chided for his lack of common sense by this woman. He’d missed her occasional scolding as much as he’d missed her tenderhearted sweetness.

“I was hurrying to save you from walking into some snow-laden branches hanging over the walkway.”

Her frown changed to the smile he adored. “Bless you for your concern, Booker. I would not enjoy getting a face full of snow.”

“I didn’t think you would.”

“Now that I have been warned, I will be fine. Thank you for your concern.”

“Where are you off to on such a cold day?”

“To the fabric shop.”

“I was going that way. Do you mind if I walk along with you?”

She arched one eyebrow. “You are going to the fabric shop?”

“I didn’t say I was going to the fabric shop. I said I was going that way. Two different things. If you would rather walk alone I understand.”

She shook her head and started walking. “I don’t mind the company, but you must promise not to continually try to help me.”

“Why shouldn’t I offer my help?”

She swung the cane from side to side, tapped it briefly on the sidewalk in front of her. “Because unless I ask for it, I don’t really need it.”

“All right, but three steps ahead of you are those low branches.”


She moved closer to the building. “Am I clear if I walk over here?”

“Yeah. Are there any other rules I should know?” For a few words his voice came out strong and normal before breaking again. He froze, wondering if she would recognize him now.

“You should not grab a blind person. It’s rude. You should not shout at someone who is blind because most of us can hear quite well.”

“Can I ask questions or is that rude, too?” He kept his voice to a whisper. It might be best to stay silent but he didn’t want to give up this opportunity to spend time with her.

“Questions are okay.”

“Is it true that your hearing becomes more acute?”

“No. A blind person’s hearing does not change. We simply pay more attention to what we hear.”

He glanced down the walkway ahead of them. “I guess that makes sense. How will you know when you have reached the fabric shop?”

“Because I have been here many times.” She stopped in front of a store called Needles and Pins.

“You counted your steps.”

“I often do, but that’s hard when I’m carrying on a conversation.”

“I don’t understand how you did it, then.”

“The answer is right under your feet.” She tapped the sidewalk through the layer of snow that hadn’t yet been removed.

“I still don’t get it.”

“Listen.” She took a step back and tapped again.

He listened intently, wanting to learn all that she was willing to teach. She stepped forward and tapped twice more. This time he heard the difference in the sound. Crouching down, he swept the snow aside. “It’s brick, not concrete.”

Her smile was bright and genuine. “Ja. Very goot. The store has a decorative brick design on the sidewalk in front of it. It makes it easy to find. Thank you for your escort, Booker.”

“My pleasure,” he whispered.

She hesitated, then pulled open the door and went inside.

 

Warmth and the scent of new fabrics surrounded Rebecca as she entered Needles and Pins, but her thoughts stayed with the man outside. His thoughtfulness pleased her. His consideration might be motivated by pity but she didn’t think so. His kindness made her feel special. Made her feel feminine, something she hadn’t experienced in the company of a man for many years.

“Hello, Rebecca. I’ve been expecting you.”

Rebecca brushed aside her thoughts about Booker and turned to smile at Sarah Wyse, an Amish widow who worked at the shop. Rebecca wished her good morning in Pennsylvania Dutch. “Guder mariye, Sarah. How are you?”

“I’m fine. Everyone is talking about how well your quilt did yesterday. We are so pleased God has smiled on your efforts.”

“Danki. Has my aunt’s order come in?”

“Ja, yesterday morning. I’ll get it for you.”

Rebecca heard Sarah walk away. A few minutes later she returned. A muffled thud told Rebecca she had placed a large bolt of material on the wooden countertop.

“This is the lot I was telling your aunt about. It’s a soft shade of lavender and we got an excellent buy on a large quantity.”

Reaching out, Rebecca fingered the fabric. It was a cotton-polyester blend that would be durable enough for everyday dresses. “You are sure it is a color the bishop will find acceptable?”

“I hope so. His wife ordered six yards of it.”


“We’ll take it, then. I’ll also take any of the fabric remnants you have.”

“I bundled some together for you last night. Tell your aunt she can send back anything that doesn’t work.”

“Danki.”

When Sarah rang up the total, Rebecca drew out her wallet and carefully searched through the folded bills. With her aunt’s help, Rebecca was able to separate the identical-feeling currency. The ones folded lengthwise were one-dollar bills, those folded in half were ten-dollar bills and the ones folded in thirds were twenty-dollar bills.

Sarah handed back Rebecca’s change and asked, “Who is your friend outside? Wouldn’t he like to come in out of the cold?”

“He’s waiting outside?”

“He’s leaning against the lamppost and beginning to look like an icicle.”

“Excuse me a moment.” Rebecca turned and made her way to the door. Pulling it open, she called out, “Booker, what do you think you’re doing?”








Chapter Five



“Are you trying to catch pneumonia?” Rebecca demanded.

For a long moment Booker didn’t answer. Then she heard the crunch of his footsteps approaching through the snow. “How did you know I was waiting?”

“I heard your teeth chattering.” She stepped back to allow him inside.

“You couldn’t hear that, could you? Man, it feels good in here.”

“I can hear them now. You don’t have the sense God gave a goose.”

“I’m not sure that’s true.”

“Why are you waiting outside?” she demanded.

“To walk you back to the inn.”

“I thought you had somewhere to go.”

“Not really.”

Exasperated, she said, “I’m perfectly capable of finding my way back unaided.”

“I believe you.”

His voice was so hoarse she wanted to wrap him up in warm flannel and poor hot tea into him. “If you know I can find my way back then why were you waiting for me?”

“I enjoy spending time with you.”


And she enjoyed spending time with him. This had to stop. “Booker, you barely know me.”

“That can change.”

She crossed her arms and tried to look stern. “Is this concern because I’m blind?”

“No. Why would you think that?”

From behind her, Rebecca heard Sarah ask, “Is everything all right?”

“Ja, everything is fine,” Rebecca answered.

She spoke softly to Booker. “You should go back to the inn.”

“I’m not in a rush. Besides, it’s toasty warm in here. This may be a dumb question, but how do you choose the fabrics for your quilts?”

Rebecca heard the outside door open. A gust of cold air carried in the sounds of several Amish women speaking in Pennsylvania Dutch. The more people who saw her with Booker the more likely it was that she would become the object of gossip. It was time to end this…whatever it was.

“I must be going.” She started toward the door and hurried outside. A second later, she heard someone come out behind her. If it was Booker, it would be best to ignore him. She made her way down the sidewalk. Footsteps told her someone was walking beside her.

After a dozen steps, Booker asked, “So how do you do it? How do you know what fabrics to use?”

“Why do you want to know?”

“Because you are an interesting person, and I admire your skill.”

He was as tenacious as a toothache. Other than ordering him away, she couldn’t see how to rid herself of his company.

She sighed heavily. “My aunt and I work together. We decide on a pattern, she picks the fabrics. You may have noticed that her hands are crippled. The women from our church district do the cutting for us. My aunt separates the pieces by color and I stitch them together. When the piecing is done, the quilt goes into a frame and I quilt the front and back together.”

“I figured it had to be something like that. Don’t you prick your fingers while you’re trying to sew?”

She stopped in frustration. “Very rarely. What are you doing?”

“I’m going back to the inn like you told me to do. Is there somewhere else you’d like me to go? You can tell me.”

She struggled not to smile and lost the battle. “I’m not going to the inn. It’s the other way.”

“Then I’m lost. I’ll have to stick with you until you can lead me home. Can we get moving? This cold wind is very bad for my throat.”

“You should’ve thought of that before you left the warm, cozy inn,” she countered, but started walking anyway.

“I hate being cooped up inside. I’m not used to it. I needed to get out for a while. I’ve been grounded for days now.”

“What does that mean?”

“I haven’t been able to fly.”

It clearly bothered him. “Flying is important to you?”

“Very. It’s my job.”

Gideon had talked endlessly about wanting to fly. Some part of her needed to understand why. They turned a corner. The building blocked the wind giving them shelter and a sense of elusive warmth. Rebecca stopped. “What’s it like to fly?”

There was a long moment of silence, then he said, “How can I describe it? It’s freedom. I’ve been inside the clouds. I’ve looked down on mountaintops. Fields and farms below look like one of your quilts. I’ve seen the backs of birds flying beneath me, and I understand what makes them sing. To be suspended between heaven and earth is like no other feeling. It’s…freedom.”

“Walking upon the earth God has made is not joy enough?”

“It never has been for me.”

She shook her head. “I don’t think I understand.”

He stepped closer. “I think you do. Because even though you can hear the birds sing you would give anything to see them winging their way across an expanse of bright blue sky. We can’t control what we feel. Some things make us happy. Other things make us sad. You’re sad right now.”

How could this stranger see so deeply into her heart? “Maybe I am.”

“You said you learned you were going blind when you were twenty. What caused it?”

“A simple, innocent thing.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Someone threw a snowball that had a sliver of a pine needle in it. It struck me in the eye.”

She heard Booker suck in his breath and rushed to reassure him it was an accident. “My friend had no intention of hurting me. We were having fun. He took me straight to the doctor as soon as he realized what had happened. The doctor removed the sliver from my eye and we thought everything was fine.”

“But you weren’t fine.”

“No. A few months later, I noticed the color of things starting to fade away. I went back to the doctor. His nurse drove me to see a specialist. There, I learned that I had a rare form of a disease called uveitis. There was little that could be done for me. I was told I would go completely blind within a year or two.”

After a long pause of silence, Booker said, “Your friend, he must have felt terrible.”


“I never told him.”

“Why not?”

“My blindness is God’s will, Booker. Why should I burden the heart of a friend with the knowledge that he was the instrument God chose?”

“Maybe because he had the right to know.”

She struggled against the lump forming at the back of her throat. “He gave up that right.”

“Why do you say that?

“He left the Amish. If his faith had been stronger, I might have told him, but he was gone before I could gather my courage.”

“If you’d told him the truth, perhaps his faith would have been strong enough.”

Didn’t she wonder that very thing? No, Gideon had made his choice of his own free will.

“It’s in the past. It can’t be changed.” She started walking again. She didn’t care if Booker followed or not.

 

Gideon remembered the day it happened. It had been a snowy day much like today. Their friends, a dozen teenagers, had all gathered together for a skating party on his family’s farm pond. He wasn’t sure who threw the first snowball, but everyone joined in the free-for-all.

He could still see Rebecca, laughing as she scooped up a handful to chuck his way. He ducked around a little pine tree, the only available cover. He knew she had a good aim. When her shot splattered against the tree trunk, he grabbed a handful of snow, packed it tight and hurled one back at her. His aim had been dead-on. It hit her square in the face. He’d laughed like crazy until he saw she was hurt.

His foolish act had caused her blindness. No wonder she had turned down his offer of marriage.

But it had been an accident. He never meant to hurt her. Never meant to hurt anyone. In the buggy on the way to the doctor he begged her forgiveness. She gave it freely. He clung to that thought. She forgave him for the injury, but she clearly hadn’t forgiven him for leaving the faith.

He followed and caught up with her as she crossed the next street. It was time to tell her who he was.

And then what?

Would she insist on returning his money? If he wouldn’t take it she might give it away. She was stubborn to a fault. Would his confession jeopardize her only chance at regaining her sight?

“I know you are following me, Booker.”

He couldn’t risk telling her the truth. “I can’t leave while you’re giving me such a wonderful tour of the town.”

“I believe your voice is sounding stronger.”

He whispered, “It comes and goes. Where to next?”

“The harness shop.”

“It’s got to be more interesting than the fabric store.”

She chuckled. “Ja, for you, maybe.”

Turning aside without warning, Rebecca entered a narrow alley. Overhead, large icicles had formed along the roof edges of the buildings. In the center of the alley the snow was deep. She stumbled, and Gideon took her arm. “Careful. If I lose you I’ll never find my way back to the inn. I can see the headlines now. Frozen Tourist Turned into Tall Popsicle.”

“Are you ever serious?”

“If you could see my face you’d know I’m dead serious.”

She flashed a smile that warmed him down to his toes. “I doubt that.”

They came out of the alley into a clearing where several buggies sat waiting for repairs. They made their way between the vehicles and up to the back door of a wooden building. She didn’t bother knocking. Instead, she opened the door and went inside.


Gideon followed her into the cavernous interior where every type of harness and tack were hanging from the walls, the ceiling and display racks. A large propane-powered sewing machine sat in the center of the room by an enormous cutting table. Along one wall, an ancient workbench held dozens of awls and leatherworking tools, all arranged neatly in holders. Near the front of the store, a coal-burning stove added warmth to the large space.

Rebecca called out, “Daadi, are you here?”

“What is this? Has my favorite grandchild come to visit at last?” A small bandy-legged Amish elder came from the front of the store.

His snow-white hair held a permanent crease from the hat he normally wore. His beard, as white as his hair, reached the center of the dark vest buttoned over his pale blue shirt. His sharp eyes looked Gideon up and down in an assessing manner that made Gideon wish he’d stayed outside. He’d met her grandfather only once and years ago. Would the old man remember him? Hopefully not.

Rebecca held out her hands. Her grandfather grasped them both and planted a kiss on each of her cheeks. He looked straight at Gideon. “And who is this?”

“This is Booker. He purchased my quilt at the auction yesterday.”

“And paid a fine price for it, too, I hear.”

“It was a fair price for a good cause.” Gideon answered in his hoarse whisper.

The old man’s bushy eyebrows shot upward. “You are ill?”

“I’ve lost my voice, that’s all.”

Nodding wisely, Reuben said, “I will keep a lookout for it.”

Gideon cracked a smile. Rebecca giggled and said, “Booker, this is my grandfather, Reuben Beachy.”


“God will bless your generosity, Booker. I pray with my whole heart that my granddaughter’s vision may be restored.”

“As do I,” Gideon replied, gazing intently at the woman beside him.

She said, “Aenti Vera has sent me to tell you she needs a new set of driving lines for Boppli.”

“Did your mare break another pair?”

“Ja, she can be headstrong at times,” Rebecca admitted.

“Like her owners. Does Vera want leather or nylon reins this time?” Reuben placed her hand on his arm and led her toward the front of the store. Gideon tagged after them.

“Aenti says the nylon lines are lighter and easier for her to hold.”

While Rebecca and Reuben chatted, Gideon walked among the harnesses displayed on curved wooden racks that simulated a horse’s back. The quality of the workmanship was easy to see. As he stood admiring a leather horse collar, the front door opened and a man about Gideon’s age walked in. He was dressed plain with a dark hat and dark clothing, but he was clean-shaven. Only married men wore beards. Gideon scratched the stubble on his cheeks.

“Guder mariye, Reuben,” the stranger called out.

Gideon took a closer look at the man. His greeting in Pennsylvanian Dutch was right, but his accent was all wrong.

Reuben said, “Hello, Jonathan. What can I do for you today?”

“I got a new horse in yesterday and I need a collar and harness for him. He’s a little fellow and none of mine will fit him. I have him outside. Is it all right if I try a couple on him?”

“Sure. A poor-fitting collar has damaged many a good horse. Make sure it isn’t too big on him. Four fingers should fit snugly between his neck and the collar.”


“I know. Danki. Hello, Rebecca.” The stranger smiled warmly at her.

“Jonathan, how are you?”

“Cold. And you?”

“The same.”

Gideon could tell by the tone of her voice that she was friends with this man. Close friends? How close?

He turned his back to the group. He was an intruder in their circle. An outsider. He had no reason to be jealous of Rebecca’s friendship with this man, but annoyance pricked at him anyway.

When Reuben and Jonathan took their collars outside, Gideon moved to stand by Rebecca. “Your friend looks Amish but he doesn’t sound Amish.”

“He was Englisch, but he has chosen to live among us and become one of us.”

“That is a rare thing.”

“Ja, it is. He has lived here for a year now and his Pennsylvania Dutch is pretty good. I think he will ask to be baptized soon.”

“And then what?”

She leaned toward Gideon and whispered, “Hopefully, there will be a wedding in the fall.”

“Yours?”

She straightened abruptly. “Nee. Jonathan is not courting me. He has his eye on my friend, Karen Imhoff.”

Gideon was hard put to explain the rush of relief that filled him. “And does she have her eye on Jonathan?”

“Most definitely. Are you ready to go?”

“Where to next?”

“I am done with my errands, so it is back to the inn.”

He didn’t want their morning to end. “Do we really have to go back?”

He watched the uncertainty flit across her face. An instant later, her uncertainty vanished. “There is no rush. Do you have any shopping you would like to do?”

“I’ll think of something.”

Suddenly, a loud scraping noise reverberated through the building. Rebecca took a step closer to him and grasped his jacket sleeve. “What was that?”

“My guess? Snow and ice sliding off the roof.” He covered her hand with his.

She relaxed and pulled her hand away slowly. “Of course, how silly of me to be frightened.”

“Don’t apologize.”

Clearly flustered, she said, “I really should get back. My aunt will be waiting for me. We…we have plans for today.”

It took all his willpower to step away from her. “I understand.”

They crossed through the store to the back door, but when she tried to open it the door barely moved. “There’s something blocking it.”

He put his shoulder against it and pushed. It budged a few inches, enough for him to see it was snow blocking the door. The pile was at least four feet deep. “Looks like this is where the snow from the roof landed.”

“We can go out the other way.”

They returned to the front of the store. Jonathan had gone. Reuben was placing a number of bills in his cash register.

Rebecca said, “Daadi, the back door is blocked.”

“I heard the avalanche. I will take care of it.” Reuben sighed and moved to pick up a snow shovel by the front door.

Gideon stepped forward and took hold of the tool. “Let me do that for you.”

Reuben frowned at him. “I can shovel a little snow.”

“I can, too.” Gideon grinned. The man must be close to eighty years old.

Reuben relinquished his hold. “Danki, Booker.”


Gideon turned to Rebecca. “You should go back to the inn. I can find my way. I was only teasing you about being lost.”

Her lips curved slightly. “I know. I don’t mind waiting.”

 

After Gideon left the building, Rebecca’s grandfather spoke to her in Pennsylvania Dutch. “How well do you know this Englisch fellow?”

“We only met at the auction, but he has been most kind.”

“Do I need to put a word of caution in your ear?” Reuben asked in a firm tone he rarely used with her.

Her pleasure dimmed. “No, Daadi, I know what is proper.”

“I’m happy to hear that. Do not be fooled by his interest.”

“I don’t know what you mean.” She did, but she didn’t want to hear it put into words.

“You are a lovely woman. He is an outsider, stuck in our little town until the roads are clear. Do not be flattered by his attention. It will vanish when the roads are open.”

Was she so pathetic? Tears pricked at the back of her eyes. “Is it wrong to show him kindness after all he has done for me? We took a walk through town. Nothing else.”

Pressing her lips together, she waited for her grandfather to respond. How could it be wrong to enjoy a stroll with Booker? She knew nothing could come of the relationship. He made her feel special. He made her smile. Didn’t she deserve a few hours of enjoyment?

“You are a grown woman with a goot head on your shoulders. I don’t wish to see you hurt.”

“When Jonathan came among us you were not suspicious of his motives.”

“Jonathan was a man with no memory. He didn’t know his own name. It was clear God brought him to us so that he might be healed in body and soul.”

“Perhaps God has such a reason for bringing Booker here.”


“That may be true, but Booker looks more like a man with something to hide than a man looking to find God’s will.”

“Why do you say that?”

“There is something about the way he doesn’t look a man in the eye.”

“Perhaps he’s shy. Maybe he feels uncomfortable because we look at him with suspicion.” She felt compelled to defend Booker.

“Perhaps you are right and I am wrong to judge him harshly. ‘It is better to suffer wrong than to do it.’”

“‘And happier to be sometimes cheated than to never trust.’” She finished the proverb for him.

“All I’m trying to say is be careful, child.”

“I will be, Grandfather. Don’t worry.”

Harness bells chimed as the front door opened. When the new arrival called a greeting in Pennsylvania Dutch Rebecca knew it wasn’t Booker returning.

The customer was shopping for a new halter. Rebecca waited by the counter as her grandfather went to help him.

She had always heeded her grandfather’s counsel, so why was she unwilling to do so now? He thought it unwise of her to spend time with Booker. One day spent in the company of a man who found her companionship pleasant. Where was the harm in that?

She knew. She didn’t want to admit it, but she knew. The harm was in wanting more than one day with such a man.

She had been foolish. It was time to go back to the life she was meant to lead. Skating on thin ice would only lead to a cold bath.

“Tell Booker that I changed my mind. I’ve decided to return to the inn after all.”

“That is a wise decision, child. Give Vera my love and tell her you are both invited to supper come Sunday.”

“I’m afraid we have other plans.”


“Oh?”

“Daniel Hershburger has already invited us to eat with him and his sister.”

“Has he, now? Well, well. He is a fine man, a devout man. I’m glad to hear this. You and Vera must come by some evening when you are free. Why don’t you invite Daniel, too? I haven’t had a good game of checkers in a long while. What do you think of that idea?”

She forced herself to smile. “I think it sounds fine, Daadi.”








Chapter Six



When Gideon finished his labor, he opened the back door of the harness shop and carried the snow shovel through the building. Rebecca’s grandfather sat behind the counter on a tall stool tooling a length of harness. He looked up when he heard Gideon and nodded. “Danki, your help is appreciated.”

“I’m happy to do it.” Gideon’s voice was barely audible and the sensation of swallowing razor blades was back. He looked around but didn’t see Rebecca.

“My granddaughter decided to go back to the inn,” Reuben said before Gideon could ask.

Gideon tried to hide his disappointment. Reuben returned to his work without another word. Recognizing a dismissal when he saw it, Gideon walked out the front door. Had he made trouble for Rebecca? He knew a few Amish elders who would see her casual friendship with him as brazen behavior.

Standing on the sidewalk, he pushed his hands deeper into his coat pockets. The day seemed colder without Rebecca’s company. He had worked up a sweat shoveling. Now a chill was setting in.

Traffic had picked up on the streets. Chances were good that the interstate would be open soon, if it wasn’t already. The narrow rural highway between Hope Springs and the interstate might be another story, but Gideon found he wasn’t eager to leave the quiet village.

Okay, he wasn’t eager to leave Rebecca. The connection was still there between them. He felt it. The question was—what should he do about it?

He shook his head at his foolishness. What was the point of resurrecting his emotions from their old relationship when Rebecca had no idea who he was? He wasn’t being fair to her or to himself. Suddenly he realized how tired he was. His illness had seriously sapped his energy. His good deed of shoveling aside four feet of packed snow had burned through what little he had left.

Or maybe it was his guilty conscience making him tired. Pretending to be someone he wasn’t was harder than he thought. With heavy steps, he started walking toward the inn.

By the time he reached the building he was ready to crawl under the covers and hide. He wasn’t in any shape to attempt the six-hour drive home. When he entered the lobby, he was relieved to see his cousin wasn’t on duty. The elderly man behind the desk was the same fellow that checked Gideon in. He wasn’t Amish.

“Did you enjoy your stay with us, Mr. Troyer?”

Gideon glanced around to see who might have overheard his name. There was no one about. He managed a smile and said, “Call me Booker. It’s a very comfortable place. I know I’m due to check out today, but is there any way I can stay another night?”

“Certainly. I can keep you in the same room for two more days if you like.”

“One more will be fine.” Relieved, Gideon climbed the stairs and walked slowly down the hall. At the door to Rebecca’s room he paused. He considered knocking to see if she had made it back okay but decided against it. It would be better all around if he let their budding relationship die a natural death. As far as she knew they were two strangers staying at the same inn. They had enjoyed a walk together and nothing more. He should let it go at that.

He needed to let go of her.

Unlocking his own door, he entered the cozy room where an old-fashioned four-poster bed with a blue-and-white quilted coverlet was calling his name. He tossed his coat over a chair, kicked off his shoes and lay down fully dressed on the bed. After a minute, he rolled to his side and dragged the corner of the bedspread across his shoulders.

The next time he opened his eyes the room was completely dark. Squinting at the clock on the bedside table, he saw it was nearly eleven-thirty at night and he was starving. Had he really slept for twelve hours?

It was too late to call Roseanne or Craig now. He’d have to try to catch them early in the morning to let them know he wouldn’t be back until the day after tomorrow. Although the company had three flights booked for the next two days, Craig would just have to pick up the slack.

Gideon sat up and rubbed his gritty eyes. His chin itched. He ran a hand over his bristly cheeks and scratched his face. He needed a shave. A few more days and he could pass for an Amish newlywed. He’d be glad when his halfhearted disguise wasn’t needed anymore.

Rising, he moved to the window and looked out. At least it wasn’t snowing. From his vantage point he could see the outline of the shops across the street highlighted by a red glow behind them. It took his sleep-stupid brain a full ten seconds to process what he was seeing.

There was a building on fire.

Dashing back to the bed, he grabbed the phone on the nightstand and dialed 911, praying this sleepy little town had an emergency dispatch. To his relief, a woman’s voice said, “911 operator. What is your emergency?”


He tried to speak, but his voice failed him. Apparently, getting chilled had set back his recovery.

“What is your emergency?” the woman asked, louder this time.

He tried harder, straining his vocal cords. “I can see a building on fire from my window.”

“I’m sorry, I can’t understand you. Would you repeat that, please?”

He dropped the receiver beside the phone and headed out the door. He had to find someone with a voice. In the dark hallway, he saw a sliver of light coming from beneath Rebecca’s door. He pounded on the wooden panel.

When there was no response, he knocked again. This time, he heard her uncertain voice. “Who is it?”

“It’s Booker.” Great, he couldn’t identify himself beyond a harsh whisper he doubted she could hear through the thick door. He knocked again.

The door opened a crack. “Booker? Is that you?”

He drew his hand across his throat hoping she would understand he couldn’t talk and then realized she couldn’t see him, either. He swallowed hard and struggled to speak. “Rebecca, I need your help.”

The door opened wide. She stood with a soft blue robe pulled over her floor-length white nightgown. Her hair was in a long braid hanging over her shoulder. He had been right. It was past her waist now. She stared sightlessly past him.

He leaned forward, close to her ear and whispered, “I see a building on fire from my window.”

From inside the room, he heard her aunt call out. “Rebecca, what’s going on? It’s nearly midnight.”

“Booker says he sees a building on fire.”

“Where?”

They were wasting valuable time. Gideon took Rebecca’s hand and pulled her across the hall to his room. Picking up the phone, he placed it to her ear and said, “Tell them.”

Clearly, the 911 operator was still on the line. Rebecca said, “Hello, this is Rebecca Beachy. I want to report a fire.”

Gideon placed his ear on the outside of the receiver to hear the woman’s response.

“Can you give me your address?”

“I’m staying at the Wadler Inn in Hope Springs.”

“Is the fire at the inn?”

Gideon said no and Rebecca repeated the information.

“Can you give me the location of the fire?”

By this time Rebecca’s aunt had followed them into the room. Gideon led her to his window. Now that the women would be able to stay on the line with the dispatcher, he could go get more help. He pulled on his shoes and grabbed his coat.

Rebecca said, “They’re putting a call into the Hope Springs volunteer fire department. They will be on their way soon, but they need an address.”

Gideon pointed to himself then to the fire and retrieved his cell phone. Vera nodded in understanding. She said, “Rebecca, tell them Mr. Booker is heading toward the fire now. He’ll have someone call them on his cell phone. I’ll rouse the house.”

Gideon grabbed his coat and sprinted out the door. At the foot of the stairs, he looked back once and saw Vera coming down, too. She would raise the alarm and get help from the staff at the inn.

Outside, he raced across the street and followed the same path he and Rebecca had walked that morning. As he ran down the sidewalk a sick feeling settled in the pit of his stomach. He wasn’t sure until he passed the fabric shop and reached the alley they had taken to her grandfather’s shop. Through the narrow walkway he saw the flames licking up the back wall of the harness shop. The snow-covered ground reflected the dancing orange glow. The stench of smoke fouled the night air.

Gideon hurried down the alley. Already the heat had broken out several windows at the rear of the building. No one was about yet. The windows of the homes on either side of the building were dark. It wasn’t going to take much for the fire to spread across the narrow spaces between the wooden structures. He had to wake people.

Looking around he spotted a metal trash can at the side of the alley. He picked up the lid and started banging it against the can for all he was worth. It seemed like an eternity before the back door of one house finally opened and an irate voice shouted, “Knock off that racket!”

From above, he heard a window open. This time a woman screeched, “Fire!”

Now that he was sure the alarm would be spread, Gideon dropped his noisemaker and raced around to the front of the building. The shop was adjacent to Reuben’s home. He had to make sure the elderly couple was safe.

Reuben’s home was dark, but Gideon saw someone standing in the street in front of it. It wasn’t Reuben. The bystander was a boy of about sixteen. He already had his cell phone to his ear. Trusting that the boy was calling 911, Gideon sprinted up the steps of Reuben’s house and began pounding on the door. The flames were clearly visible over the roof of the shop now.

He was ready to break down the door when Reuben finally appeared. He held a battery-powered lantern in his hand. Raising it high, he squinted at Gideon. “What is the meaning of this?”

The boy from the street ran up. “Mr. Beachy, your shop is on fire.”

Reuben’s eyes widened. “Gott, have mercy.”


He turned back into the house and Gideon heard him shouting for his wife. In the distance, he heard the faint wail of sirens. Help was on its way at last.

A moment later, Reuben came out of his house pulling his coat over his nightclothes. He hurried past Gideon to the front door of his shop, opened it and disappeared inside.

“Is the old man crazy?” the boy standing beside Gideon asked in astonishment.

The Amish didn’t believe in insurance. Reuben had to save as much of his merchandise as he could. Knowing that it was the stupidest thing he had ever done, Gideon followed Rebecca’s grandfather into the harness shop.

 

Rebecca learned it was her grandfather’s shop nearly thirty minutes after Booker left her. Having returned to their room and dressed, she and Vera were in the lobby of the inn when word reached them by way of Naomi Wadler.

Now, an hour later, the three women were in the kitchen preparing thermoses of coffee and sandwiches that would be taken to the volunteers working to contain the blaze.

The back door of the kitchen banged open. Naomi asked, “What news is there, Kyle?”

A young boy’s voice answered, “The roof just fell in. You should’ve seen the sparks fly.”

Rebecca didn’t share young Kyle’s sense of excitement. She wished the news had been better. “Are you sure my daadi is all right?”

“He’s fine, but Adrian says the shop can’t be saved. They’re still trying to keep it from spreading to Reuben’s house and some others.”

Adrian Lapp, Kyle’s stepfather, was one of the volunteer firefighters. Word had spread slowly since most Amish families lived without telephones, but within an hour men from miles around were pouring in to help. The street in front of the inn was lined with buggies and hastily saddled horses.

Vera said, “It’s a blessing there is so much snow on the roofs. It may help stop the fire from spreading.”

“Has anyone been hurt?” Naomi asked.

Kyle said, “I seen Dr. White and his nurse taking care of somebody. Don’t know who it was.”

Rebecca screwed the lid on the thermos she had just filled and handed it to Kyle. “Have you seen an Englisch fellow named Booker?”

“Maybe. There’s lots of Englisch there, too. I got to go.” The slamming of the back door told Rebecca he was gone.

“I’m sure Booker is fine.” Vera patted Rebecca’s hand.

A few moments later, the back door opened again. “Naomi, have you any more cups?” This time it was Faith Lapp, Kyle’s mother. Although she and her adopted son were new to the area, they had quickly become well-loved members of the Hope Springs community. Perhaps she had more information. Naomi said, “Ja, I have stacks of foam cups in the pantry. I’ll get them.”

Rebecca asked, “Faith, could you check on a man named Booker for us? He has been staying at the inn. He’s the one who spotted the fire and we haven’t heard from him since.”

“Of course. I’ll send Kyle with news when I have it. Is he the fellow that bought your quilt?”

“Ja.” Rebecca prayed he was safe. Why hadn’t he come back?

She heard Naomi return. “Faith, I have extra blankets and quilts if you need them. I have empty rooms, too, if someone needs a place to stay.”

“Danki, at least four families have had to evacuate their homes. I will see if they want to bring the children here. The men are busy trying to save what furnishing they can.”


“Has anyone been hurt?” Vera asked. Rebecca held her breath waiting for an answer.

“A few minor burns. Your father breathed in too much smoke, but the doctor says he will be fine. Someone pulled him out of the building in the nick of time.”

“Praise the Lord.” Vera’s voice broke and she started to cry. Rebecca slipped her arms around Vera’s shoulders to offer what comfort she could.

Faith’s voice softened. “His wife was busy scolding him for his foolishness when I left.”

Vera sniffed once and chuckled. “My stepmother is a wise woman. Better than Papa deserves. God is goot.”

“Ja. He has been merciful tonight,” Faith added.

The sound of the back door closing told Rebecca Faith was gone.

“I should gather those blankets together in case they are needed,” Naomi announced.

“Let me get them,” Rebecca offered. She needed to keep busy.

“The linen room is the last door on the left at the end of the hall upstairs. Any of them will do.”

“I’ll find them.” Rebecca made her way upstairs and located the room without difficulty. The linens were stored on open shelves, making it easy for her to find blankets by feel. Gathering a large armload, she started back down the hall. Suddenly, she caught the sharp smell of smoke and soot.

She stopped in her tracks. A second later, she heard muffled footsteps. “Is someone there?”

“Just me.”

His harsh whisper sent joy leaping through her chest. “Booker, are you all right?”

“I’m fine.”

“You smell terrible.”

“Like charred barbecue?” His laugh turned into a cough.


“Are you truly okay?” She tried to tell herself she was worried about everyone who was battling the fire, but the truth was she cared about Booker more than she should.

“I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.”

She was thankful for the load of blankets in her arms. They kept her from reaching out and “seeing” for herself with her hands that he was unharmed. Gripping the stack tighter, she asked, “Is the blaze out?”

“Not out but under control. A second fire company arrived from Sugarcreek. They sent a lot of us home.”

“My grandfather?”

“He’s one tough old bird. His house was damaged, but it won’t take much to repair. He and his wife are downstairs. I think they plan to stay here tonight.”

“I heard his shop is completely gone.”

“Ja.”

She smiled. “Ja? You’ve been hanging around us Amish too long.”

“Maybe so.”

An awkward silence stretched between them. She shifted the load in her arms. “Are you leaving tomorrow?”

“That’s the plan.”

“Back to soaring with the birds?”

“Something like that.”

She nodded. He had to leave sooner or later. She had to stay. Drawing a deep breath, she said, “I need to get these downstairs. Come down when you’ve cleaned up and I’ll fix you a sandwich and some tea.”

“I’m not hungry. I just want to turn in.”

“Of course. We owe you a debt of gratitude, Booker. Had you not seen the fire when you did, lives may have been lost.”

“It was nothing.”

“God brought you here for a reason. I think this was it.”


She heard him sigh. Quietly, he whispered, “Good night, Rebecca.”

“Guten nacht, Booker. Sleep well.”

She heard the door to his room open and close. She stood in the hall for another minute to compose herself, then she went downstairs to join her family.

 

“I owe you much, Booker.” Reuben Beachy stroked his beard and then pushed the brim of his dark hat up with one finger.

“Next time run out of a burning building instead of into it.” Gideon’s voice was making a comeback. He sounded almost like himself this afternoon. He would have to be careful if he spoke to Rebecca again.

He could see her working along the women who were helping sort and clean the merchandise he and Reuben had carried out before the roof fell in. The memory of the smoke burning his lungs and eyes as he dragged out tools and materials was one he’d rather forget. He glanced down at the bandage on his left arm. He would always have a scar to remind him of his visit to Hope Springs.

All morning long teams of horses and wagons had hauled away loads of charred debris. By noon the old foundation stones of the building had been washed down and made ready to bear a new structure. After that, wagonloads of lumber and building materials began to arrive along with several truckloads donated by the local lumberyard. The sounds of hammers and saws echoed off the surrounding buildings. Everyone, Amish and English townspeople alike, were pitching in to help one of their own recover from a disaster.

Well over fifty men continued working in the cold afternoon air while the women supplied them with hot drinks and food of every sort from roast pork sandwiches to chocolate chip cookies and whoopie pies. The army of denim-clad Amish farmers and carpenters in black hats and tool belts swarmed over the site like bees over a honeycomb. By four o’clock the skeleton of a new building was rising against the blue sky.

As Gideon stood beside Reuben, two dozen of Reuben’s Amish neighbors prepared to lift a twenty-five-foot beam into the building they were raising where only ashes lay the night before.

When the beam settled safely into place, Reuben turned to Gideon. He cleared his throat. “I misjudged you, English. I warned my granddaughter against you. I would do so again, but I would not mistrust your motives in being kind to her. I owe you my life.”

Reuben’s unconscious body was the last thing Gideon had carried out of the burning shop. It had been a close call. “You are concerned about Rebecca. I understand and respect that. I’m just sorry you lost your business.”

“So ist das Leben. Such is life!” Reuben declared. “I am a man blessed.”

“How can you say that when all you worked for is gone?”

“Look about you. Why should I feel sorrow? My children and grandchildren, my friends and my neighbors are here to help. I could not survive without them or without my faith in God. The things I lost are merely…things. I do not worry about tomorrow—too much. That is in God’s hands.”

Someone called Reuben away. Gideon knew that within a week Reuben would be open for business again. It might take him a while to replace his large inventory and machinery, but he wasn’t the kind of man to quit because things were hard.

Gideon took his time getting back to the inn. When he stepped inside, he saw Adam carrying a pair of suitcases. Approaching his cousin, Gideon said, “Adam, I need you to do something for me.”

“I go out of town for two days and look what happens. I understand we have you to thank for spotting the fire before it had a chance to spread. God was with you. How is Reuben?”

“He’s tough. He’ll get through this.”

“What can I do for you?”

“I want to give Rebecca’s quilt to you. I want you to sell it again and give the money to Reuben to help him rebuild.”

“That is a generous thing, Gideon.”

“It’s the least I can do.”

“My wife and I are leaving this evening to visit your folks for a few days and share our good news.”

“What news?”

“We are expecting our first child.”

“Wow. Congratulations. That’s wonderful.”

“I would be happy to take a letter to your mother, if you’d like to write one.”

Gideon met Adam’s gaze. Maybe it was time he tried making amends. A letter to his family would be a good place to start. “I would appreciate that.”

Adam’s eyes brightened. “You mean it? You will write?”

“I’m not sure what I will say.”

“Say what is in your heart, cousin.”

“I’ll try.”

Thirty minutes later, Gideon met Adam in the lobby again. He laid an envelope on the front desk and shoved his hands in his pockets. “It’s a long overdue apology. I expect my mother will cry.”

“This is a good thing, Gideon.”

“If I went for a visit, do you think I could meet my nephews and nieces?”

“I will ask. Those that have not been baptized are free to speak with you.”

“Only if their parents let them.”

“As I said, I will ask. And I will tell them the good you have done here.”


The letter wasn’t much, but it was a start. Gideon tried not to get his hopes up, but the thought of seeing his family again suddenly made him as homesick as he’d been the first week after he left.

Rebecca was right. He’d been hanging around the Amish too long. Their focus on God, family and community had him realizing how shallow his life was. He heard the front door of the inn open. He looked over as Rebecca walked in. The sight of her lifted his spirits.

She carried a large woven hamper with one arm. Gideon rushed toward her. “Let me give you a hand with that.”

“Danki, Booker.” She smiled at him as if she could see him.

His heart turned over in his chest. If he told her the truth, confessed his sins and begged her forgiveness, could he have the life he once turned his back on? Could he find happiness living among the Amish? Was this what God wanted for him?

To return to the Amish would mean giving up flying. How could he do that? If Rebecca knew the truth could he convince her to leave this life behind? What did she have? A close family, yes, but not children, not a husband. She deserved more.

Tell her. Tell her who you are.

Before he could open his mouth, his cell phone rang. Annoyed at the interruption, he pulled it out intending to silence it. When he saw the number was Roseanne’s home phone, he frowned. He snapped open the phone. “What’s going on, Roseanne?”

“Gideon, how soon can you get back here?”

“I was thinking about staying a few more days.”

“No. You have to come back now.”

A pit of fear formed in his midsection. “You’re scaring me, Roseanne. What’s wrong?”


“It’s Craig. His plane is missing. He left here five hours ago and never reached his destination. He hasn’t been heard from since he took off.”








Chapter Seven



Rebecca listened to Booker rattling off instructions to the person on the phone. She wasn’t sure what was wrong but she heard the distress in his voice. When he ended the call, she asked, “What has happened?”

“My partner has been making flights that I was supposed to make so I could stay here. Now the plane is missing. If anything has happened to him…” His voice trailed off.

“I pray he is safe, but he is in God’s hands. You must not despair.”

“I’ve forgotten what that is like.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Accepting that everything is God’s will. I’ve forgotten what that’s like. I have to get back to Rochester.”

“The Lord is our strength and our salvation, Booker. Lean on Him, for He loves all His children. Though we may not understand His plan for us, never doubt that He has one.”

“I want to thank you, Rebecca.”

“For what?”

“Let’s just say for helping me realize some important truths. I wanted to say more, but to explain would take more time than I have now. I guess it wasn’t meant to be. I’ve got to get going.”


His voice was stronger today and more familiar. How was it that he seemed to grow more important to her with each passing minute? She listened to his footsteps bounding up the stairs. He would be gone as soon as he could pack and she would never spend time with him again.

“Is something wrong?” Adam asked. She hadn’t heard him approach.

“Booker has to leave. His friend is in trouble.”

“Is there anything we can do?”

“No, he is going home.”

A car horn honked outside. Adam called out, “Emma, our driver is here.”

“Coming.” The rapid tapping of sturdy heels on the plank floor signaled Emma’s approach. Breathlessly, she asked, “Did you tell Rebecca?”

“Tell me what?”

“The fellow who bought your quilt had donated it to help raise money for your grandfather. What a nice man he is. He reminds me of you, Adam.”

“Come,” Adam cut her short. “We mustn’t keep the car waiting.”

“All right. Goodbye, Rebecca. It was wonderful having you and your aunt here. I only wish we could have spent more time together.”

“Goodbye. Have a safe trip,” Rebecca called after them as they left.

Quiet filled the lobby. Rebecca listened for the sound of Booker coming down, but heard only the quiet ticking of the grandfather clock.

Would Booker think of her sometimes when he was gone from this place? He would have nothing to remember her by. He had given her quilt away.

She would have liked to think of him wrapped up in the comfort of her creation. She was sorry he decided to part with it, but she was thankful for his kindness toward her grandfather.

The clock began to strike the hour.

What was she thinking? Booker might not have the quilt from the auction, but he could still have one of hers. She’d finished her Christmas Star quilt late last night, placing her signature in Braille with French knots in the last square as she did with all her quilts. She knew God would direct her gift where it was needed the most.

She crossed the lobby quickly and found the stairs with her cane. Tucking her stick under her arm, she hurried up the steps.

The quilt was where she had left it, folded neatly in a box beside her bed. She lifted the lid of the box and ran her hand across the folded fabric.

She tried to imagine how it must look. Her aunt told her it was made up of green, red and gold colors that formed a many-pointed star on a cream background. She tried to imagine it but her memory of colors was fading. Was the green the color of spring grass or the color of the summer woods?

It didn’t matter. All that mattered was that her work brought joy or comfort to someone. To Booker. Gathering it in her arms, she started toward the door but paused with her hand on the cool metal knob.

Would he accept it? It was a valuable item in his eyes. He’d paid dearly for her previous work.

Perhaps he would think she was too forward in giving him such a gift. It was forward and unlike her.

She heard the sound of a door opening across the hall. It was now or never. Either she could let Booker walk away or she could open the door. The choice was hers. She took a deep breath and turned the handle. “Booker, is that you?”


She stood waiting for an answer. She knew he was in the hall with her. She could smell his cologne, she could hear his breathing. Why didn’t he speak?

Gathering her courage, she took a step closer. “I have something for you.”

“Why are you doing this?” His raspy voice held a note of pain.

“Doing what?” Hurting him was the last thing she wanted to do.

“Why are you making it so hard for me to leave?”

“I didn’t realize I was.”

“If only this had been another place, another time.”

He stepped closer. She knew if she stretched out her hand she could touch him. She locked her fingers together beneath the quilt she held. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Yes, you do. You are woman enough to know exactly what I mean. You feel it, too, this bond we have.”

She did feel it, but she could never admit it. She smiled sadly. “Another time and another place would not have mattered, Booker. You come from a world I could not inhabit. I live where everyone’s feet are planted firmly on the earth.”

“I would stay, but my friend needs me.”

“Go to him. I belong here.”

“There’s nothing for you here. No husband, no children, no ties that can’t be broken. You could step into the world I come from. You could know freedom. I could find you the best medical care. You wouldn’t have to work your fingers to the bone stitching quilts year after year.”

Rebecca shook her head and clutched her quilt tightly. “There are ties you cannot see, Booker. My soul is tied to God and to my people through my faith. I could no more break those cords than I could fly.”

“I could take you flying. You could see the tops of the clouds and…” His voice trailed away, as if he’d forgotten her blindness for a moment and suddenly realized how foolish his words sounded.

She took pity on him. “I have no wish to fly, Booker. That is for the birds of the air.”

He sighed deeply. “I hope you’re not offended by my offer.”

She bowed her head hoping he would not notice the heat rushing to her cheeks. “Nee, I shall cherish it as the wish of one friend to aid another.”

To her surprise, he slipped his fingers under her chin and raised her face. Her heart pounded so hard she thought he must hear it. If only she could see his face.

He said, “I could have been more than a friend to you…in another time and in another place.”

Swallowing hard, she struggled to keep her voice steady. “I know you gave away the quilt you bought.”

He took his hand away from her face. She missed the warmth and gentleness of his touch. He said, “I wish now that I hadn’t. You’re a very remarkable woman, Rebecca.”

She struggled to maintain her composure. “It is not my goal to be remarkable. It is my goal to be a humble servant of God.”

“And that is the goal of all Amish. Am I right?”

“Ja.” She extended the quilt toward him. “This is my gift to you. Please take it and remember me with kindness whenever you see it.”

To her relief, he took the quilt from her. She stepped back a pace. “May God go with you, Booker, whether your feet be on the ground or skipping across the clouds above.”

She turned away, found the doorknob of her room with trembling hands and entered with tears stinging her eyes. She leaned against the door and wondered if God would forgive her for wanting to go with him.


 

Hours later, Gideon learned Craig and the plane had been found following a crash landing. His friend was alive, but their plane wasn’t in one piece. After hearing the details from Roseanne, Gideon knew exactly how lucky his friend had been.

Gideon pushed open the door of the hospital room and stepped inside. The lights had been turned down low and the shades were drawn. Craig lay with his eyes closed on the crisp white sheets. A thick bandage covered the right side of his head.

Gideon might have thought he was sleeping except that his hands were clenching into tight fists. Stepping closer, Gideon said, “I thought the idea was to keep our planes in one piece.”

Craig opened his eyes. “Look what the cat dragged in.”

“How you doing?”

Craig grimaced. “I’ve been better.”

“You can have pain medication. You don’t have to tough it out.”

“They just gave me something. I don’t like whatever it is. It makes me go to sleep and then I get these awful nightmares. How bad is the plane?”

Gideon saw no reason to sugarcoat it. “A total loss. How bad are you?”

“I’m not as pretty as I was before. I think they put twenty stitches in my forehead. My ribs are bruised. My ankle is sprained, not broken. That’s the good news. They want to keep me overnight for observation. I’m sorry. This is gonna set us back.”

“Don’t worry about it. We have one plane left and our insurance will go a long way toward getting us a replacement for the one you ditched in the lake.”

“I put her down on the shore. It if hadn’t been for the boulders that jumped into my path, I would have made a fine landing.”

“You were lucky to get out in one piece. Just mend and get back in the air. Unless this has put you off flying.”

“Are you kidding? You think one little crash is gonna ground me for good? Not hardly. I’ll be back up there before you know it.”

“It wasn’t a little crash, Craig.”

His gaze grew pensive. “Yeah, I know. I saw the ground coming up and…I wasn’t ready.”

“You weren’t ready for what?”

“I wasn’t ready to die. In that second, man, I knew my time was up, and I hadn’t done the one thing I needed to do. I didn’t want to die without telling a certain person how much she means to me, how much I love her.”

“I can pass that sentiment on to Roseanne if you like.”

Craig laughed then grimaced as he clutched his sides. “Don’t do that. Don’t make me laugh. It hurts.”

“Then I will tell you that Melody is outside with Roseanne. She got here a couple minutes after I did.”

“She’s here?” Craig’s pain-filled expression lightened for an instant then darkened again.

Gideon studied Craig’s face. Softly, he asked, “What happened? I thought you and Melody were doing great.”

“I thought we were, too. She has a kid, Gideon.”

“And you just found this out?”

“Yeah. Apparently, my reaction to the news wasn’t all she hoped it would be. It got a little ugly. I said some things, she said some things. The whole argument was totally stupid.”

“I’m sorry, Craig.”

“Me, too. Don’t get me wrong. I’ve thought about having kids, but I thought…someday, not right now. Then yesterday, all my somedays came real close to being never. I got a second chance. Do you know how rare that is, Gideon? God gave me a second chance to try and make things right.”

Gideon did understand. God had given him a second chance to know Rebecca. She wasn’t the girl he left behind. She had become a strong woman, steadfast in her faith in spite of her trials. He admired her with a newfound respect and longed to see her again, but Craig’s chances of a happy reunion were much better.

Gideon said, “I know how rare second chances are. I also know that Melody would like to see you. Shall I have her come in?”

“What if I mess this up? What if she can’t forgive me? What if she thinks I’ll make a lousy father? Will I?”

His friend’s dilemma wasn’t something Gideon could answer. Having a family and kids had fallen off his radar years ago. “I think if you love each other you’ll find a way to make it work.”

Craig fixed his gaze on the door. “Booker, if it had been you going down in the plane, would you have had regrets?”

Rebecca’s face came back to haunt Gideon. “I would have my share.”

“Was the Amish woman on television one of them?”

“It’s complicated, Craig.” Complicated and hopeless.

Craig put his head back and closed his eyes. “Want some advice from a guy who saw his life flash before his eyes? Don’t wait until your plane is going down to think about making things right.”

“I’ll let Melody come in now.” Gideon opened the door and stepped outside. Melody stood in the hallway with Roseanne. The fear and worry etched on her young face told Gideon everything he needed to know about her feelings for Craig.

He said, “He’d like to see you now. His pain medication is making him a little groggy. In case he falls asleep before he has a chance to tell you he was a jerk, I’m telling you now he knows he was.”

A smile trembled briefly on her lips. “I can put up with a man who’s a jerk once in a while as long as he’s alive.”

After she went in and closed the door, Gideon slipped his hands in the front pockets of his jeans and faced Roseanne. “It should’ve been me. I should’ve made that flight.”

Roseanne shook her head. “Everything happens for a reason, Gideon. There was a reason Craig was in the plane. There was a reason you were stranded in a little town in Ohio. We just don’t always get to know what those reasons are.”

“With only one plane we aren’t going to have much business.”

“Maybe now I can get caught up on my paperwork. Our insurance will take care of another plane. Isn’t that why we pay those outlandish premiums?”

“Yes, but that will take time.”

A couple came down the hall toward them and Gideon realized they were Craig’s parents. There was a strong family resemblance between father and son. Funny, he had known Craig for five years and had never met his family. Such a thing would have been inconceivable in the close-knit Amish community where Gideon grew up.

Everyone knew everyone. Members took turns hosting church services in each other’s homes. One family’s troubles belonged to all. He had only to think about Reuben’s fire to know the truth of that. The waiting room would have been filled to overflowing with concerned and prayerful parents, siblings, aunts, uncles and cousins if an Amish man had been as seriously injured as Craig had been.

If it had been Gideon in that room, would his family have come had they known? Would they be there to pray for him and to urge him to come back to God and his faith?

Craig’s father, a distinguished-looking man with wings of silver at his temples, stopped beside them. Craig’s mother, a dainty woman barely five feet tall, clutched her husband’s arm.

Gideon extended his hand to Craig’s father. “Hello, sir. I’m Gideon Troyer, Craig’s partner.”

Craig’s mother asked, “Where is he? How badly is he hurt? We couldn’t get any information.”

Gideon smiled to reassure her. “He’s pretty banged up. He has a mild concussion, some bruised ribs and a sprained ankle, but he’s going to be fine.”

Craig’s father looked relieved but his mother’s worried expression didn’t change. “Can I see him?”

“Sure, go on in.”

As the couple stepped past them and entered the room, Roseanne asked, “Should I have warned them about Melody?”

“No, Craig’s a big boy.”

Don’t wait until your plane is going down to make things right.

Craig’s words repeated in Gideon’s mind, then he thought, I knew before I left Hope Springs what I wanted to do. I reckon now is the time to do it. Craig will do okay without me. He has a good head for business. Roseanne will help him every step of the way.

“What’s the matter, Gideon? You’ve been different since you came back from Ohio.” Roseanne was studying him intently.

“I know.”

“This wasn’t your fault, if that’s what’s troubling you.”

“No, it’s not Craig. He’s going to be fine.”

A sudden rush of excitement mushroomed in Gideon’s body. Was it possible? Could he go back and make a life for himself within the Amish community? Could he humble himself before the church and admit he’d made a bad decision? Would he be forgiven and welcomed by his family after so long?

He’d gone into the outside world determined to leave his Amish past behind. Until he’d gone to Hope Springs, he didn’t realize what a hole leaving his faith made inside of him. Yes, he missed Rebecca, but he missed his family, too. He missed his father’s stern teachings and his mother’s warm-hearted kindness. He loved them, and he’d cut himself off out of false pride.

He missed feeling at one with God and his community. Yes, he’d become a successful man, but at what cost to his soul? He could go back. He could make amends for everything he’d done. If he didn’t go now, it might be too late.

It was a huge step. There would be no turning back if he took it. He had broken his vow once before. He wouldn’t do it again, but was he considering this only because of Rebecca? What if she wasn’t interested in sharing his life?

But what if she was?

He made up his mind and a weight lifted from his soul. He smiled at his secretary. “Roseanne, you’ve been a good friend as well as a good employee. When the insurance check comes in I want you to make sure Craig gets a good deal on a sound plane.”

“Sure, but where will you be?”

“I’m going back to Ohio.”

“For how long?”

“I’m going back for good.”

Her eyes widened in disbelief. “To the Amish? Why?”

“Because I made a mistake a long time ago. I feel I’ve been given a chance to make that right. When Craig is up and around, I’ll talk to him about buying out my half of the company. I know he can handle it. I’ve got to sell my car and get rid of the stuff at my apartment. You can have anything you like from the place.”


“Gideon, you can’t just leave us.”

He leaned forward and kissed her cheek. “Keep the knucklehead in line.”

 

“Thank you for coming in today, Rebecca.” Dr. Harold White pulled his chair closer to her.

“I was surprised to get your message.” Rebecca, perched on an exam table in the Hope Springs medical clinic, couldn’t help wondering why she was here.

“I received a surprising call from my grandson yesterday evening.”

Dr. Philip White was completing his internship in genetic studies at the University of Cleveland. It had been Philip who mentioned Rebecca’s case to a visiting eye surgeon at the clinic. He had been instrumental in convincing the surgeon, Dr. Tuva Eriksson, to see Rebecca.

She said, “I hope Dr. Philip is well?”

“He’s fine. The reason he called has to do with you. It seems Dr. Eriksson’s clinic in New York has received a substantial donation of money toward your upcoming surgery. In fact, your procedure is now tentatively scheduled for the week before Christmas.”

“My surgery has been approved?” Rebecca couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

“Yes.”

Joy followed by abject terror poured through her body. “It’s all paid for?”

“The donation, along with the money that has been raised here, will cover the cost of your surgery and hospital stay. Dr. Eriksson has offered to waive her fee. You are all set.”

“Who has done this? Who sent them so much money?”

“Someone who wished to remain anonymous.”

“I don’t know what to say.” Her head was in a whirl.


“That’s why you’re here today. Are you ready to start the preparations and treatment we talked about?”

“Am I ready to begin chemotherapy?” Dr. White had already explained the powerful drugs were needed to decrease the inflammation the disease produced inside her eyes. Like a cancer, her cells had gone haywire making her blind.

“Dr. Eriksson feels unless we begin soon, we won’t be able to reduce the inflammation in your eyes enough to have the surgery. A lot hinges on your response to these two drugs. I must tell you, I’m no expert on this type of thing.”

“I understand. Dr. Eriksson explained there is no assurance of success. It is an experimental surgery and has only been tried a few times before.”

The doctor took her hand. “There is less than a fifty percent chance that this will work, Rebecca. I don’t know how to tell you not to get your hopes up.”

She managed a lopsided grin. “Are you telling me that this surgery could leave me blind? Doctor, I’m already blind.”

“I know you’re trying to make light of the situation, but the truth is, this procedure could prevent any hope of a cure in the future. New research on uveitis could uncover a better procedure or better medication in the near future. Research is ongoing in the field.”

“I pray a cure is discovered, for I am not the only person with this disease. When do we start?”

“Today. I’m going to read you this consent. You must sign it before we can start the medications. I want you to stop me if you have any questions. I’m going to have your aunt step in now, if that’s all right? She should hear this, too.”

With her aunt at her side, Rebecca listened as the doctor described the side effects she was likely to have on the chemotherapy. Although the dosages of the drugs were much smaller than when they were used to treat cancer, she might still be affected with nausea, vomiting, headaches, body aches and more. The list went on and on. He made it clear she might endure all the side effects and still not be able to have her surgery.

Was it worth it? She was accustomed to being in the dark. For a moment she was tempted to back out, to return to her aunt’s home and live there quietly until the end of her days. Then she recalled Booker’s voice as he talked about looking down from the clouds. She would never look down from the clouds, but she would give anything to look up and see them in the sky overhead once more.

After the doctor finished, Rebecca signed her name where he indicated and tried to still her racing heart. It was finally going to happen thanks to an anonymous donor. In her heart, she knew the money had come from Booker. She would be forever in his debt.

 

That afternoon and forty miles away, Gideon sat in the front seat of Roseanne’s car as she turned onto a farm lane outside Berlin, Ohio. His hands grew cold as ice as his heart pounded like a runaway train. He was here. This was the exact place where his Amish life had ended. It seemed fitting that this was where his English life would end, as well.

He said, “Stop here.”

Roseanne shot him a funny look. “Don’t you want me to drive up to the house?”

“No. I want to walk.”

“It’s freezing outside.”

“I’ll be fine.”

She stopped the car and put it in Park. “Are you sure about this, Gideon?”

He knew she wasn’t asking about his hike up the lane. Laying a hand on her shoulder, he said, “I’ll be fine, Roseanne. This is what I want.”


She sniffed and wiped her eyes. “If you ever need anything, anything, you just give me a shout.”

Leaning over, he kissed her cheek. “I never would’ve made it without you. Craig is going to need all the help he can get. Don’t let him do anything I wouldn’t do.”

“Melody and I’ll take good care of him.”

“I know you will.” Tears stung the back of his eyes, but he blinked them away. Pushing open the door, he stepped out. From the backseat of the car he pulled a small satchel and then stepped aside. Roseanne backed the car onto the main road. She waved once then drove back the way they had come.

Gideon faced the lane leading toward a large, rambling white house. Smoke rose from two of the home’s three chimneys. Over the years, his family had added on to the original home with a second smaller house for his mother’s parents.

The addition of a Dawdi Haus, or grandfather house, was a common practice among the Amish. Grandparents and elderly relatives were able to maintain their own households when they retired and yet were surrounded and included by their extended families. It was a good way to grow old.

A large well-tended barn and outbuildings stood a few dozen yards back from house. There were horses in the corral and cattle in the pasture. This was the home Gideon hadn’t seen in ten years. From this spot nothing much had changed. Only everything had changed. He had changed.

Hefting his bag, he started walking up the road. The cold wind slipped under the collar of his coat, making him hunch his shoulders to block the breeze. The snow on the ground crunched beneath his feet, making him think of his walk with Rebecca through the snow-covered streets of Hope Springs.

She wasn’t the only reason he’d come back. Rebecca had merely been the needle on the compass pointing him to his way home. He hadn’t realized how lost he truly was until he saw her again. Perhaps someday he would tell her she had been the instrument of his return.

In Gideon’s mind, Booker no longer existed. His life in the English world was at an end. It was Booker who soared above the clouds and looked down on the backs of birds flying beneath him. It was plain Gideon Troyer walking this rural road with his feet planted firmly on the good earth God had made.

Even as Gideon faced the fact that he would never fly again, he wondered if he could do it. Could he gaze at the sky and not long to be up there? Giving up flying hurt as much as giving up an arm or a leg.

It wouldn’t be easy to come back, but it was the right thing to do.

Plain Gideon had many tasks before him. The first was to gain his family’s forgiveness. Facing his father and mother was shaping up to be a difficult thing as he approached the farmhouse. His heart started hammering. His palms grew sweaty. Admitting his mistake, making amends for the way he’d left, he had a lot to atone for. He prayed God would grant him the courage he needed this day.

When plain Gideon took his rightful place among the faithful, only then would he be free to discover if Rebecca Beachy still cared for him. If she did not, he would accept that it was God’s will.

Please, Lord, give me the wisdom to convince her we belong together.

He arrived at the front door of his childhood home with a growing sense that he had finally made the right decision. This was where he was meant to be.

When the front door opened and his father walked out, Gideon’s courage failed him. He couldn’t speak.

His father’s eyes widened in shock. “Gideon?”

Abraham Troyer had aged in the ten years that had passed. He seemed frail now. His shoulders bowed forward, as if the weight of his life was hard to carry. How much of the gray hair, how many of the worry lines on his face were due to Gideon’s selfishness?

His father took a step toward. It broke the spell holding Gideon rooted to the spot. Dropping to one knee, Gideon bowed his head, closed his eyes and spoke the words that burned in his heart. “Father, forgive me, for I have sinned.”

He heard a muffled gasp, but he was afraid to look up. What if too much time had passed? What if merely asking for forgiveness wasn’t enough? What could he do to convince his father that he was sincere?

Suddenly, he felt his father’s hands drawing him to his feet. He opened his eyes and met his father’s gaze. Tears rolled down his father’s lean, leathery cheeks.

In a voice that shook, Abraham Troyer said, “Mie, sohn, you were forgiven the very day that you left. There is only rejoicing now that you have returned. Gott has answered my prayers. Praise be to Him.”








Chapter Eight



Rebecca sat at her quilting frame stitching while Vera read to her from her siblings’ letter that had arrived in the mail that morning. Each one of Rebecca’s brothers and sisters added their pages to the letter and sent it on to the next in line so everyone could stay caught up on the family news. Rebecca, with Vera’s help, would add her updates and send it on to her oldest sister to start the process all over again. Everyone except Grace. There were never any letters from her.

“Your brother William says his family is traveling to see your brother Leroy in Indiana after Christmas. He wants to know if you’d like to go along.”

It had been four weeks since the auction and two weeks since Dr. White had started Rebecca on chemotherapy. Her surgery, scheduled for December twenty-first, was only three weeks away. By Christmas Eve she would know if her sight had been restored or not. Either way, it would be good to visit her brother. They hadn’t seen each other for over a year.

“I look forward to going.”

“Do you mean that?”

Vera’s astonishment didn’t surprise Rebecca. Vera knew Rebecca didn’t like to travel. While her parents and siblings went often went to visit each other for extended stays, especially over Christmas, Rebecca rarely went along. She didn’t like finding her way in new places.

“William says they’ll leave the day after old Christmas.”

Old Christmas was the Feast of the Epiphany, January sixth. “I will see if Samson Carter can drive me to William’s home on that day. If he can’t, I’ll try to find another driver.”

“I heard there is a new woman in town who drives Amish folks. Her name is Miriam Kauffman. She might be able to give you a ride if Samson is booked,” Vera suggested.

“I will keep her name in mind. I can’t believe how quickly Christmas is coming. We need to start baking. What else does William say?”

“He says the community is in turmoil because Gideon Troyer has come home.”

Rebecca stabbed her finger with a needle. “Ouch!”

Her aunt asked, “What’s wrong?”

Sucking her finger to ease the sting, Rebecca used the moment to cover her shock. When she had her turbulent emotions under control, she said, “Gideon Troyer has come back? To stay?”

“That’s what William says.”

“Gideon’s family must be overjoyed.”

“I daresay they are, especially his mother. Imagine, returning to our faith after ten years in the outside world. It cannot be an easy thing. I wonder what brought him back.”

Rebecca wondered the same thing. “Why is the community in turmoil?”

“According to your brother, there are some that don’t believe he has truly repented.”

“One of those would be Bishop Stoltzfus, I reckon.” The bishop from her old community was distrustful of outsiders and ruled his flock with an iron hand, as she knew from unhappy personal experience.


“Weren’t you sweet on the boy at one time?” her aunt asked.

Rebecca bent over her sewing again. “That was years ago.”

“I remember your mother telling me the two of you were quite serious. That you might even marry.”

“She was mistaken,” Rebecca mumbled.

Gideon had come home. After all this time, it was hard to believe. What was he like now? Was he as handsome as she remembered? Was he still a bold, outspoken fellow who never took anything at face value? Unless he had changed a lot he would have a hard time reentering the Amish world.

In their youth, Gideon had often talked about leaving and about learning to fly. But after they were both baptized on the same September morning, she believed he had given up his outlandish plans.

If she had accepted his offer, would he have stayed among the faithful? For years she blamed herself for his leaving. Knowing how his parents suffered only made her feel worse.

“Then it was God’s blessing that you didn’t marry the boy. I wonder if he’ll stay this time. I reckon all we can do is pray for him.”

Gideon had been in Rebecca’s prayers since the day of his departure. Why had he returned? “What else does my brother say?”

“Will says his boy David has come down with the mumps.”

“He doesn’t say anything else about Gideon?” Rebecca heard the rustle of paper as her aunt turned the page.

“No, he doesn’t mention him again.”

Rebecca had a hard time sorting out her feelings. Gideon had come back. On one hand she was happy for him and for his family, but on the other hand she worried for them. What if he couldn’t adjust to living Amish after so many years away?


Vera finished the letter but Rebecca barely heard a word. When she went home to visit her family it was possible she might run into Gideon. What would she say? Did she want to meet him again?

A flutter of nervousness caused her hand to shake as she tried to set her next stitch. Why were men always at the center of her distress? First it had been Gideon all those years ago, then Booker, and now Gideon again.

The sound of a horse and buggy pulling up outside caused Rebecca to set her stitching aside. “Are we expecting someone?”

“When Emma came by the other day, I asked if her husband could look at our washing machine. It’s been making that funny noise again.”

Adam Troyer was a handyman in the village as well as owner of the Wadler Inn with his wife. His prices were reasonable, and there were very few things he couldn’t fix.

Rebecca asked, “Should I put on some kaffi?”

“That would be just the thing on such a cold day. Put out the peanut-butter cookies we made yesterday, too. I know for a fact that Adam likes them.”

Rising from her chair, Rebecca made her way into the kitchen. At the sink, she filled their coffeepot with water until it touched her finger inside the rim. She opened the cupboard and pulled out the coffee can. After carefully filling the percolator basket with grounds, she carried the pot to the stove and put it on the back burner. After that, she opened a second cupboard and withdrew a plate.

The sound of the front door opening and a blast of cold air announced Adam’s arrival. She said, “Wilkumm, have a seat, Adam, and the kaffi will be ready in no time. Do you take it black or with cream? I can’t remember. Aenti Vera tells me you like peanut-butter cookies. You’re in luck. I made some yesterday.”


“Danki, Rebecca.”

She moved along the counter, located the cookie jar and began piling cookies on the plate. She heard Adam clear his throat.

“I brought a helper today.”

“Did you?” She added another handful of cookies and turned around.

Adam said, “You remember my cousin Gideon, don’t you?”

“Hello, Rebecca.”

The deep-timbered voice robbed her of coherent thought and made her knees go weak. The plate slipped from her numb fingers and crashed to the floor.

 

The stricken look on Rebecca’s face cut Gideon to the quick. He knew this wouldn’t be easy, but he wasn’t expecting her to cringe at the sound of his voice.

She muttered, “I’m so sorry. That was careless of me.”

Vera rushed to help her. “Don’t worry, dear, it was an old dish, and I’m sure we have more cookies. Let me get it. I don’t want you to cut your hands on the broken glass. Stay where you are and I’ll get a broom.”

Adam grabbed Gideon’s sleeve. “Let’s take a look at that washing machine. We may not deserve cookies if we can’t get it fixed.”

Gideon hated to leave Rebecca standing in the kitchen looking mortified, but Adam gave him no choice. He led the way to a small back porch where an ancient wringer washer stood on rusting legs.

Looking from the wreck to his cousin, Gideon asked, “Are you sure you can fix this thing? It looks older than the hills.”

Adam chuckled. “They made things to last back in the day.”

“By back in the day I take it you mean 1925?”


“You’ve got a thing or two to learn if you’re going to work with me. This is a Maytag model E2L from 1969. It’s one of the best wringer washers ever made.”

Adam turned on the water and began filling the machine. Gideon blew on his bare hands. Even with the afternoon sun streaming in through the windows the room was frigid. “This is a cold place to do laundry. Why don’t they put the thing inside?”

“It was good enough for our mothers and grandmothers. We see no need to move the chore indoors.”

“Is that your way of telling me I’m soft, cousin?”

“That’s my way of reminding you that you must be careful how you speak.”

Gideon adjusted the flat-topped black hat he wasn’t yet accustomed to wearing. “How long did it take you?”

“To stop reaching for the nonexistent light switch every time I went into a dark room? About six months. I try to remind myself that it’s not about electricity or cars or using buggies to get around. It’s about living apart from a world that is filled with temptation and evil. Living a Plain life makes it easier to keep my mind on God and on His will. Not just every single day, but every hour of every single day.”

“Not all of the outside world is evil.”

“Nee, there is much goot in the hearts of men everywhere, but here, I find it is easier to be close to God.”

“Do you ever regret coming back?”

“Every man faces temptations, Gideon. But when I see my wife’s face each morning, I know this is where God wants me to be. If it is His will, I’ll raise my children here and pray that they find the strength to stay among the people.”

“I wish I had the strength of conviction you have.”

“If you seek it with your whole heart it will be given to you.”

When the washer tub was half full Adam turned off the water and turned on the machine. Instantly, they heard the strange noise Vera had reported.

Adam crossed his arms over his chest. “What are you thinking?”

“If this was a plane I wouldn’t even taxi down the runway in it. The gears are slipping.”

“I agree. Let’s drain her, tip her over and get this motor apart.”

Gideon flipped the switch that began to pump the water out a hose that drained to the backyard.

“When do you plan to tell her?” Adam asked as he unscrewed the cover.

“Tell who what?”

Adam shot Gideon a stern look. “When do you plan to tell Rebecca that you are Booker?”

Gideon couldn’t meet his cousin’s gaze. “Booker doesn’t exist anymore.”

“I doubt that will be the way Rebecca sees it. She believes Booker is responsible for making her surgery possible. Hand me that crescent wrench.”

“It was one of the few good things he did with his life.” Gideon laid the tool in Adam’s outstretched hand.

Adam pointed to the wrench at Gideon’s face. “You have no idea how grateful Rebecca and our entire community is for your gift.”

“And that is exactly why I don’t wish anyone to know it was me. I don’t want the community’s gratitude. I don’t want Rebecca’s gratitude. Can you understand that?” Gideon glanced toward the back door. This wasn’t about money or status or acceptance. This was about helping Rebecca.

Adam shook his head. “I thought the point of you moving to Hope Springs was to pick up where you left off with Rebecca.”

“The point of my coming here was to pick up where Gideon left off with Rebecca, not where Booker and Rebecca left off.”

“I still think you’re wrong. Secrets will come out.”

“Hopefully, by the time that happens people will have formed their own opinions about me. I think they will understand that I didn’t want to use my generosity to gain favor and I believe they will respect that.”

“You mean you hope Rebecca will respect that.”

“I’m not a fool, Adam. There’s no guarantee that Rebecca will return my affections. I came back to my Amish heritage because I believe this is the life God wishes me to live. You, of all people, must understand that?”

“I do, for that is why I gave up the English world and returned to my family and my faith. I pray God will bless your decision. Ah, I believe I see what’s wrong with this washer. Hand me my half-inch socket drive.”

“Adam, have I thanked you for giving me a job and a place to stay?”

“About a hundred times. Let’s see if I made the right decision. Hand me the crosshead screwdriver.”

Twenty minutes later, Adam and Gideon were elbow-deep in motor parts when the back door opened. Vera stood there with her head cocked to the side. “Have you found the trouble?”

Rebecca came up behind Vera. “What’s the verdict?”

Adam rose to his feet and held out a gear. “Your washer has a broken tooth, Vera. It’s not something we can fix today. I’m going to have to take this piece to the shop and see if I can find a replacement for it. If I can’t, perhaps Eli Imhoff can make a new one.”

“Who is Eli?” Gideon asked. He forced himself to stay calm. So far Vera hadn’t recognized him, but she could put two and two together at any minute. During the auction he’d been wearing his sunglasses and knit cap, but the night of the fire she would have seen his face clearly when she came to his room. That night he’d been hollow-eyed with several days’ growth of beard on his cheeks and shaggy hair. He was clean-shaven now, and his mother had cut his hair in the traditional Amish style. Was there enough of a difference?

“Eli Imhoff is the local blacksmith,” Adam replied.

Vera took the part from Adam’s hand. “I’ve seen a gear like this hanging in the barn. There are dozens of similar pieces out there. My Onkel Atlee, God rest his soul, never threw anything away.”

Adam smiled at her. “If you have one that would be great. I could get your machine together today.”

“Let me get my coat, and I will show you where he kept his things.” Vera turned and went inside with Adam following close behind her. Gideon relaxed. It seemed Vera hadn’t paid much attention to Booker during his time at the inn.

After Vera and Adam left, Gideon found himself alone with Rebecca. This was exactly where he had hoped to be. So why was he suddenly tongue-tied?

He gathered his courage. “Could we wait inside where it’s warm?”

“Of course.” Rebecca held the door open wider in invitation.

“Thanks. I mean, danki.”

“Your Pennsylvania Dutch is rusty.” She went ahead of him down the hall keeping one hand lightly in contact with the wall.

“I’m sure it will come back to me.” Did she recognize his voice now that his illness had healed? Did she suspect he was the man she knew as Booker? He longed to tell her, but he wasn’t Booker anymore. He’d left that life behind. He wanted her to know the man he was intent on becoming.

When they reached the kitchen she moved to the far side of the table and faced him. “Are you ready for coffee and cookies now?”

“Have you picked all the glass shards out of them?”

“All that I could see.” A smile twitched at the corner of her mouth.

“Blind humor. Are you trying to put me at ease?”

“Why would you be ill at ease?”

Because I left you. Because I spent ten years excommunicated from the church and nobody believes I intend to stay now.

Instead of baring his soul, he took a seat at the table. “I have not spent much time with the sight-impaired. Feel free to correct me if I say something stupid.”

She pulled a pair of mugs from the cabinet beside the sink and carried them to the stove. He watched her fill them just to the brim and wondered how she managed a task he couldn’t do with his eyes closed.

Finally, his curiosity won out. “How can you do that without spilling any?”

She stiffened. “Practice.”

“This is where you tell me that was a stupid question.”

“Your question is not stupid. I’ve had years to learn how to do almost everything a sighted person can do. I simply do things differently.”

“I’m impressed by your skills.”

She carried the mugs to the table. “My skill at dropping plates?”

“Something tells me you don’t do that often. I’m sorry if my unannounced arrival was a shock.”

“I learned of your return to Berlin in a letter that arrived from my brother this morning, but I didn’t expect you to show up in my kitchen a few minutes later.”

“Did your brother pass on the juicy details of my trouble with Bishop Stoltzfus?” It was hard to keep that bitterness out of his voice. It had taken more courage than he thought he possessed to beg forgiveness from his bishop. When the man announced he didn’t believe Gideon was sincere, it caused quite a stir and a division in the church.

“William didn’t mention any details. Your family must have been overjoyed when you came back.”

He nodded his head and then realized she couldn’t see that. “My mother kept hugging me. She cried all day. When I told her to stop being sad, she said they were tears of joy and could not be stemmed.”

“I’m sure she meant it.”

“My youngest brother wasn’t quite so demonstrative.”

“He wasn’t happy at your return?”

“Let’s just say Joseph has reservations about whether or not I will stay.” Along with the bishop and half of his family’s congregation.

She rolled her cup between her palms. “I’m sorry, but can you blame him?”

“Not really.” It was hard to read her expression. Did she doubt his resolve in returning, too? How could she not? He wasn’t sure if he could stay.

Propping her elbows on the table, she said, “Time will give him the answer. Is that why you aren’t staying with them?”

“My mother thought it best if I spend some time with Adam, being as he spent a long time in the English world and came back to stay.”

She folded her arms across her chest. She had yet to take a sip of her coffee. It was clear she was struggling to be cordial.

He said, “I know it was a shock to you when I left the way I did.”

“You were never content with our slow Amish ways. I remember you as a wild, defiant boy.”

“And I remember you as a sweet-natured girl who forgave all my indiscretions. We had some fine times together during our rumspringa.”

Her face grew pale. She folded her arms tightly across her chest. “Ja, fine times.”

“I was sorry to learn about your affliction. Adam told me the community has raised enough money for you to have surgery.”

“I don’t think of it as an affliction. It’s just the way my life is. The surgery’s chances of success are only fifty-fifty. I’m trying not to get my hopes up. I am happy here with my aenti. I have nieces and nephews who come to visit, so I am not lonely. I still have my quilting, and I enjoy that immensely.”

“That’s good.”

She finally took a sip of her coffee and he took a drink of his. The silence stretched out between them.

“I hope Adam can fix our washer. I know Vera doesn’t want to have to buy a new one.”

“I hear he’s a pretty good handyman.”

“Ja, people say so.” She nervously raised the cup to her lips again.

This small talk wasn’t what he wanted. He wanted to start over with her. Earn her trust. Win her love. And he had absolutely no idea how to do that.

 

Rebecca wasn’t sure how much longer she could sit and pretend that Gideon Troyer was a normal visitor. Her heart was hammering. Her hands were shaking. She wanted him to leave. Even though she was the one who turned down his offer of marriage, she never gave up loving him. When he left it was as if he took a piece of her heart with him.

Now that scar on her heart was open and bleeding again.

She rose from her chair, knocking against the table in her haste. She heard the cups rattle but she didn’t care if they spilled. “Vera and Adam have been gone a long time. Perhaps you should see if you can help.”

“Rebecca, can you forgive me?”

She had sent him away. When the darkness descended over her life it wasn’t his fault he wasn’t there to hold her and comfort her. And yet it was his fault. If his faith had been strong, he would have been there for her.

She spoke the words her Amish teaching required her to say. “Of course I forgive you. I forgave you a long time ago.”

“Thank you, Rebecca. It means the world to me.”

The sound of the outside door opening saved her from having to reply. When Vera and Adam returned, Rebecca excused herself and rushed up the stairs to her bedroom.

She closed the door and leaned against it. Angry tears stung her eyes. Wiping at them with fierce swipes, she vowed they would be the last tears she shed over Gideon Troyer.

Up until a month ago, her life had a simple rhythm. Gardening in the spring and summer, canning in the fall and quilting over the long winter days. It didn’t matter that she couldn’t see the fresh greenness of the spring. She could smell it in the air and feel the warmth of the sun on her face. It didn’t matter that she couldn’t watch the snow fall. She knew when it fell by the silence that blanketed the land. It was enough for her to work and feel the seasons passing by, for they defined her life.

Then, a few short weeks ago, she met a man who touched her soul the way only one man had before. That he was forbidden to her was as painful as holding someone else’s child and knowing she would never hold her own babe. The day she gave him her quilt was the first time in her life she questioned her decision to stay among the Amish.

The morning after he left, she woke knowing he had been the test—and she passed. If she never regained her vision, her faith was strong enough to sustain that disappointment. Contentment had entered her soul.

Now Gideon was back and her heart was being torn once more. All her old feelings for him came rushing back to life at the sound of his voice.

Why now? Why, after so many years of darkness and bitterness overcome, was she being tested again?

“Haven’t I suffered enough, Lord? Haven’t I paid long enough for my sin?”








Chapter Nine



Gideon arrived at Rebecca’s home the following afternoon with the needed part in his pocket. In spite of all the parts in Vera’s barn, Adam couldn’t find the right one. Yesterday hadn’t gone as well as Gideon hoped. Instead of being thrilled to see him, Rebecca had looked terrified. Hopefully, once the shock of his arrival wore off she would remember how close they had been.

As he climbed out of Adam’s buggy, he noticed the sounds of several wind chimes around the property. He’d been too nervous to notice them yesterday. He wondered if it was Vera or Rebecca who enjoyed the musical notes.

To his relief, Rebecca answered the door when he knocked. He’d been half afraid she would be hiding in her room or gone. “Good afternoon, Rebecca. It’s Gideon. I have come to finish the work on your washing machine.”

“I’ve been expecting you. My aunt will be back shortly. She took a kettle of soup to a neighbor who has been ill.” She stepped back to let him enter.

He stomped his feet to rid his boots of the clinging snow and entered the kitchen with his toolbox in hand. The smell of cooking apples filled the air.

She said, “I’m sure you remember where the washer is. I will let you find your own way.” Her nonchalant tone took him aback. She went to the stove, picked up a ladle and began stirring the contents of a large pan.

Again, not the reaction he had hoped for. He said, “Something sure smells good.”

“Pie filling.”

When she didn’t elaborate he searched his mind for something to breech the growing chasm he sensed between them. “As I recall, you were a pretty good cook.”

She laid the ladle down. “I don’t recollect that you were interested in my housewifely skills.”

“True. I was more about finding ways to sneak a kiss from you than trying out your cooking.” He waited for her response.

Turning around, she crossed her arms over her chest. “Ja, that is the way I remember you—as a shallow fellow often up to no good.”

Definitely not the reaction he was hoping for. “That about sums up my misspent youth. Fortunately, I grew up.”

“Better late than never.” She turned back to the stove, but he noticed her hand wasn’t quite steady as she put the lid on the kettle.

Accepting his dismissal with a heavy heart, Gideon went out to the rear porch and began reassembling her washing machine. He took his time, making sure the new piece fit perfectly, then he fired up the gas motor and began filling the machine.

When it looked as if everything was going to work, he stuck his head inside the back door. “Rebecca, do you have some clothes to be washed? I want to run a cycle and make sure the drum empties as it should and I don’t want to waste all the water.”

She came to the hallway, but didn’t come toward him. “I have baking to do. The laundry can wait.”


“I know it can, but why should it? Let me get one load out of your way.”

“Laundry is woman’s work.”

“Unless a man is unmarried, then he must learn to do his own.”

She hesitated, but finally nodded once. “We have several loads, but they aren’t sorted.”

“I promise not to mix whites and colors.”

“I doubt you used a wringer washer where you lived before.”

“No, but I remember helping my mother with her laundry chores. I think I can manage.”

“Very well. I will get the hamper.”

She entered a room partway down the hall and came out a few seconds later with a tall, woven wood clothes basket. “My aunt will be grateful to have her work cut in half before washday. Don’t add too much soap.”

“No problem.” He took the burden from her and returned to the machine. She stood for a moment as if she wanted to say something more, but in the end, she went inside without another comment.

He found the laundry detergent inside a cabinet hanging on the wall. After adding the recommended amount to the tub, he followed with a dozen dresses and aprons in assorted colors of blue. The old washer chugged along without missing a beat. Glancing up, he happened to notice a reflection in the porch window. Rebecca stood just inside the door listening to him.

He started to hum while he worked, a German hymn, a song he knew Rebecca liked when they were young. She had a sweet voice and often led the girls during the youth singings they had attended. Memories of the tame gatherings he’d found boring as a teenager now ranked among the highlights of his time with Rebecca.


When the wash cycle was done, he fed the clothes through the wringer and into the rinse tub. After letting them soak a few minutes, he stirred them with a wooden stick he found propped in the corner, and then fed them back through the wringer again. He piled the wet clothes on a Formica-topped table beside the back door.

He stopped humming and said as if to himself, “If I were Vera’s clothespins, where would I be hiding?” He started opening cabinets.

After a second, Rebecca stepped through the doorway. Her expression had softened. “They are out on the clothesline post in a clothespin bag.”

“I would have found them.” He tried to sound defensive, but he was smiling.

“Maybe you would. Maybe not.”

He didn’t want to break the thin thread of friendliness he saw forming between them. “The machine seems to be working fine. Eli Imhoff made a perfect replacement for the gear.”

“You must thank him for us.”

“I will. I’ll see him at church services on Sunday.” He hoped his statement made it clear he was returning to his Amish faith, not just paying it lip service.

He walked out the porch door to the clothesline reel hanging off the side of the house. Over the doorway, he noticed another small set of brass wind chimes clinking in the breeze. After pulling the retractable line from the side of the house, he stretched it to a T-post in the center of the yard and fastened it.

Setting the basket of clothes carefully in the snow, he began to hang them up, humming again as he did. This time he chose an English hymn with a familiar tune although he couldn’t recall the exact words of the song.

He had five dresses pinned to the line before she ventured out the door. She stopped a few feet away from him with her arms crossed against the cold. “‘Amazing Grace’ has always been one of my favorites.”

“I’m a bit rusty on the words. How does it go?”

She sang the opening lines. “‘Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me. I once was lost but now am found, was blind, but now I see.’”

He could have kicked himself. He stammered, “I didn’t mean to… That was thoughtless of me. Forgive me.”

She arched one eyebrow. “Gideon, I don’t need the lyrics of a song to remind me that I’m blind.”

“No, I guess not.” From friend to fool in three seconds flat. Maybe he didn’t deserve to win her heart.

He might be able to accept that if he didn’t care for her so deeply.

“It’s still one of my favorite hymns,” she insisted.

He relaxed when he realized she wasn’t upset. “You should go back in the house before you catch your death. You don’t even have a coat on.”

“Don’t forget to empty the water from the washer tub. I don’t want to find a giant ice cube in it the next time I need to use it.”

“I’ll take care of it. Don’t worry,” he assured her.

She cocked her head to the side slightly, as if listening, then she turned around and headed straight toward the back door. He realized the wind chimes were a means to help her find her way.

She opened the porch door, but paused. “You weren’t shallow and always up to no good when we were young. I shouldn’t have said that.”

Before he could reply, she went inside. Gideon watched her disappear into the house and seeds of happiness sprouted in his heart. Things might be looking up for him, after all.

 

Inside the house, Rebecca moved her pie filling off the stove and set it to cooling on the counter. Nervous butterflies churned in her stomach. She felt like a teenager waiting to sneak out of her first date. Gideon Troyer was back.

She had spent a sleepless night building up her defenses against the charm he possessed. A lot of good it had done.

Hearing him stutter an apology for reminding her that she was blind made her remember the little boy she used to know. The boy who had gotten in trouble in the third grade for cutting the ribbons off her kapp. The boy who dared her to ride standing up on the back of her papa’s plow horse and bore the brunt of her father’s displeasure when she fell off and sprained her ankle.

Gideon had charmed her from the age of eight. Why did she think it would be different now?

She heard the back door open and close and then his footsteps coming up the hallway. If he would be living in Hope Springs she would have to accustom herself to meeting him now and again. They had been friends long before they became starry-eyed teenagers in love with the idea of being in love.

“Have you anything else that needs fixing?” he asked.

Could he fix an old broken heart? Where would he find the parts for that?

“Nee, I don’t believe we do. Would you like some coffee before you go?”

“I would. Will you be making one of your pies soon?” She heard the smile in his voice and smiled back.

“I’ll be making apple strudel soon.”

“Sounds great. What can I do to help?”

“Stay out of my way and enjoy your coffee.”

“Bossy as ever, aren’t you?”

She rose to his bait. “I was never bossy.”

“Yes, you were.”

“Do you want strudel or not?” she demanded with mock severity.


“You’ve always had a wonderful personality, a giving nature, a sweet temper.”

“That’s better.”

“Was that good enough for hot strudel with maybe a touch of cream?”

She chuckled. “Ja.”

“Wunderbaar!”

“See, it is always better to tell the truth, Gideon. The truth earns its own reward.”

A warm glow of satisfaction settled in the middle of her chest. She would hold fast to their friendship. Perhaps in time, she would even learn to let go of the love that was never meant to be.

The sound of the front door opening signaled her aunt’s return. Vera came into the kitchen along with a gust of cold winter wind. “I believe we are going to get more snow. Hello, Gideon. I see by the clothes on the line that my washer has been repaired. Rebecca, I told you not to worry about getting the wash done.”

“It was not me. It was Gideon who did your laundry.”

“I only did one load to make sure the machine was working correctly,” he said.

“Perhaps I should take out a piece of the motor before every wash day and call you to come out and fix it.”

“Then the price of my service call will go up sharply,” he said with a chuckle.

“How is Mr. Pater?” Rebecca asked. When Vera learned their English neighbor was suffering from a bad chest cold, she started taking soup to him each day.

“He is much better today. Gideon, how is your family?” Vera asked.

“As far as I know they are all well.”

Vera pulled out a chair and took a seat at the table. “What a wonderful time you must have had getting to know them and their spouses.”

He said, “I still have trouble telling Levi’s kinders apart. They all look like their father did when he was a child.”

Rebecca listened with delight to his account of meeting his newest family members. She could hear the happiness beneath his words as clearly as she heard the wind chimes that hung from the rear of the house. She put her pan of strudel in the oven and set the windup timer for twenty minutes.

Gideon said, “Catch me up on your family, Rebecca. I know you said you have nieces and nephews. Which of your brothers and sisters have children of their own?”

“They all have children,” Rebecca replied. A tang of regret touched her but she brushed it aside. She was happy for every one of her siblings.

“Who did Grace marry?” Gideon asked. “I remember the way she tormented my brother Levi. She liked him—she didn’t like him—she liked him again. It drove him crazy.”

Rebecca froze. He didn’t know. No one had told him.

He must have seen her distress because he asked, “Did I say something wrong?”

She folded her arms across her middle. “Grace isn’t with us anymore.”

“She died? How?” he asked, shock clear in his voice.

Vera said quietly, “She isn’t dead, but we no longer mention her name.”

Rebecca bit her lip and remained silent. The disgrace should have been hers, not her sister’s.

 

On Sunday, Rebecca rode in silence beside her aunt in their buggy as they traveled the ten miles to an outlying farm for the preaching service. Even with the curtains tied down and quilts on their laps it was chilly inside the buggy. The bricks they had heated to keep their feet warm on the journey were growing cool by the time they reached their destination.

During the long ride she had plenty of time to think about Gideon’s visit the day before. Far from being as awkward as she imagined it would be, Gideon’s company had felt comfortable.

“We must be among the last to arrive judging by the number of buggies here,” Vera commented as she drew their horse to a stop.

The door opened and a young man’s voice greeted them. It was one of the farmer’s sons. “I will take care of your horse.”

“Danki,” Vera replied. “There is grain for her in the back.”

Leaving the buggy, Rebecca wondered if Gideon was there before them. She wanted to ask, but she didn’t. Knowing her aunt, she would soon have the details on everyone in attendance. Vera’s love of gossip was well known.

“Now that is odd,” Vera said with a lowered voice.

“What?” Rebecca prompted, waiting for more of an explanation.

“There is an English woman here. That must be Ada Kauffman’s English daughter. I see the resemblance. She’s the one I told you who offers taxi service.”

Rebecca was more interested in finding out if Gideon had arrived. She knew he was staying with Adam and Emma so she asked, “Do you see Emma? I hope her pregnancy is going well.”

“Yes, she is chatting with Katie Sutter, Faith Lapp and Karen Imhoff. Emma has that glow about her. Pregnancy certainly agrees with her.”

“I wonder if Adam feels the same way. Do you see him?”


“Ja, he’s looking more like a proud papa now that he has some chin hair. His cousin is with him.”

“His cousin? Oh, you mean Gideon.” She tried to sound barely interested, but she could feel her aunt’s gaze boring into her.

“He’s looking this way.”

Rebecca perked up. “Is he?”

“He is indeed, and so is Daniel Hershberger. He’s coming our way. The man is interested in you, mark my words.”

“Gideon? That’s ridiculous.”

“No, silly. Daniel.”

“Guder mariye, Rebecca.” Daniel’s booming voice filled the farmyard.

“Guder mariye, Daniel,” Rebecca replied in a soft tone, hoping he would take the hint and lower his voice. It was a foolish hope.

“I thought what a beautiful day this is, but it is much brighter now that you are here.”

Rebecca lowered her voice further. “You should not say such a thing.”

“A modest woman is a man’s true treasure.” He wasn’t shouting, but he might as well have been. The hum of conversations around them died away.

Rebecca pasted a smile on her face and pinched her aunt’s arm. “Isn’t it time we went inside?”

“If you wish. Daniel, we will see you later.”

“I look forward to speaking with you and your niece again. I must go tell Reuben I’m waiting for a rematch on our checkers game.”

Rebecca had endured one long, tedious evening with Daniel at her grandfather’s home a week after the fire. She would avoid a repeat if it were possible. How could she have entertained the idea of marriage to the man?

As she took her place beside her aunt on the women’s side of the wooden benches lined up inside the farmhouse, she wondered if Gideon had overheard Daniel’s compliments to her. Although it was vain, some small part of her hoped that he had.

 

Gideon joined Adam and his friends in the airy barn following the three-hour-long service. Bishop Zook was a gifted preacher, clearly inspired by God to bring the Lord’s words to his flock. Up at the house, the benches were being rearranged to make seating for the congregation to share a midday meal. Because the elders would eat first, the younger members amused themselves with games or visiting while they waited their turns.

Gideon stood among the men and saw a few faces from the night of the fire around him. He wondered if any of them recognized him from his time in Hope Springs as Booker. If they did, no one mentioned it. Perhaps they were willing to accept him for who he was now and not for who he’d been. He prayed it was so.

“How are you adjusting to Amish life again?” Jonathan Dressler asked. Beside him, fifteen-year-old Jacob Imhoff was trying to look as if he belonged in this group of men twice his age.

Gideon folded his arms over his chest. “I will admit it’s tough sometimes. How are you doing? English to Amish, that’s a rare move. Not many can accept our ways. At least I knew what I was getting into when I came back.”

“I miss my computer,” Jonathan answered with a grin.

“I think I miss having my pickup the most,” Adam said, a tinge of wistfulness in his voice.

“Is it true you were a pilot?” Jacob focused his awe-filled gaze on Gideon. “I can’t believe you don’t miss flying.”

“I do, but I try not to dwell on it.” That didn’t always work. He missed the freedom of the air, but he was striving to find contentment on the ground.

“What he needs is an Amish wife to take his mind off his English ways,” Adam suggested with a chuckle. “It worked for me.”

Jonathan nudged Gideon and tipped his head toward the young women grouped together across the way. “See one you like?”

Gideon accepted their good-natured ribbing and pretended to look over the women. “Jacob, your sister is single, isn’t she?”

“Nee, she will soon be taken.” Jonathan’s sharp reply set Adam, Gideon and Jacob to laughing.

Adam stroked his beard. “The bishop’s oldest daughter is of age.”

The men looked toward the bishop’s hawk-faced wife, then looked at each other. They all shook their heads. “Not a chance,” Gideon said.

His new friends continued to suggest possible mates, but no one brought up Rebecca’s name. Finally, he couldn’t keep silent any longer. “Rebecca Beachy is still single. She’s not a youngster, but she’s not too old. We’re the same age.”

Jacob frowned. “She’s pretty enough, but she is blind.”

“That doesn’t mean she can’t be a wife and mother. Adam, do you know what became of her sister Grace?”

Adam shrugged. “She left the Amish, that’s all I know.”

“Rebecca said her family doesn’t speak of her anymore. I wondered why.” It was the change in Rebecca’s expression at the mention of her sister that had piqued his interest. He’d never seen such sadness on her face.

Eli Imhoff joined their group. “Gideon, how did my washer part work out?”

“It fit like a glove,” Gideon assured him.


Jacob spoke up. “Papa, we were trying to find a woman for Gideon. Any suggestions?”

“Find a woman who can cook,” Eli stated firmly. “Looks fade, cooking doesn’t.”

“Rebecca is a good cook.” Gideon was happy to list her accomplishments. He didn’t like that she had been overlooked in her own community.

“There are plenty of healthy women to choose from around here. A man needs a strong wife to stand by his side,” Jacob insisted with all the assurance of a teenager who had yet to go on his first date.

Gideon glanced toward the house and saw Rebecca come out with her aunt. He said, “What a man needs most is a woman who loves him.”

The problem he faced was how to convince Rebecca that they were meant for each other. When he looked her way again, he saw her grandfather standing at her side. Reuben was staring straight at Gideon.








Chapter Ten



“Emma, Gideon is desperately in need of your help.”

Gideon caught Adam’s cheeky grin and wanted nothing more than to stuff a sock in his cousin’s big mouth. Muttering under his breath, Gideon said, “See if I confide in you again.”

The two men were stacking chairs on tables in the café in preparation for cleaning the floors after closing. Outside the windows, the street of the town blinked with Christmas cheer as the townspeople and businessmen turned on their holiday lights.

“What help can I give, Gideon?” Emma asked. She was sweeping beneath the tables and booths.

“Never mind,” he said quickly.

“My cousin wants to court a woman and he has forgotten how we Amish do it.” Adam chuckled with glee as he ducked Gideon’s halfhearted punch.

“Adam, stop teasing Gideon.” Her stern tone made both men look in her direction. She leveled a no-nonsense glare at her spouse.

Adam wasn’t the least bit intimidated. He grinned at her and said, “I’ll go fill the sugar dispensers.”

He took the tray of glass containers and carried them into the kitchen. When he was out of sight, Emma turned to Gideon. “Pay no attention to your cousin. He loves to tease. Who is this special woman?”

“I’d rather not say. Courting was much easier when I was young.”

“You are not so very old.”

“Maybe not, but I’m too old to attend the singings and such. I can’t ask her to a movie. I’m at a loss.”

“There are many ways for you to get together. You can take her to visit her family. You can take her on a buggy or sleigh ride, just the two of you some evening. You can bring her here for a meal. Every woman likes a break from cooking.”

“I’ve already thought of those things, but I’m not sure they set the right tone.”

Emma tilted her head to the side. “Isn’t showing her you want to spend time together the right tone?”

“The thing is, I’m afraid she’ll say no if I come straight out and ask her to dinner or to go for a sleigh ride. I want her to get to know me better, but in a friendly way. I want her to feel comfortable in my company.”

“You are new to our church. Well, perhaps we could get up an ice-skating party and make sure she is invited.”

“I’m pretty sure she won’t skate.”

Emma laid her broom aside and planted her hands on her hips. “I could make more useful suggestions if I knew who I was talking about.”

Gideon knew Emma and Rebecca were friends. He took a second to wonder what Emma would think about him courting her friend. After all, how could Emma be certain he would remain Amish? He knew a lot of people had their doubts. Unless he found a few dozen things to repair in Rebecca’s house he didn’t have an excuse to spend much time in her company.

If he could convince Rebecca of his feelings before she had her surgery, he could be by her side no matter what her results were. He needed her to understand his affection had nothing to do with her sight or lack of it. He decided to take this chance.

Drawing a deep breath, he said, “It’s Rebecca Beachy.”

Emma’s brows arched in surprise. “You wish to court Rebecca? You don’t mind that she is blind?”

“Why should I mind? She is funny, she is devout, she is hard-working and she has a wonderful smile. I loved her when we were young. I never thought I’d have a chance to love her again, but God has been good to me. After all these years she is not married and beyond my reach. Rebecca is the woman of my heart.”

Smiling broadly, Emma said, “Rebecca enjoys ice-skating.”

It was his turn to be stunned. “She does?”

“Have you solved my cousin’s woes?” Adam asked as he brought the filled sugar containers back from the kitchen.

Emma winked at Gideon. “Nee, but we have decided to have a skating party this coming weekend. Do you think Elam Sutter will let us use his pond?”

Adam plunked down his tray on the table beside her. “No harm in asking. It sounds like right goot fun.”

Laying a finger on her lips, Emma tapped them slowly. “I will make up a picnic basket and bake some pies. We may even close the café so the girls who work for us can come.”

Adam grinned. “She will let our English guests starve. It does not matter that they pay the bills.”

“Nonsense. I will make sure there is plenty of bread and meat for sandwiches on the sideboard.”

She started sweeping again. “This is a goot idea if I do say so myself.”

Gideon didn’t care whose idea it was as long as Rebecca was there.


Emma stopped what she was doing. “Gideon, I almost forgot. Reuben Beachy came in today. He wanted me to tell you he has a used leather-cutting machine being delivered next week and he wants you to make some repairs on it.”

A shiver of unease slipped down Gideon’s spine. “He asked for me, not for Adam?”

Smiling brightly, Emma nodded. “Ja. He said giving you the job was his way of helping you get started in the business community. He is a fine man.”

Adam glanced at Gideon and his smile disappeared. “He’s a fine man and very sharp for his age. Do not assume otherwise.”

 

“A skating party. What a wonderful idea. I’m so excited.” Katie Sutter clapped her hands together. Her two-year-old daughter, Rachel, playing on the floor at her feet, clapped, too, making all the women smile.

“What do you think, Rebecca?” Emma asked as they sat together around the kitchen table in the home of Faith and Adrian Lapp.

“I think it sounds like fun.” Rebecca held a skein of yarn open on her hands as Faith unwound it. Katie, Emma and Sarah were cutting pieces of fabric remnants and sorting them in preparation for Rebecca’s next quilting project. Since Rebecca didn’t feel comfortable attacking pieces of cloth with scissors, she was helping Faith with her knitting.

“We can have a bonfire and roast hot dogs. I love doing that. Elam is going to make sure we have plenty of benches to sit on, too. I can’t wait until Saturday.” Katie’s enthusiasm was catching and her friends were happy to indulge her.

Katie’s childhood, under the thumb of her cruel older brother, had been bereft of childish fun. Elam, her doting husband, was happy to help her make wonderful new memories for her and their children.


Faith said, “I don’t skate, but I can’t wait to see Kyle learn. He’ll enjoy it for sure.”

Rebecca heard the door bang open and suspected the culprit was Faith’s nephew. When she heard his voice she knew she had guessed correctly. “Mamm, Myrtle spit on Daed and me again.”

A sour smell permeated the room as heavy footsteps followed Kyle’s into the kitchen. Adrian’s deep voice said, “Faith, I know you love that alpaca, but she is going to find her long scrawny neck tied in a bow one of these days.”

Everyone giggled for there wasn’t an ounce of malice in his words. Faith sighed, rose to her feet and handed her half-wound ball of yarn to Rebecca. “I’ll be the one tying the knot because I’m the one doing the extra laundry. There are clean shirts in the bedroom. Take those off and let me soak them.”

As they trooped out of the room, Sarah whispered, “Did you notice Kyle is calling them Mamm and Daed, now? I knew he would be happy here, but I never expected to see my cousin Adrian so happy again after his first wife and child perished. God was good to bring Faith and Kyle into his life.”

Katie said, “Kyle has adjusted well to our Amish ways. To look at him you would never know he was raised in an English home.”

“I know someone else who is adjusting well to our Amish ways,” Emma added.

“Are you talking about Jonathan?” Katie asked. “It’s hard to believe he has been with us for a year now. Elam tells me he plans to be baptized soon.”

Emma said, “I was talking about Gideon Troyer.”

Rebecca kept her voice level. “He has not been with us long. He may fall back into his old ways. If a man breaks his vow once, he may do it again.”

“Do you really think so?” It was Katie’s voice this time.


Emma was quick to speak up for Gideon. “I believe he is sincere.”

“What did I miss?” Faith asked as she came back into the room. She went to the sink and began filling it with water. The smell of lemon-scented laundry detergent quickly overpowered the stink of alpaca spit.

Emma said, “We were talking about Gideon Troyer. I said I think he is sincere in his desire to live Amish.”

“That’s because you love Adam and he returned from the outside world,” Rebecca pointed out.

Faith began swishing the shirts in the water. “I agree with Emma. I see a man who wants to live Plain. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have rented my old house to him.”

Rebecca perked up. “Gideon has rented a house?” That did sound as if he intended to stay a while. “Ja. Adrian and I didn’t want it to sit vacant, but we didn’t want to sell it. We would like Kyle to live there when he is grown, but the place needs many repairs. Gideon said he would do them in exchange for a lower rent. It was an excellent solution so we agreed. I believe Gideon’s mind is made up. I think he is here to stay.”

Rebecca wished she could be as certain. “Time will give us the answer.”

“It’s no easy thing to give up the English life,” Katie said quietly.

“You did it,” Sarah pointed out. Everyone knew Katie had followed her English boyfriend into the outside world and only returned to Hope Springs after he left her pregnant and destitute. With no place to go, she had returned to her brother’s house to beg his forgiveness only to find he and his wife had moved away.

“If it had not been for the kindness of Elam and his mother I would have gone back. We must all show Gideon that he has made the right choice.”


“How do we do that?” Rebecca asked.

“Do what Elam and Nettie did for me. Treat Gideon with kindness and forgiveness. Treat him like he has always been, and will always be, one of us. If we doubt him we show him our own lack of faith.”

Rebecca nodded. They were wise words and she held them in her heart. She wanted to believe Gideon would stay more than she cared to admit, but did she dare?

 

Gideon was stunned to see a passenger van pull up and stop in front of his new home Friday afternoon. He was even more shocked to see the doors open and members of his family begin climbing out.

He moved toward them. “What is this? Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?”

“Then it wouldn’t have been a surprise,” his mother announced as Abraham helped her out of the van. Behind his parents came Levi and his young wife, Mary, carrying a baby in her arms and followed by three stair-step blond boys in identical black hats like the one their father wore.

From the far side of the vehicle came his sisters, Betty and Susie. Each of them had toddlers in tow. They both greeted Gideon with a quick peck on the cheek. Joseph was the last one out of the vehicle. He hung back from the others.

Gideon’s father looked the house over. “Is the roof sound?”

His father, although primarily a farmer, had worked odd jobs in construction for as long as Gideon could remember. “As near as I can tell it is, but I would value a second opinion.”

“I will take a look. Have you a ladder?” Abraham asked.

Gideon nodded. “Ja, it’s leaning against the back porch.”

Waneta motioned to Joseph who was watching Levi unload boxes and baskets from the back of the van. “Joseph, go with your father and make sure the he doesn’t fall off the roof.”

“Have Gideon go. He isn’t afraid of heights,” Joseph countered.

Waneta gave him a stern look. “Neither are you and I want to speak to Gideon.”

She and the women bustled up the steps and into the house. Levi brought a large box and pushed it into Gideon’s hands. “I will go help Daed. You can unload the van.”

Levi glanced after their mother and said, “I hope you have a ready list of eligible women in the area for Mamm. I think you’re about to get the, ‘It takes a good woman to make a good home’ speech. If you don’t, I’ll bake you a pie.”

Gideon inclined his head closer to Levi. “I don’t have a long list. I have one name. Is the speech true?”

Levi smiled fondly at his boys. “Ja. It’s true. But as happy as you will be with a wife, just wait till the babies arrive.”

Talk of marriage and babies could wait. For now, Gideon was overjoyed to have his family around him. After ten long years of solitude, he was part of something bigger, something wonderful once again. He was part of the Troyer family.

He looked down at Levi’s boys, standing quiet and patient beside their papa. He said, “How would you boys like to see some very strange animals?”

The youngsters looked at Levi. He nodded. “You may go with your Onkel Gideon.”

Gideon gave Levi back the box and said, “Put it in the kitchen and tell the women I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

“What kind of animals?” the oldest one asked. He reached up to take Gideon’s hand.

A thrill of happiness shot through Gideon as he grasped the small fingers. Smiling, he said, “The woman who owns this place raises alpacas. They are out in the orchard.”

“What’s an almapa?” the second youngest asked.


Joseph answered, “An alpaca is like a camel. Are they mean?”

Gideon looked at Joseph and saw the light of interest in his eyes. Pleased, Gideon said, “Some of them spit.”

Joseph came toward Gideon and picked up the youngest child. Holding the two-year-old, Joseph spoke to him. “We can spit back, right, Melvin?”

The toddler nodded. “Me ’pit.” He proceeded to demonstrate his skill.

Gideon laughed. “Maybe I should warn the herd that Melvin is on the way.”

Joseph adjusted the child’s hat. “The barn cats at home give him a wide berth.”

Walking toward the orchard, Gideon was filled with a deep sense of contentment. In the future his children would play with these cousins. They would gather together at his parents’ farm for holidays, weddings and birthdays. He would never be excluded again.

 

The skating party was well under way on Saturday when Gideon, along with Adam and Emma, arrived at the Sutter farm. After helping Emma down from the buggy, Gideon unhitched their horse and led him to the corral where several dozen horses were tied up along the fence. Still in their harnesses, the animals munched contentedly on the hay spread out at their feet and waited for their owners to claim them when they were ready to go home.

Gideon met up with Adam and Emma again. Taking one of the baskets Emma had packed with goodies from her arm, Gideon walked behind them as they followed a trampled path to a large pond at the base of the hill. A bonfire burned in a flattened area two dozen feet from the edge of the pond. There were at least twenty adults and twice that many children already skating.


“Emma, I’m so glad you could make it.” Katie Sutter waved at them from a makeshift table loaded down with food.

Gideon handed over his basket and looked around for Rebecca. She wasn’t among the women around the table, nor was she sitting on the wooden benches Elam Sutter had supplied for spectators and tired skaters. The party had seemed like a good idea when Emma suggested it, but if Rebecca didn’t come he was back to square one.

Emma moved to stand beside him. “She’s already out on the ice. Get your skates on.”

He looked at the crowd of people circling the pond and spotted her skating beside a young woman. Rebecca held on to her partner’s hand but she skated with ease, occasionally turning to glide backward. He gazed at her in amazement.

“Get your skates on,” Emma prompted again. “I’m sure Sally would like a chance to skate with some of the young fellows here. I know several who are eager to offer.”

Gideon didn’t need to be told twice. He took a seat on one of the nearby benches and traded his boots for a pair of skates he had borrowed from Adam. After lacing them up, he took a few uncertain steps out onto the ice.

He didn’t fall, but he came close. It had been a few years since he last ventured onto a frozen pond. His confidence grew quickly as his skills returned. When he was sure he wouldn’t make a fool of himself, he skated toward Rebecca.

Reaching her side, he said, “You continue to amaze me, Rebecca.”

“Do I?” Her smile was bright and her cheeks flushed pink from the cold and her exertion.

“Would you mind if I made a round or two with you?” He held his breath as he waited for her reply.

The young woman with her said, “I could use a cup of hot cocoa.”


“Of course, Sally. Run along and thank you for your company.”

As Sally skated away Gideon offered Rebecca his arm. “Ready?”

“When you are.”

He pushed off and wobbled badly. She grasped his arm tightly to hold him up. “Careful.”

He was glad she couldn’t see embarrassment written all over his face. “Sorry. Guess I’m out of practice.”

“It will come back to you,” she assured him.

Gideon pushed off again and stayed upright. After a few moments they fell into an easy rhythm as they glided side by side.

They passed several older couples including her grandfather and his wife taking a slow, stately journey around the perimeter. Three boys shot past them racing each other and weaving in and out of their fellow skaters with juvenile recklessness.

Rebecca let go of Gideon and extended her arms out from her sides. “I love skating. It almost feels like flying.”

Grasping her fingers lightly, he said, “Almost.”

She lowered her arms. “Do you miss it terribly?”

“Yes.”

She didn’t say anything else. They continued to glide over the ice in a comfortable silence. He was deeply aware of the woman by his side. The need to hold her in his arms and kiss her was overwhelming. The need to protect her and make her his own grew stronger every day. This wasn’t the kind of love he’d known in the past.

Oh, he had loved Rebecca when he was young, but it was a pale thing compared to the emotion she awoke in him now. The intensity of his feelings frightened him. What if she couldn’t love him back?

She let go of his hand again, this time to spin in a tight circle. Then, with a spray of ice, she stopped abruptly. She was breathing hard and smiling. She said, “Let me see you do that.”

“Okay.” He turned around once slowly. “How was that?”

“Your technique needs work.”

“Are you blind? That was perfect.”

She skated toward him. “Perfectly awful.”

He stood still until her outstretched hands touched his chest. He captured them beneath his own, wishing neither of them were wearing gloves. He wanted to feel her touch on his bare skin. He wanted to cup her face between his hands and kiss her until they were both breathless.

She moved back and he let her. This wasn’t the time or the place to reveal the depth of his emotions. He would be patient and wait for her no matter how long it took.

Reaching out with one hand she said, “I believe I’m ready for some hot chocolate now.”

“As you wish.” He led her across the ice and warned her when she reached the edge. She followed his instructions and found the bench with one hand.

Sitting down, she said, “Goodness, I didn’t realize how tired I was.”

“Does your chemotherapy make you tired?”

“A little.”

“Is your treatment going well? Adam told me you won’t be able to have the surgery unless you respond to the drugs they are giving you.”

“Dr. White assures me all is going as hoped. I’m afraid to believe that.”

He left her and returned a few minutes later with two steaming cups in his hands. He gave her one and sat beside her. Gideon sipped his hot drink but it was Rebecca’s nearness that kept the afternoon chill at bay.

The trio of speed skaters went flying past again. A group of the girls on the sidelines began egging them on. Elam’s booming voice called for an official race. The pleasure skaters happily moved aside. Start and finish lines were set up and a track outlined by spectators. A dozen boys took their places.

Bishop Zook raised his hand. “Three times around. Go!”

Cheers broke out as families urged on their favorites. With nearly everyone out on the ice, he and Rebecca were alone on the bench.

Rebecca set her empty cup aside. “I remember some wonderful skating parties when we were young. Grace could fly like lightning on the ice. She beat every boy who raced her.”

A cloud of unhappiness settled over Rebecca’s face. It broke Gideon’s heart to see her joy turned to sadness. He took her hand to offer his comfort. “Rebecca, what happened? I know the two of you were very close.”

Gideon’s touch startled her. She wanted to pull away, but the kindness in his voice held her fast. She could feel the warmth of his touch even through her mittens. As Booker once told her, she was woman enough to sense the bond forming between her and Gideon. She thought she knew where he wanted this relationship to go but everything was happening too fast.

Was she ready to start down the path he offered? A long time ago she turned aside from the love Gideon offered because of Grace. She lost her sight and her one true love. Was it possible that God would restore both to her? Had she truly been forgiven?

“Rebecca, I can see you are troubled. Sometimes it helps to talk.”

His gentle encouragement brought tears to her eyes. “Grace has been on my mind a lot lately. Do you remember the time she and I went to a hoedown with you?”


“It was the only time you came to one of those wild parties.”

“I wish I hadn’t gone even that once.”

“You were with me most of that night. Did something happen to you?”

“Not to me. To Grace. She said you thought I was hopelessly uncool, a scaredy cat. That’s why I went. I wanted to impress you with how modern I could be. Maybe I wanted to impress my sister a little, too.”

“I never thought you were uncool. I thought you were everything an Amish woman should be.”

“You were wrong.”

“I know it was the first hoedown you both went to, but I saw Grace plenty of times after that. Your sister liked to party.”

“Do you remember her boyfriend?”

“Not really. I remember that my brother wanted to court her but she wasn’t interested in him.”

“That was because she had started going out with an English boy. He was trouble, but she couldn’t see it.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“Drugs. Grace became an addict.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

“No one knew for a long time, but I suspected something was wrong after that night.”

“It is truly sad that the plague of drugs has reached into our Amish communities. Has your sister sought help for her addiction?”

“Several times that I know of, but each time she has fallen back into the pit. It has such a powerful hold on her mind.”

“Is that why your parents no longer speak of her?”

“They poured their hearts and their money into trying to help her. She used their love to feed her habit for years, begging for money, stealing things from our home to sell for drugs. When she was arrested for selling drugs to other Amish girls Bishop Stoltzfus told my parents that she was lost to them. He forbade us to have any contact with her. If we did, we would be placed under the ban, too. It was a terrible time for them. I could have prevented it all.”

“You can’t blame yourself for her choices.”

“You don’t understand. The night of the party, I saw her boyfriend buying drugs. I overheard him telling his friends that he and Grace were going to get high, but I didn’t warn her. She knew I didn’t like him. I didn’t think she would believe me, but I should have told her. I should have made her listen me.”

“Rebecca, taking drugs was still her decision.”

“No, it wasn’t. She told me later that he put them in her drink. She didn’t know what she was taking. It wasn’t just at that party although that was the start. She sneaked out to see him almost every night that summer. She was hooked on the drugs before she knew what was happening to her.”

“Rebecca, you don’t know that Grace would have listened to you even if you had warned her.”

“She blames me. She told me so. I was older. It was my responsibility to watch out for her. I turned a blind eye to her when she was in danger and God punished me because of that. How right she was.”

“And you think that is why you lost your sight?”

“It was a just punishment. Grace lost her soul because of me. I don’t want to go into surgery until I know for certain if she has forgiven me.”

He was silent for a long moment. Rebecca could hear the cheers of the crowd spike then die down. Someone had won. Others had lost.

Gideon asked, “Do you know where she lives? Can you reach out to her?”

He didn’t tell her she was being foolish. She could have kissed him for that. His understanding gave her the courage to make her next request. If he refused, she didn’t know where else to turn. She squeezed his hand. “I don’t know where she is. Will you help me find her?”








Chapter Eleven



Gideon hadn’t expected this. Rebecca was asking him to help her find her runaway sister, a sister she was forbidden to contact. What if her family or Bishop Stoltzfus found out about it?

The bishop would jump at the chance to excommunicate Gideon again. He had accepted Gideon’s confession, but he made it clear he wouldn’t tolerate any transgressions against the Ordnung. His attitude was the reason Gideon’s family had arranged for him to stay with Adam. While Gideon had been attending church services in Hope Springs, he wasn’t an official member of Bishop Zook’s congregation. He belonged to Bishop Stoltzfus’s church, as did Rebecca’s parents.

Gideon knew his actions could have serious repercussions. If it were discovered that he helped Rebecca against the bishop’s express wishes, he would forfeit his ability to see his family. It was a lot to risk after all he’d given up to return to the fold.

He looked down at the woman holding his hand. That she trusted him enough to ask such a favor was heady knowledge. He was only beginning to understand the extent of the suffering she endured in silence during the years he was gone.


He had sought her forgiveness to make a fresh start in his life. How could he deny her the same blessing?

Many of the skaters were leaving the ice and coming their way. Rebecca tugged her hand from his. He let go reluctantly. Part of the reason he’d given up his career and everything he’d worked for was simply for the right to reenter her life. How could he refuse her request?

He asked, “What if you can’t find her before your surgery date? It’s only ten days away.”

“I will go to New York because so many people have worked to make it possible. I am not ungrateful, but I know the chances of recovering my vision are slim.”

“Slim because the surgery is difficult, or because you feel you don’t deserve to see?”

“You are as astute as an English fellow I met recently. Or perhaps my face is easier to read than I think.”

“Rebecca, forgiveness begins in our own hearts.”

“I know that.”

“So you profess, but you have not forgiven yourself for the mistakes of your past. Your guilt is a useless burden.”

She turned her face away from him. “I expected you to understand. You sought the forgiveness of your family, my forgiveness. How is what I seek any different?”

He pressed his lips into a tight line. She was right about that. He carried his own share of guilt. “I do understand. I will see what I can find out.”

Her head came up. “You will?”

“Where was she the last you knew?”

“Millersburg.”

“I’ll make a few calls. If she was arrested, the sheriff should have a last known address for her. I can use the computer at the public library to search for her online.”

“Thank you, Gideon. You know the English ways and how they live. If anyone can find her, I’m sure it is you. Each day I find new reasons to be grateful God has returned you to us.”

Daniel Hershberger walked up to them. “Rebecca, would you take a turn around the pond with me?”

She nodded. “Of course.”

Gideon watched her skate away with Daniel. Under his breath Gideon said, “It’s not your gratitude that I want, Rebecca. It’s your love.”

 

Three days after the skating party, Vera dropped Rebecca in front of the doctor’s office for her treatment. As Rebecca unfolded her cane, she said, “Don’t wait on me today. I have some errands I’d like to run and then I’m meeting a friend for supper so I will be late coming home.”

“A date for supper? Can I hope this friend is Daniel Hershberger?”

Rebecca forced herself to smile, but she couldn’t lie. “I would rather not say.”

Gideon had stopped by their farm that morning. Luckily, Vera had been outside feeding the chickens and gathering eggs. Gideon had an address and he was willing to go with her today.

“Oh, a secret, is it?” Vera chuckled. “That is the way courtships should be. I will not wait up.” With a slap of the reins, she set her buggy in motion.

Inside the clinic building, Rebecca waited her turn to see the doctor. When his nurse, Amber, called Rebecca’s name, Rebecca followed her to the exam room. When the door was closed behind them, Rebecca said, “I have heard there is a new woman in town that offers rides to the Amish. I think her name is Miriam Kauffman?”

“Yes, I met her at church last Sunday. She was raised Amish but didn’t join the Amish faith and moved away. She came back to help her mother when her father became ill. He passed away not long ago.”

“Would you call her and see if she is free today? I have a trip I’d like to make.”

“Of course. I’ll have our receptionist give her a call. Mrs. Nolan keeps a list of everyone who can help with transportation. Do you want me to check if Samson Carter is free, too?”

“Nee.” Samson was a gossip. Rebecca didn’t want news of her visit getting back to her family.

After her lab tests and the infusion of her chemo, Rebecca returned to the waiting room. Wilma Nolan, the doctor’s elderly receptionist, said, “I called Miss Kauffman. She is free today and can provide you with taxi services. Shall I call her back and tell her you’re ready to go?”

“That will be fine. Danki.”

“Just have a seat, and I’ll let you know when she arrives.”

Rebecca sat and waited with growing dread. Was this the right thing to do? Would Miriam be discreet, or would she spread gossip about who and where she drove folks?

Rebecca didn’t have long to fret. A few minutes later, she heard the door to the clinic open. A woman’s voice asked quietly, “Are you Rebecca Beachy?”

Rebecca rose to her feet. “I am.”

“Where can I take you?”

Unaware of who might be listening, Rebecca decided against giving out the address. Instead, she said, “I have directions in my purse. I’ll find them for you when we are in the car.”

“Okay, fine. How do we do this?”

Rebecca held out her hand. “If I take your arm, it’s easy for me to follow you.”

Outside, Miriam asked, “Do you want to sit in the front seat or the back?”


“The back. Someone will be joining me.” Once she was seated, Rebecca waited until Miriam got in on the driver’s side. When she heard the door close, she held out a slip of paper. “We need to pick up another passenger at the Wadler Inn, then I’d like you to take us to this address.”

“375 North Broadway in New Philadelphia, is that right?”

“Ja.” If Grace lived there, Rebecca wasn’t sure what she would say to her sister. No, she knew what she would say. What she was afraid of was her sister’s answer. What if Grace couldn’t forgive? What then?

The drive to the Wadler Inn took only a few minutes. When the car stopped, the door beside Rebecca opened and she heard Gideon get in.

Miriam asked, “Are we waiting on anyone else?”

“No,” Gideon answered.

“Okay, then, we’re off.”

The first few miles of the trip were spent in silence. Rebecca was too nervous to engage in chitchat. Finally, it was Gideon who spoke. “I understand you are ex-Amish, Miss Kauffman?”

“I chose not to be baptized. It wasn’t the life for me. I grew up near Millersburg. My family was Swartzentruber Amish.”

The Swartzentruber Amish were a strict Old Order sect. They lived austere lives even by Amish standards. They had no indoor plumbing. They didn’t allow cushions on their furniture. Nor did they allow lights or the reflective orange triangles on their buggies that warned they were slow-moving vehicles in spite of the dangers. Their teenagers did not enjoy a rumspringa, but were expected to join the faith without question.

Gideon said, “I’ve heard Swartzentruber young people who don’t choose baptism are shunned by their families.”

“They are. My family had a falling-out with the bishop in their church district after I left. They moved to Hope Springs a few years ago and joined a more liberal church. When my father became ill, my mother asked me to return.”

“Not all bishops are created equal. I can vouch for that.” Gideon’s voice held a hint of bitterness.

Rebecca thought of all he had gone through to make the transition back the Amish life and still the bishop of his former congregation did not welcome him.

Gideon leaned close to Rebecca. “You look nervous.”

“I shouldn’t be. I’m only going to visit my sister. Are you sure we will find her in New Philadelphia?”

“This is the only address the sheriff had for her. It’s more than a year old. She might not be there, but at least she hasn’t been in trouble with the law in the last thirteen months.”

“Gideon, I appreciate your help with this. I would not have known where to start.”

“I guess my time in the outside world wasn’t a complete waste. I was able to use the computer at the public library. I’m glad I could help, Rebecca. I’m glad you asked me.”

His last words, spoken so softly against her ear, sent shivers down her spine and filled her with excitement. If she turned her face a little their lips would meet. He wanted to kiss her. She knew it. What surprised her was how much she wanted to be kissed by him.

She faced straight ahead. After a moment, he moved away but she wasn’t able to relax. The ride seemed to take forever. Gideon tried to put her at ease by relating things he saw along the roadside. Any other time, she would have appreciated his kindness. Today, she was too keyed up.

At long last, Miriam said, “This is New Philadelphia.”

Rebecca sat up straight. “Is it a big city? How will we find her address?”

“GPS,” Miriam and Gideon said at the same time. Then they both laughed.

Rebecca had no idea what they were talking about or why it was funny. Gideon had much more in common with their English driver than she did.

He said, “This is a nice midsize. How’s the gas mileage?”

“Thirty-two highway. Not bad.”

“That’s better than my Audi SS got.”

“You drove an SS? I’ve always wanted one. Do they handle as well as people say?”

“Better. It’s a sweet machine. Zero to sixty in nothing flat. I was sorry to sell it.”

“I can imagine. Still, it would have looked funny being pulled by a horse, even in Amish country.”

“I might have gotten by with it. It was black.” He was joking, but Rebecca sensed how much he missed the vehicle he once owned. How could he be content with a horse and buggy after driving fast cars and flying planes?

Miriam made several turns and finally came to a stop. She said, “I believe this is it.”

Rebecca reached for Gideon’s hand and squeezed his fingers tightly. “What do you see? What kind of house is it?”

“It’s a nice neighborhood. The house is an older home with a porch that wraps around it on two sides. It’s two stories tall and painted blue with white trim. There are white shutters on the windows. And…”

“And what?” she insisted.

“It doesn’t look like the kind of place a drug addict would hang out.”

“That is goot, isn’t it?”

“Maybe. Or maybe we have the wrong address. I guess there is only one way to find out.” He pushed open the car door.

Rebecca wanted to follow him but her body wouldn’t move.

Please Lord, give me the courage I need.

Gideon said, “You didn’t come this far to sit in a car.”


“Nee. I did not.” Forcing her trembling muscles to move, Rebecca scooted out of the car and stood.

“I will be right beside you,” he said quietly. Taking her hand, he tucked it in the crook of his elbow and started forward. Rebecca had no choice but to follow him.

He said, “We’re at the front steps. There are five of them. There is a handrail on your left side.”

Grasping the rail, she walked up the steps. The boards of the porch creaked as Gideon led her across them. “We are at the front door. Do you want me to ring the bell?”

Her body was shaking, but she managed to nod. “I did not come all this way just to stand on the porch.”

“That’s my girl.”

She wasn’t his girl, but she liked the sound of that.

Gideon rang the bell. Inside the house, the chime played a brief tune.

When the door opened, Rebecca braced herself. Only it wasn’t her sister’s voice she heard. A man asked, “Can I help you?”

Rebecca spoke up. “We are looking for Grace Beachy. Does she live here?”

“Beachy was my wife’s maiden name. May I ask who you are?”

“I am her sister.”

“Really? My wife never mentioned she had a sister. Are you sure you have the right house?” His voice grew suspicious.

Grace was married. Perhaps she had found happiness far from her past. Rebecca prayed it was so.

“Who is it, dear?” It was Grace’s voice. Rebecca heard footsteps approaching and then a sudden, harsh intake of breath.

She said, “Hello, Grace.”

“Rebecca? Is it really you?”


“Ja. I’m so glad I found you.”

“Why did you come here? Why?” There was such pain in her sister’s voice. She wanted to reach out and gather Grace into her arms.

Grace’s husband said, “Honey, what’s going on?”

“Clearly, a blast from my past. It’s all right, Randy. I’ll explain everything later.”

He lowered his voice, but confusion colored his tone. “You told me your family was dead.”

“I’m dead to them. They are dead to me.”

Gideon spoke up. “We’ll only take a few minutes of your time. May we come in?”

Rebecca said, “This is my friend Gideon Troyer.”

“It’s been a long time, Grace. You may not remember me.”

“You’re Levi Troyer’s older brother.”

“That’s right.”

“I never thought you’d return to the Plain folk.”

Grace sounded so bitter. Rebecca saw her chances of making amends with her sister slipping away.

“Life has a way of changing what we see as important. May we come in?” Gideon asked again.

“I guess.” The door creaked slightly as Grace opened it wider.

Rebecca was grateful for Gideon’s solid presence beside her as she entered the house. They took a seat on a sofa. The room simmered with tension. Rebecca prayed for wisdom. She wanted her sister’s forgiveness. She needed it.

Grace’s husband asked, “Can I get you anything? Something to drink?”

Rebecca shook her head. “No, danki…thank you.”

Grace said, “Randy, why don’t you take Mr. Troyer outside and show him your greenhouse? I’d like to speak to Rebecca alone.”

“Are you sure, hon?”


“Yes.”

After the two men left the room, Grace said, “Randy has ten green thumbs. He would have made a good farmer. Fortunately for me, he’s a banker.”

Rebecca took a deep breath. “The reason I have come is to beg your forgiveness, sister, for the way I failed you when we were young.”

“You’re asking for my forgiveness? Wow. That’s not the way I thought this conversation would go if it ever happened.”

Rebecca sensed that she was entering an emotional quagmire. One false step and all would be lost. “I, too, have thought about this day. Many times. I have missed you.”

“You miss a naive sixteen-year-old Amish girl. I haven’t been that person in a long time.”

“I miss my sister.”

“But not enough to look for me in last eight years.”

“You know the reason I could not seek you out.”

“Sure. So what has changed? Are Mom and Dad okay?”

Rebecca realized the tension in her sister’s voice wasn’t anger. It was fear. She thought Rebecca had come to deliver bad news. “Mamm and Daed are the same as always. She complains that he spends too much time gossiping with neighbors. He complains that she enjoys bossing him around.”

With a nervous laugh, Grace said, “She does enjoy bossing him around.”

“Very much so. Grace, how did you think this conversation would go?”

“I never really thought it would happen. I was always afraid I’d run into someone from the family on the street or in the new superstore that opened two years ago. In my mind, I could see the stunned looks and then the inevitable question. Have I repented my evil ways? It never occurred to me that you would seek me out. Not once did I think you would be here begging my forgiveness.”


“I am begging it now. As you told me so long ago, I failed to protect you when you needed your big sister the most.”

“I said that?”

“You did, and you were right. The night we went to the hoedown together I saw your boyfriend buying drugs. I tried to find you to tell you his intentions, but I didn’t find you until it was too late.”

“Too late for what?”

“He’d already put the drugs in your drink. My failure led to your downfall. Months later you told me what happened. If I had warned you…you never would have become addicted to that terrible stuff. I could have saved you.”

“What else did I say?”

“That God had punished me by taking away my sight. I knew you were right.”

“That’s cold. Was I high when I said it?”

Puzzled, Rebecca frowned. “We were at home. Don’t you remember the day I found the drugs you’d hidden in your room?”

“I can’t have hidden them very well if a half-blind woman found them. No, Rebecca, I don’t remember saying those things, but I’m sure I did.”

It had been the most painful day of Rebecca’s life. It was the day she learned she would soon be completely blind and there was nothing that could be done for her.

Depressed and suffering in a world growing darker by the day, she cried out asking God why? Grace gave her the answer and she accepted it. That evening she refused Gideon’s offer of marriage and shut away all her hopes for the future.

She shook her head as she tried to comprehend what Grace was telling her. “How could you forget saying such a thing to me?”

“I was an addict. I would say or do anything to gain more dope or protect my stash. The night of the hoedown wasn’t my first experience with drugs. I sent…wow…I can’t even remember his name. I sent him to buy the drugs. I’d been using for months before that.”

“What?” Rebecca couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

“I started using marijuana when I was fifteen. By the time that hoedown rolled around I had graduated to meth.”

“You lied? You lied to me? Why? Why make me believe I was to blame?”

“Because I was an addict. Don’t you get it? Addicts don’t take responsibility for their actions. They lie, they cheat, they steal, they manipulate and they blame everyone but themselves. It’s easier than facing the truth.”

Rebecca leaned back into the sofa. It had all been a lie, but Grace’s words had changed everything. Because of her, Rebecca told Gideon she couldn’t marry him, believing she didn’t deserve happiness with him when Grace had suffered so much because of her. She believed God had taken her sight as a way to punish her.

How poor was her faith to believe such a thing of her Father in heaven?

Rebecca jumped when Grace touched her hands. “I’m sorry I lied to you, Rebecca. I’m sorry for the way I treated our parents and for the pain I caused more people than you will ever know. I’ve been clean for three years now. Although I don’t deserve it, I ask your forgiveness.”

“I forgive you.” Rebecca muttered the words even as she was reeling with grief. She’d lost so much.

“Randy knows I was an addict. He knows I have a record. He has been my second greatest supporter. God has been my first. It seems odd to say an Amish girl found God in rehab, but that is exactly what happened. Faith is a tricky thing. You can be raised with it all around you, but if you don’t open your heart to God, you will never truly know Him.”


“I’m happy for you, Grace.” Rebecca rose to her feet. She heard the sound of a door open and the murmur of male voices.

“Tell the family that I did manage to turn my life around. Do you think there is any chance that Mom and Dad would come for a visit?”

The quiver in Grace’s voice touched Rebecca deeply. She had hoped to find forgiveness here. Instead, she was the one who needed to forgive. She had already uttered the words, but in this moment, she knew the truth of them in her soul.

“I will do my best to convince them.” Rebecca held open her arms and the baby sister she prayed would forgive her rushed into them.








Chapter Twelve



Gideon stopped in the doorway to Grace’s living room and smiled at the sight of Rebecca with Grace in her arms. The two women looked so much alike that they could have been twins. One English, one Amish.

From the expression on their faces, he decided that at least one of his prayers had been answered. Rebecca had gained the forgiveness she sought.

Grace’s husband said to him, “Maybe we should go back to the greenhouse.”

Grace pulled away from Rebecca and wiped the tears from her cheeks. “Don’t be silly. We were just saying goodbye.”

Rebecca managed to smile. “I will write and share all the family news with you.”

Grace nodded. “That will be a good start. It’s going to take me a while to explain to Randy how many in-laws he actually has.”

“I can’t promise he will ever get to meet them,” Rebecca said quietly.

Grace took her hand. “I know, but it means the world to me that you came.”

“I will come again when I can stay longer. I must get back now.”


Grace extended her hand to Gideon. “Thank you for bringing her here.”

“You’re welcome. Did she tell you about her surgery?”

Grace glanced from his face to Rebecca’s. “No. What surgery?”

“There is a doctor in New York who thinks she can restore Rebecca’s sight.”

“There’s no guarantee,” Rebecca added quickly.

Grace cupped Rebecca’s face in her hands. “Nothing is beyond His powers. I will pray for your healing.”

The sisters embraced once more and then Gideon led Rebecca out to the car where Miriam sat reading a book. She closed it when she saw them and got out to open the door.

“Did you have a nice visit?”

“Ja, it was goot,” was all Rebecca said.

She was quiet all the way back to Hope Springs. He had little to do but watch the snow-covered countryside slide past. He wanted to press her about her conversation with her sister but he didn’t want to do it in front of Miriam.

At the inn, Rebecca got out with him. When the car pulled away, she said, “My thanks for arranging this, Gideon.”

“Let me get my horse and buggy, and I’ll drop you off on my way home. You can wait inside the inn for me.”

She raised her face to the cold evening air. “I don’t feel like going inside. Where do you keep your horse?”

“Naomi Wadler lives behind the inn. She lets me keep Homer in her little stable when I’m working in town. She says her mare likes the company.”

“What does the sky look like tonight, Gideon?”

He took her hand and placed it in the crook of his arm. “The sun is going down. There are high clouds above us.”

They began walking. “What kind of clouds?” she asked.

“Cirrus clouds.” She looked puzzled so he said, “Mares’ tails.”


“I remember them. They’re curly wisps high in the air. They mean the weather is going to change in a day or so. Have you flown through them?”

“Cirrus clouds normally form above twenty thousand feet. That’s higher than my type of plane would typically fly.” He wasn’t sure what to make of the mood she was in. She seemed pensive. Had he been mistaken about her visit with Grace?

“When I hear the sound of a plane engine in the sky I wonder where they are going in such a hurry. Where did you fly to?”

“Many places. I often took passengers on sightseeing flights over the Great Lakes. I carried supplies up to remote areas in Canada or fishermen on a wilderness holiday. I took fresh fruit to markets in the Midwest. I took a grandmother to see her new grandson on Drummond Island. Every day was different.”

“It must have been exciting.”

“That it was.”

“There isn’t much excitement in Hope Springs when an ice-skating party is the biggest thing to happen all week.”

“It can get quiet here. I’m still not used to the businesses closing up at five. No all-night grocery stores, no fast-food places open at one in the morning, no traffic on the roads. I’d give almost anything for a pizza place that stays open until midnight.”

When she didn’t speak, he wondered what she was thinking. Finally, she asked, “Are the clouds tinted red and gold by the sunset?”

“The sun is below the horizon so they’re barely pink now. It won’t be long before it’s full dark.”

“Then everyone will see what I see.” She fell silent. He didn’t know what to say.

They reached the stable a few minutes later. Sliding open the door, Gideon was greeted by a whinny from Homer. Rebecca said, “He sounds happy to see you.”

“Homer thinks he’s going to get a treat.” A second whinny followed from Naomi’s little mare.

Rebecca smiled. “She is hoping for one, too. If Homer has to go out on a cold night, he should have a treat. Where do you keep them?”

“Hold out your hands.” She did, and he poured a cup of alfalfa nuggets into her palms from a pail hanging on a hook. He led her forward until she was standing at the stall door. Homer stretched his neck out and began to nibble them up.

When her hands were empty, she dusted them together. Reaching out, she located Homer’s face and scratched him under his chin. “What color is he?”

“He’s a dark dapple gray. His sire was a Percheron. He’s not a fast horse, but he gets the job done.”

“I imagine he’s pretty.”

“Not so much. He’s got a Roman nose and sloping shoulders.”

“You have to look past his physical defects. On the inside he is pretty.”

“So are you. Inside and out.” Gideon held his breath waiting for her reply. He wanted her to know he still cared for her, but he wasn’t sure she was ready to hear that.

“That is kind of you to say.” It was too dark in the barn to tell if she was blushing, but he suspected she was. She moved down the aisle to where Naomi’s mare stood with her head over the stall door watching the activity.

Gideon harnessed Homer and led him outside. It took him a few minutes to hitch up. When he went back inside the barn, he saw Rebecca sitting on the floor. She was crying. He rushed forward. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I’m being foolish, that’s all.” She drew her knees up to her chin and wrapped her arms around them.


He sat beside her on the dirt floor. “It isn’t foolish to cry. You’ve had an emotional day.”

“It wasn’t at all what I expected.”

“Are you sorry you went?”

“Nee, I’m not, but I’m sorry for many other things.”

“Like what?”

She drew a deep breath. “It doesn’t matter. I can’t put spilled milk back in the glass. Forgive my bout of self-pity. We should be getting home. I don’t want Vera to start worrying.”

Reluctantly, Gideon rose and helped her to her feet. As he held her hand a moment longer, he fought the urge to wrap his arms around her and draw her close. He needed to hold her as much as he needed his next breath.

 

Rebecca wanted nothing more than to throw herself into Gideon’s embrace and erase the years they had wasted. He had offered his friendship. Did she have the right to ask for more after sending him away all those years ago?

Would he welcome her advances or would he rebuff her? Or would he pity her, a blind old maid looking for love where there was none.

She wasn’t brave enough to find out. If only she could read the truth in his eyes.

After her surgery, God willing, she might be able to see for herself. If the surgery healed her. If Gideon was still here when she came home.

She’d felt how at ease he was with Miriam in the car. It was familiar for him. She’d heard the longing in his voice when he spoke about his car, about flying and the parts of the English world that he missed. Would his faith hold him here against the freedoms he’d known and given up?

Only time would tell. She had to fight this attraction she had for him. She couldn’t stand loving and losing him all over again.

Stepping away from him, she withdrew her cane from the pocket of her coat and extended it. “Please take me home. I have one of my headaches coming on.”

She found her way to the stable door and to the buggy outside. Gideon helped her in and then went around to the other side. The buggy dipped on its springs as he climbed in. The motion tipped her toward him. Her shoulder came in contact with his.

She didn’t move away. If this were the only closeness she could share with him, she would accept that. For now. If the surgery made her whole, things might be different. For the first time, she allowed herself to hope for her own recovery.

Gideon clicked his tongue and set Homer in motion. The plodding clop of his hooves, the jingle of the harness and the drone of the tires on the pavement were the only sounds as they drove out of town.

 

The following morning, Gideon entered the office at the Wadler Inn to meet with Adam about what service calls were scheduled for the day. Adam’s high-quality repair work brought back repeat customers both in and outside of Hope Springs. When he married Emma and became part owner of the inn, he had trouble keeping up with the demands on his time. Gideon was thrilled to work for Adam. It gave him a chance to use the skills he had acquired during his time in the English world. Adam was easygoing and a good boss to work for.

Adam looked up from his desk and the pile of paperwork in front of him. “Good, you’re here. Reuben Beachy stopped by looking for you.”

Gideon’s heart skipped a beat. Had Rebecca’s grandfather found out about their visit to Grace? Was he angry that Gideon had helped Rebecca arrange it? Gideon tried to keep his trepidation hidden. “Did he say what he wanted?”

“His used cutting machine has arrived.”

Gideon relaxed only slightly. “I’ll drop over and see if I can get it running for him.”

After leaving the inn, Gideon walked through Hope Springs and down the back alley leading to Reuben’s store. A new store stood where only ashes had been a few weeks ago, but the style of the shop was the same. Gideon entered through the back door.

The faint smell of smoke still lingered in the air triggering a rush of memories. Gideon felt the heat of the flames on his face. He felt the smoke burning his lungs. His brain screamed at him to get out. “Goot day, Gideon Troyer.” Reuben’s jovial voice pulled Gideon out of the darkness. He was in a bright new work-room. There were fewer tack pieces on display, but a new workbench had replaced the old one at the side of the room and new tools hung from their slots.

Gideon nodded to Reuben. “I understand you have some new equipment you’d like me to look at.”

“Ja. I will show you.”

Reuben led the way to a machine in the corner. Gideon set down his toolbox and squatted beside it to examine the motor first. “Have you tried turning it on?”

“What do you think of my new shop, Booker? The place looks much different than the last time you were here.”

Gideon looked up and met Reuben’s sharp eyes. His hope that the old man wouldn’t recognize him died a quick death. “How long have you known?”

“From the first moment I saw you. Rebecca is the only blind one in my family.”

Gideon rose to his feet. “I’m sorry for the deception. I felt I had to keep my identity a secret when I came for the auction. I was under the ban, but I wanted to help Rebecca. I thought if she knew who I was she would refuse the money I paid for her quilt.”

“I expect she would have done so, but dishonesty, no matter how noble the cause, is still dishonesty, Booker.”

Gideon folded his arms. “I wanted to help. I had no intention of staying in Hope Springs, but the weather kept me in town and I maintained my disguise.”

“Why?”

“So that I could spend time with Rebecca. We were close once. I wanted to know why she suddenly turned her back on me when I asked her to marry me.”

“And did you discover the reason?”

“I discovered that I still cared deeply for Rebecca.”

“This is why you came back here?”

“It was more than my feeling for Rebecca that made me return. I saw things when I was Booker that I missed more than I knew. I missed the closeness to God that the Amish have. I missed the sense of family and community. I wanted to become a part of that again.”

“And?”

“I didn’t realize how empty my life was until I saw Rebecca again. I wanted a chance to win her heart.”

“A woman is a poor reason to take up the yoke of our faith.”

“I’d like to think Rebecca is the instrument God used to bring me back to my senses and back to our faith. I did not make my confession lightly. I meant every word.”

Reuben stroked his beard as he pondered Gideon’s words. “Many an Amish lad might have left the faith but for the Amish lass who caught his eye. Myself included. What do you intend to do?”

“Live Amish. I already have a job. I’m renting a house. One day I will build a home of my own. I plan to court Rebecca, and I pray daily that she finds it in her heart to become my wife.”

“Have you told her you are the one she calls Booker?”

“No.”

Reuben’s shaggy eyebrows rose on his forehead. “You have not? Why?”

“Because Booker is gone. All that Booker was ended when I knelt before my father and begged his forgiveness. Rebecca is grateful to the man who paid for her surgery. I don’t want her gratitude. I wanted Rebecca to know and love me, Gideon Troyer.”

“For such a smart man, you’ve been pretty stupid.”

Gideon swallowed hard. “Are you going to tell her?”

“I will not. That is between the two of you. I understand your motives even if I don’t agree with them. You know her surgery may not give her back her sight.”

“That makes no difference to the way I feel about her.”

“Then I have something to ask of you. Soon, Rebecca and Vera will travel to New York City. Do you know this place?”

“I’ve been there many times.”

“I have read much about the city. I do not think it is a place I want my daughter and my granddaughter to travel alone.”

“Are you saying you don’t want Rebecca to have the surgery?”

“Nee, I’m asking you to travel with them. To see that they make it safely there and back. Will you do this for me?”

“I will.”

“Goot.”

“How will they travel there?”

“We have not decided. Perhaps by train from Akron, perhaps we will hire a driver for the entire trip.”

“The train will take a full day. The drive is nine hours at least. It would be better to fly from Akron.”


“Our ways are not about convenience, Booker. Gideon should know this.”

“You’re right. A day’s worth of travel is not a hardship. I will find a driver for Rebecca and Vera.”

“Goot. Now let us see if we can get this machine running. I have many orders to fill.”

Gideon hooked the motor to a car battery and turned the switch to start the propane-powered engine. The machine roared to life. He looked over his shoulder at Reuben leaning over him. “I don’t see anything wrong with this.”

“Wunderbaar! You are a fine mechanic, Gideon Troyer.”

Standing, Gideon gathered his unopened tool chest. “And you are a sneaky fellow, Reuben Beachy.”

 

Two days later, Gideon rounded a curve in the road on his way to town. The bright sunshine of the early morning had given way to encroaching clouds pushed by a sharp north wind. As was his habit when he passed Vera’s farm, he glanced toward the two-story frame house set back from the road in hopes of spotting Rebecca. The yard and lane were empty. Not that he really expected her to be standing out in the snow.

He slapped the lines against Homer’s rump. The gelding picked up the pace and put his head down as he started up the steep hill past Vera’s lane. As they reached the top, Gideon passed an Amish woman walking along the highway. To his surprise, it was Rebecca. She was heading toward Hope Springs.

He pulled to a stop and got out. “Would you be needing a ride? I have room.”

She stopped. Indecision flitted across her face but the next gust of cold wind settled matters. “Ja, a ride would be most welcome. It wasn’t this cold when I started out.”


Gideon took her arm and guided her to the buggy. “What are you doing walking to town?”

“Vera’s arthritis is giving her a great deal of pain today. I can do a lot of things, but I can’t drive a horse. So I must walk to town to see Dr. White.”

He climbed in beside her and closed the door. It was warmer out of the wind. “Is it the day for your chemo?”

She nodded. “Three days a week I must go and be poked and prodded to make sure the drugs are helping and not hurting me.”

“Do the treatments make you sick?”

“Nee.” She didn’t seem inclined to elaborate.

He set the horse in motion. He’d been hoping to spend time alone with Rebecca ever since he arrived in Hope Springs. Now that he had her to himself, he didn’t know what to say. He could see the outskirts of the town ahead. He didn’t have much time left. Homer wasn’t speedy by any stretch of the imagination, but it wouldn’t take him long to cover the last half mile.

Feeling the pressure, Gideon decided it was best to take the bull by the horns. “Your grandfather has asked that I go with you and Vera to New York when you travel there for your surgery.”

“Why on earth would Grandfather suggest such a thing?”

“He feels I will have a better understanding of the English city. He thinks my presence will make things easier and safer for the two of you.”

“Aren’t you worried that going out into the English world will provide a great temptation for you?”

“No.” Did she still doubt he would remain Amish? The thought was a sobering one. He wanted her to believe in him.

They rode in silence for the next several minutes. Finally, she asked, “Are you so sure your old life will not call you back?”


“Everything I want…no, everything I need in my life is here. Except for one thing.”

He glanced at her from the corner of his eye. He could see the curiosity simmering in her expression. Finally, she asked, “What one thing are you missing?”

“My mamm and my friends tell me it’s time I looked about for a wife. What do you think?”

Her brow furrowed. “What do you mean, what do I think? It is none of my business if you wish to take a wife.”

The subject made her uncomfortable. That was promising. He pressed harder. “You know the women in this community. I haven’t been here for very long. Is it too soon for me to be thinking about finding a mate?”

“How should I know?” She was miffed. It meant she cared.

He said, “Women talk. Have any of the women in our church expressed an interest in me?”

“If you are fishing for a compliment, Gideon Troyer, I must tell you your hook is bare.”

“I’m not fishing for compliments. I’m just trying to gauge my chances. I’m not all that handsome. I don’t have much to offer. I’m a handyman. I’m renting a home. What do people think about me?”

She shrugged then said, “I heard Sally thinks you’re handsome. If I remember right, you were a nice-looking fellow.”

“Danki. Which Sally?”

“Sally Yoder.”

“What? She can’t be older than seventeen.”

“She is nineteen. Old enough to be courting.”

“I am not robbing the cradle. I need someone closer to my own age.”

“Well, there is Sarah.”

He pretended to consider her. “Sarah. Hmm. Has she ever mentioned me?”

“Not within my hearing.”


“I’m afraid a widow would always be comparing me to her dead husband. I don’t think I would like that. Who else would you suggest?”

She folded her arms. “There is the schoolteacher, Leah Belier. She is in her early twenties.”

“No. She’s too smart.”

“Too smart for you?”

“Too smart to fall for a fellow like me.”

“Very true. It would be a foolish woman who set her heart on the likes of you.”

“You liked me once,” he reminded her to gauge her reaction.

Her chin came up a notch. “I outgrew it. What about Susan Lapp?”

“I am not so desperate as to ask out Susan Lapp.”

“‘A plump wife and the big barn never did any man harm.’” She recited the old adage with a smirk.

“She’s also at least fifteen years older than I am and she likes garlic. I don’t think you are taking this seriously.”

Crossing her arms, Rebecca blew out a sharp breath. “Very well. What about Helen Bender?”

“Too old.”

“Mary Beth Zook?”

“The Bishop’s daughter? Would you want Ester Zook as your mother-in-law?”

“You have a point.”

She went through a half dozen more suggestions. He found an objection to each and every one and enjoyed watching the play of emotions across her face. She did care for him.

When they reached the medical clinic, Gideon turned the horse into the parking lot in front of the building. He said, “We’re here.”

He couldn’t wait any longer. He had to know if he stood any sort of chance with her. He took her hand in his.


Flustered, she said, “I’m sorry I could not think of a wife to suit you. I fear I have listed everyone in Hope Springs who is single.”

He leaned closer, keeping hold of her hand. “Not everyone, Rebecca. You left out the one I have wanted to court all along.”

Her fingers twitched nervously in his grasp. “And who might that be?”

He leaned forward and whispered in her ear. “You.”








Chapter Thirteen



“What did you say?” Rebecca held her breath. Had she heard Gideon correctly?

“I want to court you, Rebecca Beachy.”

“Is this some kind of joke?” she demanded. She could pretend to play along with his wish list of brides, but hearing her heart’s most secret wish tossed into the game wasn’t funny.

“No. Why would you think that?”

“I’m blind, Gideon. I’m not stupid. I can’t be a wife to you or anyone else.”

“Why? Because you can’t see? Blind people can do almost anything a sighted person can do, just in a different way. You told me that. It takes a heart to love someone, not a pair of eyes.”

She turned her face away from him. “Don’t do this to me. I sent you away, and you have a right to be angry, but don’t punish me for something I did ten years ago.”

He cupped his fingers beneath her chin and lifted her face. If only she could read what was in his eyes.

“Rebecca, I’m not trying to punish you. In my own awkward way, I’m trying to tell you that my feelings for you have grown into something deep and wonderful. I love you, Rebecca.”


“You don’t mean that. You feel sorry for me, that’s all.”

“Darling, I pray you may one day see the love I have for you written on my face. If it is God’s will that you never look upon me, then I will whisper my love to you every day and every night so that you never doubt it.”

Slowly, her disbelief was pushed aside by the sincerity in his voice. Please, Lord, don’t let this be a joke at my expense.

“Gideon, we’ve only known each other these few short weeks. The feelings we had for each other as children no longer count. We aren’t the same people we were back then. Do you expect me to believe this brief time has been long enough for you to grow to love me? I’m not sure it can be.”

He sighed heavily. “You would have to be sensible. My timing isn’t great. I know that. You have a lot on your mind. I understand this must feel rushed to you. Only, say you will think about what I have said. Trust me when I say I have loved you for a long time. I don’t think I ever stopped loving you.”

“But you went away. You left without a word.”

“Yes, I did. I was a fool. No amount of anger or blame is going to bring back those lost years.”

“I shouldn’t have brought that up. I’m not angry with you anymore.”

“If you can forgive me, you must forgive yourself, too.”

She had the chance now to erase the pain she had caused. If she was brave enough to take it. “I will think on all you have said.”

She’d spent a decade believing she didn’t deserve to be loved. To hear Gideon say that he still loved her was almost more than she could bear. She wasn’t ready to share her feelings with him. She wasn’t certain how she felt. Her emotions were all jumbled.

“What are your plans, Gideon?”

“To stay.”


“Here in Hope Springs?”

“Yes. This is my home now.”

It was the right answer, the one she wanted to hear.

He asked, “Would you like me to wait and take you home after you’re finished with the doctor?”

“Nee, I will enjoy the walk back. It will give me time to think.”

“Are you sure? I don’t mind waiting.”

“I am not a child that must be guarded. You have work you must do. Do not let me keep you from it.”

“Spoken like the sensible woman you are. Very well. May I stop by to see you tomorrow evening?”

She smiled. “I would like that.”

Rebecca left his buggy and entered the medical clinic with her mind in a whirl. What should she do? What answer should she give him? Her sensible side said wait and see if Gideon could live true to their faith. Her heart cried out to grasp this chance at happiness before it was too late.

When it was her turn to see the doctor, she sat through the battery of tests with barely a thought for them. Finally, Dr. White entered the room and pulled his chair up beside her. “I’ve just spoken with Dr. Eriksson. We both feel the inflammation in your eyes has improved enough to go ahead with the surgery.”

“I thought it would be several more weeks yet.”

“Happily, you’ve responded to this treatment much better than we expected.”

“How soon does she wish to do the surgery?” Rebecca could barely breathe.

“The day after tomorrow. You’re to check into the hospital at seven in the morning. The surgery will take place at ten. If all goes well, you’ll find out twenty-four hours later if the surgery was a success.”

“I can’t believe it’s going to happen.” She would be home before Christmas. The thought of seeing her family’s faces after so many years brought tears to her eyes.

Please, God, let it be possible.

Dr. White said, “Rebecca, I caution you not to get your hopes up. It’s possible you won’t recover your sight.”

“I understand. I have faith, Dr. White. Faith that this surgery and the outcome is God’s will.”

He laid his hand over hers. “Everyone here will be praying for you.”

 

A whirlwind of packing and preparations followed that afternoon as Emma and Sarah came to help Rebecca and Vera get ready for their trip. With each article of clothing Rebecca put in her suitcase the situation became more real. She was going to New York. If all went well, she would be able to see again. Her hands started shaking at the thought.

Please, please, please, Lord, let me see.

After a sleepless night, Rebecca came down to the kitchen the following morning. Vera was already up ahead of her. She said, “Do I hear a buggy?”

“I don’t hear anything.”

Vera opened the front door. “Well, bless my soul.”

“What is it?” Rebecca moved to stand beside her aunt.

“There are a dozen buggies in the yard and more coming.”

Overwhelmed, the two women greeted the people who came to wish them Godspeed and offer prayers for their safe return. By the time Samson Carter pulled his van into the yard at eight o’clock, most of Rebecca’s church was waiting to see her off.

On the steps of the house, Bishop Zook pronounced a blessing over Rebecca as her grandfather and her aunt stood beside her gripping her hands. Her heart expanded with love for the gift of her family and friends and she gave thanks for all the people who loved her.


Getting into the van, she found Gideon already seated inside. He asked, “Are you ready for this?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Too late now. I’ve already paid for the van and booked the motel rooms. We’re off to the Big Apple.”

“I thought we were going to New York,” Vera said as she climbed in the front seat beside Samson.

Samson and Gideon chuckled. “So we are,” Samson declared.

The first half hour was exciting, but before long the car trip became exhausting for Rebecca. She soon had a headache and a queasy stomach brought on by the motion of the car. At their first stop, a roadside diner in eastern Ohio, Gideon ordered peppermint tea for her and an ice pack which he placed on the back of her neck. It helped, but she knew she was in for a rough day.

Gideon tried to distract her by painting word pictures of the countryside they traveled through. It was easy to imagine the rolling hills, the frozen lakes and rivers and the towns they passed as they traveled east. The occasional snore she heard from her aunt made her envious.

Sometime in the afternoon, she must have dozed off because she awoke with a start to find her head resting on Gideon’s shoulder. She started to sit up, but he held her still. “You’re fine where you are.”

If only he knew how much she wanted to stay exactly where she was.

He asked, “How’s the headache?”

“Some better.”

“Do you get them often?”

“Once or twice a month. Sometimes they’re just headaches, sometime they get very bad. Dr. White calls them migraine headaches. They started after I went blind.”

“Are you worried about this surgery?”


“I try not to be, but I can’t help it. My faith is not always strong enough.”

“You don’t have to be strong. You have friends who will be strong for you.”

“Friends like you?”

“I’m honored you count me a friend. I will always be that, no matter what decision you make about us.”

She didn’t want to think about their relationship. She only wanted to stay where she was at the moment. Safe in his arms, her head resting against his chest, listening to his heartbeat. She could hear the strong steady sound beneath her ear. It soothed her fears and gave her strength.

She said, “Tell me what you see outside the windows.”

“It’s dark now. We’re passing a small town. I see Christmas lights outlining the rooftops. Some are twinkling like the stars in the sky, some burn a steady red or blue. There are plastic reindeer in the front yard of the house we just passed. The one beside it has two blow-up plastic snowmen in their yard. I see a tall toy soldier down the block.”

“The English chose a funny way to celebrate the birth of our savior. He came among us in a lowly stable. There were no lights or toys to announce his coming.”

“Many English know the true meaning of Christmas. We can only pray those who don’t will find it in their hearts to believe.”

“How did you celebrate the day when you lived out in the world?”

“Sometimes I went to church with the woman who worked for me. Usually, I spent it alone. Christmas was a sad time for me after I left home. I missed my family. I missed going to the schoolhouse to watch the children give their program. Remember the year you and I had a poem to recite together?”

“I do. I messed up my lines and I cried. You were so kind to me later.”


“I had to make up for cutting the ties off your kapp somehow.”

She chuckled at the memory. “What will you do this year?”

“My parents and most of my family are coming to spend it with me. I’m not sure where I’ll put everyone in my house, but I sure will enjoy my mother’s cooking. I told her I’d like a big pan of her peach cobbler and pot roast with biscuits. She makes the best biscuits.”

“You say that, but you haven’t had one of mine.”

“Are you a good cook?”

“I have a certain talent with biscuits.”

“Are they light?”

“So light you have to hold a pot over the oven door to catch them when they float out.”

“But are they flaky?”

“So flaky that they have been mistaken for the pages of a book.”

“I lieb flaky biscuits with butter and honey. How is your shoo-fly pie?”

“Passable.”

“Eli Imhoff says I should marry a good cook because good looks fade but good cooking doesn’t.”

Rebecca giggled. “I don’t doubt that Nettie keeps him well fed.”

“What will you do for Christmas?”

“Vera and I will be at home for Christmas Day with my grandfather and his wife. We plan to travel to my parents’ home for old Christmas. After that, we will go to see my brother in Indiana.”

“Perhaps all of you could come and spend Christmas Day with my family,” he suggested.

“I would like that. I know my grandfather would, too. We haven’t spoken to your parents in many years.”


“I know my mother will be delighted to visit with you, but be prepared.”

“For what?”

“Many hints and suggestions about me. She wishes to see me married.”

“Is that why you’re on the lookout for a wife?”

“I’m not on the lookout for a wife. I’ve found the woman I want. I’m content to wait and see if she wants me.”

“For how long?”

“As long as it takes her to make up her mind. Enough about that. Try and go back to sleep.” He settled lower, adjusting his body to make her more comfortable.

She nestled against him and pretended to sleep but she never drifted off again. She didn’t want to miss a minute of being held in his arms. Suspended between the past and the future, she cherished the long miles and wished, just for a little while, that their journey never had to end.

After a while, Samson pulled off the highway and said, “This is our motel.”

She sat up reluctantly, missing Gideon’s warmth and the tenderness of his touch. As she stepped out of the car, the smells and sounds of a strange city surrounded her. She was far from everything she’d ever known.

Tomorrow could start a new phase of her life or leave her forever in darkness. Either way, she realized that she wanted one person beside her as she moved into the uncertain future. She wanted Gideon Troyer in her life.

 

Rebecca’s frayed nerves kept her from enjoying even Gideon’s company as they rode in a taxi toward the clinic the morning of her surgery. Samson preferred not to drive into the crowded streets of the city. He remained at the motel outside of the city to take them home the day after tomorrow.

This is it. It’s going to happen today.


Gideon and Vera kept up a lighthearted conversation about the sights they were passing, but Rebecca remained silent. What if the surgery succeeded? What if it failed? The possibilities ran around and around in her head like a kitten chasing its own tail.

At the clinic, she went inside holding on to her aunt’s arm with a hand that trembled. For a second, she wondered if her knees would support her.

“Relax,” Gideon said quietly. “It’s going to be all right.”

Vera said, “I pray God hears your words.”

When they stopped, Rebecca asked, “Is this it?”

“It’s the elevator,” Gideon replied.

A ding sounded. Rebecca felt the rush of people moving past them. Gideon spoke from behind her. “Dr. Tuva Eriksson is on the fourteenth floor.”

When the crowd departed, her aunt led her forward and then turned around.

“I have heard of these contraptions but I’ve never been in one.” Vera’s voice sounded as shaky as Rebecca felt.

Rebecca noted a faint sensation of movement as the elevator rose. Twice it stopped with a slight jerk and more people got on. Finally, Gideon said, “This is our floor.”

Vera moved forward, forcing Rebecca to follow. A few steps later, they entered what she assumed was the doctor’s waiting room. A cheerful woman’s voice greeted them and presented them with forms to fill out.

Vera said, “Why don’t you sit down, child?”

Gideon took hold of her hand. “This way.”

He led her to a chair and took a seat beside her across the room. Quietly, he asked, “Are you nervous? Don’t be. It is in God’s hands.” He covered her clenched fingers with his large warm hand.

“I know that whatever happens is His will. I must accept this.”


“I’ve been wearing out my knees praying for you.”

She grinned at that. “Your knees will recover. Prayer is goot for you.”

“You are goot for me, too. You make me want to be a better man.”

“Can Vera hear us?”

“No, she’s talking to the nurse. Why?”

“About what you said the other day.”

“I’ve said a lot of things.”

“The thing you asked me to think about.” Was he going to make this difficult?

“Oh, that I want to marry you.”

The teasing tone of his words made her relax. “Have you changed your mind?”

“Not in the least. I want it with all my heart.”

She had to be sure. “You wish to marry me even if this surgery fails?”

“Even then. I love you, Rebecca Beachy. I can’t imagine my life without you in it.”

What was she waiting for? She’d been alone for ten years because she had been afraid he wouldn’t want her with her handicap, afraid she didn’t deserve happiness with him. Now, he was offering her the love she had turned down and regretted for all these years.

She drew a deep breath. “I want you to know that I love you, too, Gideon Troyer.”

“You do?” His shocked surprise made her smile.

From across the room a woman’s voice called out, “Rebecca Beachy, we’re ready for you.”

 

She loved him!

Gideon was forced to wait quietly as Rebecca was led away when what he wanted to do was throw his arms around her and kiss her breathless.


He’d never been happier. He’d never been more terrified.

Vera sat down beside him. “Your presence has been a great comfort to me, Gideon. I’m glad my father suggested that you come.”

“I’m happy to help. Rebecca has always been dear to me.”

“So I gathered,” she said with a sympathetic smile.

He wanted to share his good news but he knew that would be up to Rebecca. “I want only what is best for her.”

“As do I, but her fate is up to God.” Vera clasped her hands together, closed her eyes and bowed her head.

Gideon knew she was praying. He closed his eyes and did the same.

Fifteen minutes later, the same nurse came to the doorway and spoke to them. “You can come back for a few minutes. The doctor would like to talk to all of you.”

Gideon jumped to his feet to follow her down a short hallway. They entered a darkened room. Rebecca lay on a bed with the sheets drawn up to her chin and a pale blue surgical bonnet covering her hair.

Vera took her hand. “How are you doing?”

“Goot. Is Gideon here?”

“Ja, I’m right here.” He wanted to hold her in his arms but had to settle for touching her cheek.

As he stood beside Rebecca, the doctor came into the room. “Good morning, Miss Beachy. I’m Dr. Tuva Eriksson. I’ll be doing your surgery today. The surgery itself will take approximately two hours. During that time, I’ll separate your iris, the colored part of your eye, from the lens behind it. Because of your uveitus, your lens is opaque and hardened. I’ll use an ultrasound probe to liquefy the damaged lens and extract it. Then I’ll replace your lens with an acrylic prosthetic lens. Are you with me so far?”

Rebecca nodded. “I understand.”

“Once the surgery is finished, your eyes will be covered with gauze and special hard eye patches to prevent you from accidentally injuring them. Tomorrow morning, I’ll have you come to my office and we’ll remove the bandages there. Any questions?”

She shook her head. “No. I wanted to thank you for waiving your fee. That was very kind of you.”

“When Dr. Philip White explained that the Amish live without medical insurance and how they collectively pay for the cost of such care when it is needed, I had to help. You must understand this may not be successful, that the damage inside your eye may be too severe to allow vision even with a new lens.”

“I do.”

“All right. I’ve got to go scrub in. You may say goodbye to your family, and the nurse will take you back to the O.R.”

Gideon thanked the doctor and waited as Vera kissed Rebecca’s cheek and left the room. When they were alone, he bent and kissed her lips. “Be brave, my love.”

“I’m so scared.”

“I know. I am, too. But courage is simply fear that has said its prayers.” The nurse came back into the room and he was forced to leave. Out in the waiting room, he prayed as he had never prayed before.

Three hours later, Dr. Eriksson came in with a smile on her face. “It went well, and she is in recovery.”

“Can she see?” Gideon asked.

“We won’t know that until we take her dressings off tomorrow, but I’m hopeful. There was less scarring than I feared. She should be ready to be released in half an hour. Make sure she gets lots of rest. Tomorrow will be a big day for all of us.”








Chapter Fourteen



The following morning, Gideon called for a cab and waited impatiently outside Rebecca and Vera’s motel room. When the car pulled up, Gideon knocked on Rebecca’s door. It opened almost instantly. He saw Rebecca’s pale face and he wanted to pull her into his arms and kiss her.

Instead, he said, “The taxi is waiting.”

She merely nodded. Her bottom lip was clenched between her teeth but he saw the tremor she was trying to hide. She was scared. He would be, too, if he were in her shoes. When he helped her into the backseat of the cab, he asked, “Bad night?”

“I didn’t sleep much. My eyes feel as if they are full of sand.”

“The doctor said to expect that.”

“I know, but it doesn’t make it easy to endure.”

Vera came out of the room. “I miss my own bed. I will be glad to get home.”

Gideon moved aside as Vera climbed in, then took a seat beside her. No one said what he knew they were all thinking. In a few minutes, they would know if Rebecca could see.

He thought of all he’d given up to have her reach this point. He’d given up his business and friends. He’d given up the very thing he loved most besides Rebecca. Flying. If it wasn’t enough, he’d give up his arms and his legs if the Lord asked it of him, if only she could be made whole.

They made the ride to the eye clinic in silence. Looking over at his companions, Gideon saw Vera had her eyes closed, but her lips were moving in silent prayer. He added his own silent pleas for Rebecca’s recovery.

At the clinic they took the elevator to the fourteenth floor but today they didn’t have to wait to see the doctor. As soon as they arrived they were ushered into an exam room. The cheerful nursing staff expressed their well wishes and then Dr. Eriksson walked in.

“Dim the lights, please.”

The nurse by the door lowered the lights. Gideon’s pulse shot up. Please, God, let her see.

Dr. Eriksson said, “Rebecca, I’m going to take the eye patches off first.”

After the cupped protectors were removed, there were only two small gauze pads taped to Rebecca’s face.

“All right, I’m taking the gauze off now.” The doctor peeled back the strips of tape that held them in place and the dressings fell away.

Rebecca sat with her eyes closed and her hands clenched together in her lap. Her knuckles stood out white against the blue of her dress.

“Open your eyes when you’re ready,” the doctor coaxed.

“I can’t.”

“Yes, you can.” Gideon dropped to one knee in front of her and took her hand.

She squeezed his fingers. “I’m afraid.”

“We can bear all things by the grace of God.”

“By the grace of God,” she whispered. Taking a deep breath, she opened her eyes.


 

Light stabbed into Rebecca’s eyes. She pressed them closed against the foreign sensation. She squinted through one eye. Colors and shapes began to form. Elation made her draw a quick breath.

A woman in a white coat stood in front of her. This must be the doctor through whose hands God had worked a miracle. Her Aunt Vera, looking so much older than she remembered, stood at her side. Her hands were clasped together in front of her mouth. A man dressed in plain clothes knelt before her. Her long-lost love. Gideon Troyer had matured from a boy into a ruggedly handsome man. His face was filled with hope and worry and love.

Everything blurred as tears filled her eyes and ran down her cheeks. She began to sob.

Gideon pressed her hands in a tight grip. “It’s all right, love. It’s all right. I’m so sorry. We can bear this together.”

Rebecca blinked to clear her vision. There were tears on Gideon’s cheek, too. Gently, she stretched out her fingers and brushed them away. “Don’t cry.”

Wonder filled his voice. “How do you know I’m crying?”

“I see your tears.”

“You see them? You can see?” Joy bloomed in his eyes. His wonderful, beautiful eyes.

“Yes, I can.”

Overcome, he bowed his head and covered his face with his hands. She looked down in wonder at her dress. “I’m wearing blue. I always thought this dress was dark blue, but it’s not. It’s indigo blue.” She looked at her fingers and down at her shoes as she wiggled them.

She looked up at the nurses standing near the door. They all wore colorful uniforms. “I see red flowers and a rainbow and an eye chart. I see the big E. I can see all of the letters, even the small ones. I can see everything.”


Rebecca grasped the hand of Dr. Eriksson. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

Smiling, Dr. Eriksson said, “I am happy we have succeeded.”

Vera rushed forward and engulfed Rebecca in a bear hug as the nurses clapped and cheered. Gideon rose and stepped back but he was smiling, too. Finally, Dr. Eriksson called for quiet. “There is someone waiting to hear your news, Rebecca. Let me get him on the phone.”

Rebecca pulled back from her aunt’s embrace to gaze at the face of the woman who’d given her a home for so many years. “Aenti Vera, your kapp is on crooked.”

“So is yours,” Gideon said, reaching to pull it straight by the ties that hung beside her cheeks. The knuckles of his hands brushed her face in a sweet, soft caress. Quietly he said, “Your kapp is on straight. There’s no egg yolk from breakfast on your dress, no dust from the buggy seat on your behind. You look lovely.”

She tipped her head to the side. “Have you said that to me before?”

An odd look flitted across his face and was gone. “I don’t think I have.”

“Funny, I seem to remember someone saying it.”

Dr. Eriksson interrupted her. “Rebecca, I’m putting this caller on speaker phone so everyone can hear.”

“Rebecca? Is that you?” It was her grandfather. In the background she heard the sound of Amish voices singing hymns.

“Ja, Daadi, it’s me.”

She waited but he didn’t speak again. Instead, she heard Dr. White. “Quiet, everyone. Quiet, please. Rebecca, many of your family and friends have gathered here in the medical clinic to await your news this morning.”

Her heart turned over with happiness when she realized how much everyone cared. “Then I won’t keep them in suspense any longer. God has been merciful. I can see.”

The sounds of happy chatter, laughter and praises to God’s goodness filled the air. Rebecca closed her eyes to listen to each voice. She heard Emma’s happy squeal and Sarah’s voice. Even Faith was there along with so many others who called out their well wishes.

Vera moved closer to the phone. “We will be home late tonight, but on Sunday we will see all of you at the preaching at Adrian Lapp’s farm. Bless you for your thoughts and prayers.”

“I will be there,” her grandfather said with a catch in his voice.

Rebecca squeezed her aunt’s hand. “I can’t wait to see each and every one of you. Goodbye for now.”

“God speed you safely home,” her grandfather called out. Dr. Eriksson pushed a button and the phone when silent.

Rebecca rose and turned to Gideon, wobbling slightly as she struggled to keep her balance in her newly sighted world. “I want to go outside. I want to see the sky.”

“Before you go, I want you to take this card.” Dr. Eriksson handed one to Vera and to Rebecca. “I am leaving for Sweden on Christmas Day. Until then, anything that you need, don’t hesitate to call me. If you have any trouble with your vision, I want to know about it. This surgery is in the early experimental stages. There may be side effects we haven’t encountered yet. After I leave, you can contact Dr. Barbara Kennedy. Her number is also on the card. She is familiar with my work, and she will be happy to follow you. The nurse is going to give you some eye drops. I want you to use them exactly as I have prescribed.”

Rebecca accepted the small bottles and listened to the instructions from the nurse. When the woman was finished, Rebecca spoke to the doctor again. “I will take good care of my eyes, I promise. I don’t have the words to thank you for all you have done.”

“It was my pleasure, Rebecca. I wish you the best of luck in the future.”

Eager to be outside, Rebecca headed for the door with Vera and Gideon right behind her. The second she stepped into the hallway she stopped. The walls and the floor seemed to be rushing at her. She closed her eyes to regain her balance.

Gideon said, “What’s wrong?”

She blew out a hollow breath. “I reckon I need to go slower.”

“Take my arm.” He offered his elbow.

Grateful, she held on to him and they started forward. The rushing sensation became too much; she closed her eyes and followed him trustingly.

When the cold air hit her face she knew they were outside. She opened her eyes and looked up. Steel, glass and concrete towers leaned over her. The tall buildings blocked much of the sky. It was like being at the bottom of a deep well.

Gideon must have sensed her disappointment. “You will see the sky soon enough when we leave the city.”

She glanced at his face, taking in each of his features in turn, his broad forehead and strong brows, his wide blue eyes and handsome lips that she wanted to kiss. Reaching out, she touched a scar in his eyebrow. “I remember when you got this.”

“I fell sliding into home plate at school.”

She touched his chin. “This one I don’t remember.”

He rubbed it. “I got this one from a propeller before I learned to watch where I was walking around planes.”

“You’ve changed so much from what I remember.”

“Have I? You haven’t changed at all.”

“I doubt that. I’m almost afraid to look in a mirror.”

“I still see the prettiest girl in Berlin, Ohio.”


He started walking toward the taxi stand. She closed her eyes and shook her head. “This is hard to get used to.”

“Then keep your eyes closed for a while. I’ll take care of you.”

She squeezed his arm. “I know you will.”

The car ride home was like a trip through a magical wonderland. Rebecca couldn’t get enough of the sights flying past her window. She wanted to see everything, but it wasn’t long before her eyes began to ache and burn. At Gideon’s insistence, she put on her dark glasses and tried to rest.

Like a reluctant toddler, she fought the weariness dragging at her mind and body. Each time she closed her eyes she was afraid her vision would be gone when she opened them again. Finally, she fell asleep as the car headed westward. She dreamed she was flying. She woke in complete darkness and cried out in fear.

“It’s okay.” Gideon spoke softly to her.

She clutched his hand. “Everything has gone black.”

“That’s because it is nighttime.” Gradually, his face came into focus.

“How long have I been asleep?”

“Hours. We’re almost home. You’ve been worn out with worry and lack of sleep. I almost didn’t have the heart to wake you, but it’s time for your eye drops.”

She accepted the small vials from his hands, put her head back and blinked at the sting of the liquid hitting her eyes. After wiping away the excess, she glanced at the front seat where Vera dozed, too. “You have taken good care of us, Gideon.”

“I will always take good care of you, Rebecca.” He kissed her forehead.

It wasn’t enough for her. She raised her face to his and drew him close. His kiss, tender and tentative at first, quickly deepened with passion. His firm lips sparked an ardent answering need in her that left her breathless. When he pulled away she sensed his reluctance to let her go.

“I love you, Rebecca Beachy,” he whispered in her ear.

“And I you.”

He kissed her once more and she settled against his side, more content than she’d been for ten years. God had been good to her.








Chapter Fifteen



The first week Rebecca was home, a constant stream of visitors kept her busy. She made a game of trying to guess who her visitors were before they spoke. Emma she guessed because she was with Adam. Sarah, she didn’t know until she heard her voice. Faith she guessed because she walked with a slight limp.

Rebecca wrote the first of several lengthy letters to Grace and was delighted when a reply arrived a few days later. She left the letter lying on the kitchen table when her parents and her grandfather were visiting. It disappeared a short time later and she knew her mother had taken it to read.

Perhaps in time, God would show them a way to heal the breach in the family. Until then, she was happy to serve as a bridge between Grace and the rest of the family.

What Rebecca missed was seeing Gideon every day, but she understood that he had work to do, both for Adam and at his new home. As Christmas drew closer, she grew used to her restored vision. The only time she found she had to keep her eyes closed was when she tried to quilt. Her fingers knew what to do. Her eyes only served to mess her up.

When Sunday finally arrived, Rebecca traveled to Adrian Lapp’s farm with a happy heart. She had so much to be thankful for. She looked forward to lifting her voice in song praising God’s mercy and love.

As her aunt drove the buggy down the highway, Rebecca paid careful attention to the route. Soon, she would try driving again. Gideon’s new home was on the farm adjacent to the Lapps’ property. When his house came into view, she craned her neck to see it. It was small by Amish standards but it had a pretty front porch. The barn was in need of some repairs. He had spoken about love but not about marriage; still she found it exciting to imagine living there with Gideon if they were wed one day.

What was the inside of the house like? She owned a few pieces of furniture. Was there room for her special things, or had Gideon brought a houseful of furniture with him? What she wouldn’t give to turn down the lane this minute and see his home. She didn’t bother suggesting it for Vera was in a hurry. She would have to wait until Christmas for Gideon to show her around the place.

The minute they reached the Lapp farm, Gideon sought them out and Rebecca’s heart skipped with happiness at the sight of his face. He offered to unhitch their horse and to help carry their baskets of food to the house. Vera smiled at him and walked off to speak with her friends leaving the two of them alone for a few minutes. Bless Aunt Vera for her understanding of young hearts.

“I’ve missed you,” he said as he set to work on the harness.

A sweet thrill raced through her. “I’ve missed you, too.”

“Are things getting back to normal?”

Pulling her coat tight against the cold, she raised her face to the heavens. “I can see the sky, Gideon. I see the birds in the air. I see the snow-blanketed fields waiting for the warm sun of spring to awaken them. My life will never be normal. It can only be miraculous.”


He smiled at her. “I’m happy for you.”

She giggled. “I’m happy for me, too.”

He sobered and said, “There are some things we need to discuss, Rebecca.”

“What things?”

“There are things about my past you need to hear.”

Another buggy drove in and stopped beside them. As the family climbed out, Rebecca heard Katie Sutter calling her name. She waved and turned back to Gideon. “What did you wish to tell me?”

“It can wait. Go and visit with your friends.”

She lingered knowing Katie would wait. “Tomorrow is Christmas Eve. Is your family coming?”

“Not until Christmas Day, thank goodness. My house is a wreck. I’ve got to get some cleaning done before my mother arrives. Do you know of a girl who might want to earn some extra wages?”

This was her chance to do Gideon a favor after all he had done for her. “I know just the person.”

“Really? Do you think she could come tomorrow?”

“I’m sure of it.”

“Great. I’ve got a job tomorrow morning in Sugarcreek, but I should be home by ten o’clock.”

“Write out a list of things you want done and leave it on the table. You can settle up her wages when you get back.”

“That’s one less thing I have to worry about.”

“I’m glad I could help.” She patted the horse as he led the mare away. Joining Katie who was waiting for her, Rebecca went into the house to get ready for worship.

Early the next morning, she took her aunt’s horse and buggy and drove for the first time since recovering her sight. It was scary, but when Gideon’s house came into view, her spirits soared.

True to her suggestion, he’d made a list of things to be cleaned. Rolling up her sleeves, she set to work in the kitchen and thought about the meals she might one day make here. The morning passed quickly as she cleaned and dusted the furniture in the living room, aired out the sheets in the guest rooms and put a shine on the linoleum floor of the bathroom. It was past ten before she was done with Gideon’s list and the extra things she found on her own.

After taking a short break to have a cup of coffee, she couldn’t resist a peek into the one room Gideon didn’t have on his cleaning list. His bedroom.

She eased open the door and smiled. Gideon wasn’t a slob. The room and its contents were neat enough. His clothes hung from pegs on the wall. A straw hat for summer sat on top of the bureau along with a comb and brush. The plank floor was bare except for a rag rug at the side of the bed. A beautiful star-patterned quilt covered the bed itself in shades of gold, greens and muted reds.

She blushed at the thought of lying beneath the quilt in Gideon’s arms. If their love was real and they took the next step in their relationship, this was where she would spend her wedding night, where her children, if they were so blessed, would be born. She ran her hand over the workmanship of the quilt and admired the fine stitching.

As her fingers traced the pattern of the squares and triangles they seemed familiar. She closed her eyes. Her heart started pounding. It wasn’t possible. How could Gideon own one of her quilts?

She kept her eyes closed and with trembling fingers, she searched for the corner block, the last block sewn. Relief made her knees weak when she found nothing in the first corner. There was no earthly reason for this quilt to be the one she had given to Booker, yet it felt so familiar. She had worked for weeks on one just like this.


She moved to the foot of the bed and untucked the second corner and then the third. Still nothing.

It was just a quilt. Most likely his mother had made it for him. At the top of the bed, she folded back the last corner. When she did, her fingers brushed crossed the tiny rows of dots. Dots of Braille that spelled her name and the date she had finished her work. November 2.

How was this possible? Booker had said he would treasure it forever. Could he have sold it or given it to Gideon? Did they know each other?

Another possibility took the strength from her legs. Rebecca sank onto the bed. From the moment she met Booker there had been something familiar about him. It was as if she had known him forever. Booker was a pilot as Gideon had been. Gideon returned home only weeks after she said goodbye to Booker.

If only we’d met in another time and another place.

She recalled Booker’s whisper and the touch of his fingers on her cheek.

Please, God, I don’t want to believe that he lied to me, that he played some kind of game at my expense.

From outside, she heard Gideon calling hello. She couldn’t answer. She remained on the bed, hands folded, praying there was a logical explanation.

The door opened and Gideon poked his head in. “I saw your buggy outside. What are you doing here? The house looks great, by the way. Where is your cleaning girl?”

“I’m the cleaning girl. I’ve been admiring your quilt, Gideon. The craftsmanship is very good. Where did you get it?”

He didn’t say anything, but she saw the change come over his face and she knew. Her heart sank. “All this time, I thought I’d given it to a friend.”


“You did.” He crossed the room and sank to his knees beside her.

She shook her head. “How you must have laughed at the blind woman stumbling around. It must have seemed so funny that I didn’t recognize the man I once planned to marry. Did you really have a cold or was that an act? You did a great job. I never suspected it was you.”

“I wasn’t laughing at you, Rebecca. I was getting to know a remarkable woman who was forbidden to me. Please, let me explain.”

“You’ve had weeks to explain yourself. You deceived me. You lied.” She stood and tried to walk past him but he grabbed her arm.

“I didn’t tell you I was Booker because he no longer exists. I gave up that life. I knew I could never have you unless I did.”

“And the money for my surgery, that came from you, too?” A headache began pandering behind her eyes.

“Yes.”

“I should be grateful for that. I am grateful, but I can’t love a man who has deceived me to such a degree.”

“I was under the ban when I bid on your quilt. I was afraid you wouldn’t use the money if you knew it was from me. I didn’t tell you about the money because I didn’t want your gratitude. I wanted you to love me, to love Gideon Troyer, an Amish handyman, not Booker, the man who gave you back your sight.”

She stared at his hand until he let go of her arm. “I did love Gideon Troyer, Amish handyman. Sadly, he isn’t what he claims to be.”

Gideon raked his fingers through his hair. “That’s not true. This is who I am now. I promise you, this is the truth. I believe God brought me to my senses and brought me home so that I could devote my life to loving you. I know I was wrong to keep it a secret. I should have had the courage to tell you the truth, but I was afraid. Forgive me, Rebecca. I’ll do anything to make this up to you.”

“You are forgiven, Gideon. But I never want to see you again.”

She fled from the room and rushed down the steps of his home toward the buggy waiting in the yard. She heard him calling her name, heard his footsteps pounding after her. Tears blurred her vision and streamed down her face. She never saw the rock she stumbled over. She fell, striking her head with sickening pain against the buggy wheel.

“Rebecca? Rebecca, darling, are you all right?”

She felt his hands on her shoulders as he gently lifted her. Pain sent flashes of light lancing through her skull.

“You’re bleeding. Hold still.”

She raised a hand to her forehead and felt it come away sticky. The smell of blood filled her nostrils. She opened her eyes and a scream ripped from her throat.

 

Gideon pulled a kerchief from his pocket and pressed it against the gash on Rebecca’s head. “It’s all right. You’re going to be all right.”

“No, no, no.” She began sobbing uncontrollably.

Sitting in the snow beside her, he tried to soothe her. “Head wounds bleed a lot, but it’s not as bad as you think.”

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” she muttered as she grabbed the front of his coat.

“It’s all right. Do you think you can stand?”

He helped her to her feet but she kept her death grip on his jacket. Her eyes were wide with shock. Tears flowed down her face unchecked.

He gathered her close. This was his fault. He should have found the courage to confess his deception weeks ago. He never should have asked for her love until everything was out in the open.

He disengaged her fingers and put his kerchief in her hand. “Keep this pressed against the cut. I think the bleeding has slowed.”

She took his kerchief with trembling fingers and pressed it to her forehead. All the color was gone from her face. He wasn’t sure she could stand unaided. Her prayer kapp had come off. He bent down to pick it up and held out her. “Here is your kapp.”

She stretched out her free hand—six inches to the side of his. Her eyes were unfocused and staring.

Icy fear poured through his body. “Rebecca, what’s wrong?”

“I can’t see, Gideon. I’m blind.”

No, please God, not after all she had endured.

He scooped her up and placed her in the buggy. “I’m taking you to the doctor.”

She trembled on the bench. “It won’t matter.”

Gideon raced around the other side and climbed in. He gathered the reins and wrapped one arm around Rebecca. He slapped the reins against the horse’s rump, setting the animal in motion. Once they reached the highway, he urged the animal to a faster pace.

It was reckless driving at such a speed with only one hand holding the lines, but he didn’t dare let go of Rebecca as she slumped against him. She was so pale. There didn’t seem to be any strength in her body.

Please God, why are You doing this? Don’t leave her blind. She doesn’t deserve this. Take my sight instead, I beg You.

The trip into Hope Springs seemed to take forever. Finally, they hit Main Street. Heads turned as people stared at his breakneck speed through town.

One more corner. If he didn’t overturn them here the medical clinic was on the next block. His wheels skidded on the snow-covered street as Vera’s mare made the turn. The buggy stayed upright. Gideon hauled her to a sliding stop when they reached the front of the building.

“We’re here, Rebecca. Dr. White is going to fix you up. Don’t worry about a thing.” He was babbling, but he didn’t care. He helped her out of the buggy and gently led her to the clinic door.

Please, God, let her be okay.

Inside, he gave a hurried explanation to the receptionist. Moments later, Amber and Dr. White came out and took Rebecca with them to the exam room. Gideon sank down on the waiting-room chair and stared at his hands. They were stained with blood. Folding them tightly together, he began to pray.

Twenty minutes later, Dr. White came to the doorway and motioned for Gideon to come with him. Gideon followed the doctor to his office. Impatiently, he asked, “How is she?”

Dr. White opened his door. “Please sit down.”

When Gideon entered, he saw Rebecca already seated in a chair in front of the doctor’s desk. Gideon took the empty seat beside her.

He wanted to take her hand, reassure himself that she was okay, but he could tell from the frozen look on her face that she wouldn’t welcome the gesture. The doctor took a seat behind the desk and faced them.

Gideon braced himself to hear what he feared most.

The doctor steepled his fingers together. “The blow to Rebecca’s head doesn’t seem to be serious. I can’t find a physical reason for her blindness. I see no signs of hemorrhage in her eyes, no evidence of detached retina. Frankly, I’m stumped.”

Rebecca said, “I have a bad migraine right now.”

The weight of worry made it hard for Gideon to draw a breath. “Is this permanent?”


Dr. White met Gideon’s gaze. “I can’t say for sure. In light of her recent surgery, I put a call in to Dr. Eriksson. She’s concerned there may be a complication from the surgery that is unrelated to this bump on the head. She feels it’s imperative that she see Rebecca as soon as possible.”

Puzzled, Gideon said, “I thought she was leaving the country?”

“She is. Tomorrow morning. She wants to see Rebecca today. She suggested she be flown via an air ambulance to New York this afternoon.”

Gideon glanced from Rebecca’s stoic face to Dr. White’s concerned one. “Why do I hear a ‘but’ coming?”

“Rebecca’s condition doesn’t meet the urgent care criteria for an air ambulance.”

Gideon couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You’ve got to be kidding! She struck her head and went blind. That’s not urgent?”

“We’re not sending her to a hospital for intensive care. We’re sending her to an eye surgeon for an examination. It’s a big difference to the air transport companies.”

Gideon nodded. “What are our other options?”

“We can contact a private air ambulance company, but it will be very costly, and they may not be available on such short notice.”

“Can we get a commercial flight from Akron or Cleveland?” Gideon wasn’t going to sit still and do nothing.

“I may have a better option. I’ve contacted a friend of mine who owns a small plane. He’s in L.A. on business, but his wife has agreed to let us use the plane. I understand you’re a pilot, Mr. Troyer. Can you fly a Piper Cub?”

Finally, a solution. “Yes.”

“No,” Rebecca said just as quickly.

Gideon glanced at her face and felt his blood turning to sludge that barely moved through his veins. “You don’t mean that.”

“You told me that Booker is gone. You promised me. You are an Amish handyman, Gideon Troyer. You cannot fly a plane. I cannot ride in a plane. It is against the Ordnung of our church.”

Dr. White said gently, “Rebecca, you can fly if Bishop Zook gives you permission. It will only take a few minutes for Amber to fetch him from his farm.”

“But he cannot give Gideon permission to pilot the plane.”

The doctor said, “This may be a case where it is better to ask forgiveness than permission.”

Gideon swallowed hard. He had the knowledge and the power that might save Rebecca’s sight. If he used that knowledge and went against the teachings of their church, he would lose her love.

He slipped from his chair to kneel beside her and took her hand between his own. “I love you with all my heart, Rebecca. If it is God’s will that you never see again, it changes nothing. But, I beg you, don’t make me stand by helplessly when I can save you.”

She stared straight ahead as a single tear rolled down her cheek. “A vow cannot be discarded because it is inconvenient, my love.”

“Please, Rebecca.” His voice broke as his heart shattered into tiny bits.

“You promised. Did you mean it?” she whispered.

That he held true to his vow meant more to her than her sight. He would never disappoint her again. “I did.”

He laid his head in her lap. A sob broke free from him and then another. He barely felt the comfort of her hand stroking his hair.








Chapter Sixteen



After a few minutes, Gideon stood and wiped the tears from his face with the back of his sleeve. “I will not break my vows again, but I can’t stand by and do nothing.”

Rebecca said, “We must leave this in God’s hands.”

“If I can be the instrument of your blindness, I can be the instrument He uses to heal you—within the rules of the Ordnung. I’m not the only one who can fly a plane. Dr. White, may I use your phone?”

“Certainly.” The doctor handed him the receiver.

Gideon dialed the number of his old business. He felt his spirits rise when Roseanne answered the phone. He said, “Roseanne, it’s Gideon.”

“It’s about time you called. We’ve been feeling neglected.”

“I’m sorry. I’d love to chat but I need to speak to Craig. It’s important.”

“He’s on the runway with the young couple who are about to take a sightseeing tour of the lakes for their honeymoon. I can patch him through to you if you would like.”

“That would be great.” Gideon waited impatiently until Craig came on the line.

“Booker, is that you? How’s the Amish life treating you?”

“Let’s just say it has its challenges as well as its rewards.” Gideon squeezed Rebecca’s hand. She gripped his fingers tightly in return.

“What can I do for you?”

“I need you to fly someone from Hope Springs to New York today.”

“Seriously?”

“I’ve never been more serious in my life. She’s very important to me, and she needs to see an eye specialist as soon as possible. I need your help, buddy.”

“Okay. Hang on just a second. Mr. and Mrs. Weaver, I’m sorry but I’m going to have to cancel your tour today. I’m having some technical difficulties. Don’t worry, you’ll get a full refund and we can reschedule any time that is convenient for you at a ten-percent discount.”

The sound of the plane powering down was followed by a rapid exchange of words Gideon couldn’t understand. He heard the plane doors open and slam shut again. After a few minutes, Craig came back on the phone. “Okay, where’s the closest airport?”

Gideon said, “Craig, you didn’t have to lie for me.”

His friend chuckled. “Booker, I didn’t lie. It would be technically difficult to come get your friend with these people on board. Think of the fuel consumption.”

“I’ll never be able to repay you for this.”

“Just tell me where to land.”

Gideon gave the phone to Dr. White. He, in turn, gave Craig the location of the private airstrip. When he was done relaying the information, Dr. White handed the phone back to Gideon.

“Thanks, Craig. You’re the best.” Gideon knew words could not convey his gratitude.

“I know it. See you in a little over an hour.”

After hanging up the phone, Gideon looked to Dr. White. “We should get Bishop Zook here. Rebecca won’t go, I won’t take her, unless he gives his permission.”

“I understand.” The doctor left the room.

Gideon took a seat beside Rebecca again. He grasped her cold hands. “Don’t worry. Everything will be fine.”

She didn’t speak. Not when the bishop arrived and gave his blessing for the trip. Not when Amber drove them to the airfield, not even when Gideon helped her into the plane and snapped her seat belt closed.

She had retreated to somewhere he couldn’t follow. He wasn’t sure she would ever come back to him.

 

Rebecca blinked as the drops hit her eyes. She hated this part. The drops always burned. Her headache was unbearable. Her stomach churned with nausea.

“Try to relax,” the nurse said. “Dr. Eriksson will be in soon. Call if you need anything.” She pressed a buzzer into Rebecca’s hand. The sound of the door closing signaled that she had left the room.

“How are you feeling?” Gideon asked, his voice thick with emotion.

She couldn’t believe she hadn’t realized who Booker really was. She had been blind in more ways than one. “My head is splitting.”

“I wish I could help.”

“I know you do. I have only myself to blame. Pride sent me running away from you.”

He took her hand and she squeezed his fingers. He said, “We are a well-matched pair, then. It was pride that sent me running away years ago. It was stubbornness and pride that kept me away.”

“Bishop Zook says all men must battle false pride. He says none of us are truly humble before God, but that we must strive always for that humility. It is only by being humble that we can hear God’s voice.”

“I need you to help keep me on the right path.”

“As I need you. Don’t think this is your fault.”

“How can I not?”

“You don’t have the power to take away my sight any more than you have the power to restore it. There is a lesson for us in this. We must seek God’s help to understand what He wishes us to learn.”

“I’ve learned I will never keep a secret from you again.”

“If we can’t trust each other, we have nothing together.”

“God has shown me the error of my ways. From this day forward I will never keep anything from you.”

The door opened and Dr. Eriksson said, “Tell me what’s going on. Rebecca, what kind of pain are you having?”

“I have a bad headache. I can’t see anything.”

“Is it like a migraine?”

“Ja.”

“I want you to sit still. Mr. Troyer, help move her chair up to the table.” Gideon did as the doctor asked.

“Good. Now, Rebecca, there is a chin rest in front of you. Can you feel it?”

“I do.”

“Good. Put your chin on the rest and hold still. Try not to move your eyes. Stare straight ahead. I’m going to look into them and take some pictures.”

Rebecca heard the sound of the shutter clicking. She followed the doctor’s instructions. Once, she thought she caught a flicker of light, but it was gone so quickly she thought she had imagined it.

“You may sit back now,” the doctor said.

“Can you tell us what’s wrong?” Gideon asked.

“The surgical site looks fine. I’m happy to say there’s no sign of infection or other serious medical complications.”


“But she’s blind.”

“I saw several cases like this when I was in Australia. Rebecca, are you prone to car sickness or motion sickness?”

“I have been all my life.”

“There is a rare syndrome called Footballer’s Migraine. It’s a severe migraine headache and visual impairment triggered by a blow to the head such as soccer players get when they head the ball. It’s thought that dilation of the blood vessels in the brain puts pressure on the optic nerves.”

“Is there a treatment?” Hope began to uncurl inside Rebecca.

“There is. I’m going to have the nurse give you an injection of sumatriptan. It should take care of the headache and visual impairment in an hour or two.”

“Will it happen again?” Gideon asked.

“Avoiding blows to the head should keep it from reoccurring, but if it does, Dr. White will be able to administer the drug at his office.”

A huge weight lifted from Gideon’s chest. He squeezed Rebecca’s hand. “That’s wonderful news.”

“If it doesn’t work, I suggest Rebecca enter the hospital and undergo a CT and MRI of the head to rule out other causes as soon as possible.”

“I’ll see that she does,” Gideon promised.

“I know this has given you both a fright, but I’m thankful that I’m not seeing any complications from the surgery. The nurse will be in a few minutes. Try to relax, Rebecca. It’s going to be fine. I’m going to cover your eyes with gauze pads just to keep the light out of them. Leave them on until your headache is completely gone.”

“Thank you, Doctor,” she muttered.

Once Dr. Eriksson was out of the room, Gideon cupped Rebecca’s face in his hands and kissed her cheeks. “Did you hear? You’re going to be fine.”


“Maybe.” Her voice was weak.

He knew better than to ask if she loved him. She was in pain. All he wanted was for her to feel better. The future would take care of itself.

The nurse came in and gave Rebecca a shot in her arm. After that, they were free to go. He led her out of the eye clinic and onto the crowded sidewalk. Christmas shoppers were out in droves this final day before the holiday.

Rebecca pressed close to his side. She didn’t like crowds, didn’t like to be jostled. He managed to flag down a taxi and gave the address of the airport where Craig was waiting for them. Christmas music blared from the car’s radio.

Gideon spoke to the driver. “Could you turn the music down, please?”

Annoyed, the fellow said, “What? You Amish don’t celebrate Christmas?”

“We do, but this young woman has a bad headache and loud sounds make it worse.”

“Oh, sure. Sorry.” The driver snapped the radio off.

“Danki,” Rebecca murmured.

“What’s that?” the cabbie asked as he pulled away.

“It means ‘thank you,’” Gideon replied.

“You folks speak Dutch, don’t you? My grandmother came from Holland.”

“People call it Pennsylvania Dutch, but it’s really Pennsylvania Deitsch, a German dialect,” Gideon explained.

“Huh. I learn something new every day.”

Thankfully, the man fell silent and Gideon was able to concentrate on Rebecca. Quietly, he asked, “Is the medicine helping?”

“Nee. Not yet.”

“It will.” It had to. It broke his heart to see her suffering.

When they reached the small airport at the outskirts of the city, Gideon paid the taxi driver and helped Rebecca to the plane where Craig was waiting for them.

“What’s the verdict?” he asked.

Gideon said, “The doctor thinks it’s temporary.”

“Hey, that’s great news.”

It was great news if it were true. Gideon clung to his faith and prayed God would grant her a complete recovery as he helped her into the plane.

 

They had been in the air for nearly an hour when Rebecca’s headache lessened and she noticed a faint crescent of light at the edge of the bandages over her eyes. Was her sight coming back?

Joy skipped across the surface of her heart the way a stone skips over the surface of a still pond and then settles into the depths. Carefully, she pushed the edge of the gauze pad upward.

The light increased. She closed her eyes tight and pulled the dressings off. If she opened her eyes would everything go dark again?

Have faith. Have faith, for God has chosen you to be one of His own.

Drawing a calming breath, she slowly opened her eyes. The tan leather grain of the seat in front of her came into focus. Above the seat, she saw the back of a man’s head. His hair was short and blond. She was tempted to reach out and touch it just to assure herself that he was real.

She looked down at her hands clenched tightly together. Her vision suddenly blurred and fear shot through her until she realized it was her own tears making the world watery. Blinking them away, she glanced to the left.

Gideon sat beside her. His gaze was focused out the window beside him. He looked so tired. There were lines on his forehead and around his eyes that hadn’t been there this morning. Had it only been this morning when she found the quilt? A lifetime had passed.

As she gazed at Gideon she wondered why she didn’t recognize that Booker and he were the same person. His kindness, his sense of humor, the way his touch made her heart race, only one man could make her feel this way—as happy as thistledown on the wind.

They had faced a great test of their love and their faith and passed it. She had no idea what God had in store for her life, but each moment she had with Gideon would be a moment to treasure.

As though he sensed her eyes upon him, he looked in her direction. She smiled and said, “You look tired.”

The range of emotions that crossed his face was priceless. It went from shock to hope to utter joy in the blink of an eye.

“You can see?” he whispered.

She could barely hear him over the drone of the airplane engine. “I can see how much you love me.”

The relief on his face changed to deep thankfulness. “You don’t need eyes for that. I promise you will always know how much I love you whether you can see me or not.”

He leaned toward her until his lips brushed hers. Heady excitement rushed through her blood, leaving her dizzy. Her hands cupped his face as she deepened the kiss. How was it possible to love someone so much?

“You two are steaming up the windows!” Craig’s voice penetrated Rebecca’s haze of happiness.

“Mind your own business and keep your eyes toward the front, Law.” Gideon smiled at Rebecca tenderly.

“You have such a beautiful smile.” She would never grow tired of seeing it.

“I’m glad you like what you see.”

How could she not? “I like the color of your eyes. I like the way your hair wants to curl over your ears. I love the way you look so Plain in those clothes. I could go on looking at you forever, Gideon Troyer.”

Gideon gazed into her eyes. “That’s what I had in mind. I love you, Rebecca, with all my heart and soul.”

Craig said, “He’s not much of a prize, Rebecca. You could do better.”

Rebecca liked this English friend of Gideon’s. She raised her voice so he could hear her. “I’m not so sure I could. He is a fine Amish man.”

He glanced back at them and grinned. “I hope you know what you’re getting into.”

Gideon leaned over and kissed her. “Pay no attention to him.”

She squeezed Gideon’s hand, thankful and content to be near him, to see his face and read the love in his eyes. “So this is flying. I can see why you love it.” Peering past him, she gasped at the sight. “The earth is so far away. Surely it would take us a day to fall so far.”

Craig and Gideon laughed out loud. She blushed, knowing how foolish she must sound to these men of the air.

Gideon kissed her hand. “Let’s hope we don’t find out how long it takes, but with Murphy’s Law at the controls, odds are anything can happen.”

“Hey, I’ve only crashed one plane,” Craig shot back.

Gideon brushed a wisp of hair back from Rebecca’s face. “If I died today I would still be the happiest man on God’s earth.”

She gripped his hand. “I would rather be down on God’s earth, but it is beautiful up here. You gave up so much to return to me. I’m sorry I doubted you. I will never doubt you again.”

“I will never give you a reason to doubt my faith or my love. Flying is only one kind of freedom. The love we share is another, more potent kind. I’ve made the better trade.”


“You say that now, but how will you feel in a year or ten years?”

“Rebecca, flying has always been my substitute for you. I don’t need a substitute any longer. Not if I have the real thing.”

“I think I need to pinch myself and see if this is real.”

“Go ahead. You’ll find I’m real and really in love with you.”

“God has truly blessed us, hasn’t He?” She smiled at her beloved and read the answer in his eyes.








Chapter Seventeen



Gideon opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling of his bedroom. It was Christmas morning. The day the whole world celebrated the birth of the Christ Child. Rather than leave mankind to live in the darkness of sin, God sent His only son to bring light and forgiveness to all who would accept His gift.

Gideon rose from bed and dropped to his knees beside it. Bowing his head, he welcomed God’s gift into his heart and gave thanks for the blessings in his life.

God willing, he and Rebecca would spend many Christmas mornings together with their children and grandchildren gathered around them. He prayed for her well-being as he wondered how she was doing after the adventures of yesterday.

Rising, he dressed quickly in the cold room and looked out the window. Fresh snow had fallen during the night, but the sun was shining on the horizon. It promised to be a beautiful day.

Down in the kitchen, he stoked the stove and brewed coffee. His family would be arriving in the early afternoon and there was much to be done.

He was finishing up his chores in the barn when he heard the bells of a sleigh coming up the lane. He looked out to see Rebecca guiding her horse toward the barn. Stepping out to meet her, he smiled as happiness poured through his veins. She was bundled up against the cold, but he’d never seen her look more beautiful.

“Merry Christmas. You must be frozen.” He held out his arms to help her down.

“I am, but I’m sure you can find a way to warm me up.” With a bright grin, she planted her hands on his shoulders as he grasped her slender waist.

He wasn’t a man to turn from a challenge. He lifted her from her perch, but didn’t set her feet on the snow. Instead, he held her against his chest, her face mere inches from his.

“Merry Christmas,” she whispered before she slipped her arms around his neck and kissed him.

After a long moment, he lowered her to the ground but he didn’t let her go. “How are you?”

She blew out a deep breath. “I’m a bit dizzy, but I don’t think it has anything to do with my bump on the head.”

He loved this lightness between them. “Are you saying I make your head spin?”

“And my heart, too.”

“I don’t have words to describe the way you make me feel, but I will spend a lifetime trying to make you understand how much I love you.”

She pushed away slightly. “I look forward to that, but don’t we have things to do?”

“Ja, we have much work to finish before my family arrives. Let me put your horse up and we can get started.”

It took him only a few minutes to stable her mare. When he was finished, she asked, “What’s first?”

“I thought we could gather some greenery for my mantel.”

“Sounds like fun. Do you have a hatchet?”

He picked one up from his workbench near the barn door. “What self-respecting Amish handyman doesn’t have a hatchet?”

“‘Self-respecting.’ That makes you sound so serious.” She giggled and darted out the door.

Laughing, he chased after her. She was waiting with a snowball in hand. She let it fly and it smashed against his coat. He stumbled to a halt and held up his hand. “No. I refuse to throw snowballs at you.”

She scooped up another handful and casually packed it together. “You don’t have to throw any.”

“Good. After what happened last time, I’m not taking that chance again.”

“Fine. I’ll do all the throwing.” She let loose and knocked his hat from his head.

“Rebecca Marie Beachy, stop that.” He bent to pick up his hat and felt a snowball hit his rear end. He straightened with as much dignity as he could muster, dusted off his hat and settled it on his head. He bent to scoop up a handful of snow and turned to face her.

Rebecca took a few steps back. “You said you weren’t going to throw any at me.”

“I can put snow down your collar without throwing it.” He shifted his weapon from one hand to the other.

“Only if you can catch me.” She took off toward the house at a run.

He caught up with her before she’d gone a dozen feet and swung her into his arms. She shrieked and squirmed, but he held on and turned her to face him. He gazed into her sparkling eyes and knew the joy that had been missing in his heart for a decade. “I love you.”

“Not as much as I love you.” She rose on tiptoe and planted a quick kiss on his lips.

Dropping back on her heels, she patted his chest. “Go cut the greenery. I’ve got to start baking the ham. Vera, Grandpa Reuben and his wife will be here soon. Adam and Emma are on their way, too.”

Within the next two hours, Gideon’s simple home came alive with the spirit of an Amish Christmas. The smell of pine boughs and food scented the air. Cookies, candy and snacks appeared on the countertops. His family arrived an hour after Rebecca’s. The sounds of happy chatter and conversations filled the rooms as everyone became acquainted. Emma and Adam arrived shortly before three o’clock.

Gideon, his brothers and his nephews spent the afternoon trekking through the orchard to find the alpacas. Snow clung to the animals’ thick coats and long eyelashes as they munched on hay bales Gideon had set out for them that morning. Afterward, the boys occupied themselves with games and coloring books on the living-room floor, enjoying the presents they had received from their parents that morning.

When everyone was settled, Gideon called his mother, his sisters and Rebecca in from the kitchen where they were putting the finishing touches on the dinner they were about to share. Gideon crossed the room and handed his Bible to Reuben. “Would you read to us the story?”

Everyone grew quiet. Reuben opened the Bible and began in a strong, steady voice to read the Christmas story.

Even the children remained quiet until Reuben finished reading from the second chapter of Luke. Gideon glanced at Rebecca. She smiled softly at him and he knew it was time. He thanked Reuben and said, “Before we eat, I have a gift for Rebecca.” He withdrew a large bundle from inside the closet and carried it across the room to her.

She blushed as everyone looked at her with curiosity. The package was wrapped with plain brown paper and string. Rebecca began to carefully work the string off.

“Me do it.” Little Melvin rushed to help. Grabbing the paper, he yanked it apart, smiling at the ripping sound. His mother quickly snagged him and held him in her lap. He protested until his father spoke sternly in his ear.

Rebecca pushed the rest of the paper aside to reveal the quilt she had made. She looked up at Gideon. “You’re giving it back to me?”

“I took it under false pretenses. It is your gift to give, and I understand if you wish to give it to someone else.”

Everyone laughed. As the families filed into the kitchen, Gideon hung back to speak with Rebecca. “I hope you like your gift.”

“I like it, but it belongs to you.”

“Danki. One day I pray we will share it as husband and wife. Will you marry me, Rebecca?”

“Ja,” she answered without hesitation. Her eyes sparkled with her love as she drew his face down for a tender kiss.

“Marry me soon,” he whispered. “I can’t wait long to make you mine.”

“Only a little longer,” she promised.

“When?”

“Amish weddings take place in the fall. You know that.”

“I can’t wait that long.”

She drew back and shook her head. “We could have a spring wedding, but you know what folks will think.”

“That we’ve got a babe on the way and need to rush things along.”

“Exactly.”

“All right, a fall wedding it is, but early fall,” he insisted.

“October?”

“September,” he countered.

“September,” she agreed. He kissed her once more and she settled against his side, more content than she’d been for ten years. God had been good to her.

Gideon laid his forehead against hers. “Do we really have to wait until September?”


“Ja!” a chorus of women’s voices answered from the kitchen.

Smiling, Gideon gave Rebecca a quick kiss and together they went in to join the Christmas feast and begin a new life.









Dear Reader,


I hope you enjoyed the story of Gideon’s struggle to return to his Amish faith. Both he and Rebecca made bad decisions for the wrong reasons when they were young. Oh, if only we knew at twenty the things we knew by the time we were forty. A lot fewer mistakes might be made.

Life happens, but we don’t often get the chance for a do-over. Fortunately, I can give my characters that chance. In the same way, God gives us that chance when we admit our mistakes. We get the chance to wipe the slate clean, to start over with a whole heart and a sense of His purpose in our lives.

By the way, the story of how Adam and Emma Troyer met can be found as a free online read at www.Harlequin.com. Just search the archives for a story called The Inn at Hope Springs.

May the Lord bless and keep you and may He shine the light of His love upon you. I wish you all a very merry Christmas and a happy New Year.
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Questions for Discussion




	Were you surprised to learn that Amish youth participate in wild parties?

	Was Gideon wrong to keep his identity a secret from Rebecca when they met at the auction? Did you understand his motivation? Why do you feel he was right or wrong?

	Do you have a past guilt that weighs on your heart? How does that affect your relationship with your family? With God?

	Rebecca suffered a debilitating and life-changing event when she lost her sight. Do you know someone who is sight-impaired? What is their attitude toward their disability?

	Did you learn anything new about the Amish in this story?

	What character did you identify with in this story and why?

	Do you believe your community would come together to help a member who lost a business the way the people of Hope Springs gathered around Reuben Beachy when his shop caught fire? Why?

	The Amish are depicted as leading simple lives. Do you believe this is true or is it merely that it appears that way to outsiders?

	What part of the story would you like to have changed and why?

	The practice of shunning is one we find hard to understand. Do you believe it can be helpful for wayward family members or is it a cruel form of punishment?

	Many people feel Christmas is too commercial. What part of our Christmas traditions would you like to see changed?

	Gideon gave up flying to return to his faith. What sacrifices have you seen people make in order to become closer to God?

	Several people have said the Amish seem adept at getting around the restrictions placed on them by their faith, such as hiring drivers instead of owning a car. What do you think of their ability to “bend” the rules? Do you think it diminishes their faith?

	If you could travel only by horse and buggy, how would that change your life?

	The Amish clearly face the same challenges and trials that we face. What do you think makes them so strong?
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				Season Of Second Chances 

				Amish widow Sarah Wyse does not see wedding bells in her future. Still, she can’t think of a better way to spend the Christmas season than helping her handsome, shy neighbor Levi Beachy find a wife. But once the single ladies of Hope Springs start visiting his buggy shop, Levi sends the town’s eligible men Sarah’s way. Neither expects to find love—but with help from the close-knit community, they just might mend each other’s broken heart.

			

		

	
		
			
				Levi wondered if Sarah realized how pretty she was with the new morning light streaming through the window bathing her face in golden light.

				To his eyes, she grew more beautiful with each passing year. It was no wonder Daniel had fallen in love with her. 

				Levi dropped his gaze to his feet, afraid his thoughts would somehow show in his eyes. “Do you mind?”

				“Do I mind what?” she asked at last with an odd inflection in her tone.

				He waved his arm to indicate the shop. “That I made changes?”

				“Nee, it is your work space,” she said quickly.

				“Goot.”

				“What needs doing in here today that Grace would normally do? I’m at your beck and call, so put me to work.”

				“I don’t need anything.” What he wanted was for her to go home. The workshop was his sanctuary. How could it be a place of peace with Sarah in it?
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				Let your light so shine before men,
that they may see your good works,
and glorify your Father which is in heaven.

				—Matthew 5:16
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				Chapter One

				“You can tell me the truth, dear. How are you really?”

				Sarah Wyse dropped her gaze to the pile of mending in front of her on the scrubbed pine kitchen table without answering her aunt. How was she? Frightened.

				“Tell me,” her aunt persisted. Emma Lapp didn’t believe in beating around the bush. She had a sharp eye and a gift for two things, matchmaking and uncovering gossip. How had she found out so quickly?

				Sarah had expected to have a few days before having this conversation, but that wasn’t to be. “I’m fine, Aenti Emma. Why do you ask?”

				“You put on such a brave face, child. I know how hard the holiday season is for you. To lose your job on top of everything, my heart goes out to you. You must remember the Lord never gives us more than we can bear. Put your trust in Him.”

				“All is as God wills, even when we cannot comprehend His ways.”

				Christmas brought Sarah more painful memories than joy. Too many of her holidays had been marked by funerals. She dreaded the arrival of winter each year with its long, dark, lonely nights. It was her job that kept her sane. Had kept her sane.

				What would she do now? What if the crippling depression she struggled to overcome got the upper hand?

				“How will you manage?” Emma asked.

				Sarah raised her chin and answered with a conviction she didn’t feel. “As best I can. Would you like some tea?”

				“That would be lovely.”

				Her aunt’s sudden arrival was a blessing in disguise. Sarah had been sitting alone in her kitchen, wallowing in self-pity. It solved nothing. She needed to be busy.

				She rose and crossed to the cupboard. Taking down a pair of white mugs, she carried them to the stove and filled them with hot water from the kettle steaming on the back of the cooktop.

				“I know how you depend on the income from your job, Sarah, being a widow and all. Your onkel and I will help if you need it.”

				“Don’t fret for me. It’s only for a few months. Janet is moving her mother to Florida and wants to make sure she is settled before coming back. She plans to reopen Pins and Needles after Easter.” Surely, she could hang on that long.

				Emma cocked an eyebrow. “Will she be back? I heard she might stay.”

				A flash of panic hit Sarah, but she suppressed it. Janet would be back. Then things would return to normal.

				“I’m sure she’ll be back. Her business is successful. She enjoys the shop and loves the town. I have ample savings and the income from the rent of the buggy shop. I’ll be fine.”

				Things would be tight, but Sarah would manage financially. Emotionally, that was another story.

				Emma said, “Pins and Needles is successful because of the long hours you put into it. Anyway, you can depend on your family and the church to provide for you.”

				“I know.” Being the object of sympathy and charity again was something Sarah preferred to avoid. She knew her attitude was prideful. Perhaps that was why God had set this challenge before her—to teach her humility.

				Emma folded her arms over her ample chest. “You must find something to keep you busy.”

				“I was making a to-do list when you arrived.” Sarah indicated a spiral notebook on the table.

				“Goot. Have you thought of inviting your brother and his family for a visit? You haven’t seen them in several years. The girls will be grown women before you know it.”

				After having been raised with only sisters, her brother, Vernon, had been blessed with two girls of his own and finally a boy. He and his wife were expecting another child in the spring. It would be good to see them. Having children in the house might help dispel the gloom that hung over her holidays.

				“That’s a fine idea. I’ll write to Vernon first thing in the morning and invite them for a visit. There isn’t much room here for the children to play. I hope they won’t mind a stay in town.” The family lived on a large dairy farm outside of Middlefield where the children had acres of woods and fields to roam.

				Emma grinned. “You’ll have to take Merle fishing if you want to keep that little boy happy. The last time we went to visit them, that was all he wanted to do and all he talked about. The girls entertain each other.”

				Sarah suffered a stab of grief. Her husband had liked to fish. It wasn’t something she cared for. She should have tried harder to enjoy the things he liked, but how was she to know their time together would be so short?

				Regrets were useless, but sometimes it seemed as if they were all she had.

				She said, “I’ll offer to take Merle on a fishing trip, weather permitting, if that will persuade his parents to come.”

				Emma chuckled. “He will nag them until they do.”

				Sarah placed a tea bag in each mug and carried them to the table along with the sugar bowl. As she sat down, a commotion in the street outside caught her attention.

				A horse neighed loudly followed by raised voices. “I never want to see you again, Henry Zook! Do you hear me? Go ahead and marry Esta Barkman. See if I care. She—she can’t even cook!”

				A slamming door from the house beside Sarah’s punctuated the end of the outburst.

				“Goodness, was that Grace Beachy shouting in the street? Has she no demut?”

				Oh, dear, her neighbor and friend Grace would soon find her quarrel public knowledge unless Sarah could stanch it. What on earth had Henry done to upset her so? Sarah cast a rueful smile at her aunt. “Grace has humility, Aenti. She is normally a quiet, reserved young woman.”

				“You couldn’t tell it from her behavior just now. I understand the twins, Moses and Atlee, are the ones most often in trouble.” Emma held her head cocked to hear any additional outbursts.

				“They have been a trial to live beside,” Sarah admitted as a frequent recipient of the teenage pair’s numerous pranks.

				The boys had turned seventeen in October. They were in their rumspringa, the “running around” years enjoyed by Amish youth from age sixteen up to their mid-twenties prior to taking the vows of the faith. Like many, the twins were making the most of their freedom, but they had always been on the wild side.

				Sarah had grown up with an identical twin sister who rivaled the boys for getting into mischief. She missed her sister dearly. Bethany had left the faith to follow her English husband to the other side of the world. They died together in a car accident in New Zealand. In a way, Grace had become a substitute for Sarah’s lost sister. She loved the girl.

				Emma’s eyes were alight with curiosity. “It sounded as if Grace is sorely put out with Henry. It would be a shame if the courtship ended this way. The bishop’s son would be a fine match for the Beachy girl. I know Henry’s mother is pleased as punch that her wayward son appears to be settling down.”

				If Grace married and left home, Sarah shuddered to think what the twins would be up to without her intervention. Levi, the eldest of the family, chose to ignore their less than perfect behaviors.

				Emma couldn’t resist the urge to learn more. “I want to see how Henry is handling this. I can’t imagine he’s happy to have his girlfriend shouting at him. His mother will want to hear of this.”

				Rising, she went to the kitchen window that overlooked the street and used her sleeve to rub an area free of frost. Winter had a firm grip on the town of Hope Springs, Ohio, although it was only the first week of December. Peering through the frosty glass didn’t give Emma a clear enough view so she moved to open the door.

				Sarah quickly stepped between her aunt and the chilly night. Emma’s nosy nature knew few bounds. “Leave the young people to sort out their own problems, Aenti.”

				Emma relented but she was clearly miffed at being denied more food for gossip. “How can I tell Esther Zook what happened if I can’t see how her son is taking this rejection?”

				“I’m sure if Henry Zook wants to discuss it with his mother, he’ll find a way.”

				“She should know how his girlfriend is treating him.”

				Sarah pressed a hand to her chest and widened her eyes in disbelief. “You don’t mean you’ll mention this to the bishop’s wife.”

				“I might, if the opportunity presents itself.”

				“You are a brave soul. I could never bring myself to tell Esther Zook that I heard her son was playing fast and loose with Grace and Esta Barkman.”

				Her aunt nibbled at the corner of her lip, then said, “It did sound that way, didn’t it?”

				“Grace is a sweet girl and would never raise her voice without serious provocation. I know Esther dotes on Henry and won’t hear a bad word against him. I can only imagine how upset Esther would be with someone who spread word of his poor behavior. You know how much sway she holds over the bishop.”

				Her aunt’s frown deepened. “I see your point. We don’t actually know what happened, do we?”

				“Nee, we don’t. A lover’s spate is all I heard. Not worth mentioning.”

				“You could be right.”

				“I know I am.” Sarah waited until her aunt gave up trying to see over her and returned to the window. Sarah grinned as she started to close the door. Across the street, she caught sight of Levi Beachy standing motionless at the door to his shop. He’d obviously heard his sister’s commotion, too.

				His breath rose as white puffs in the cold night air. Their eyes met across the snow-covered street. Sarah couldn’t see the color of them from this distance, but she knew they were as blue as a cloudless summer’s day. They contrasted sharply with his dark hair and deeply tanned skin.

				She rarely saw his eyes, for Levi kept them trained on his feet unless he was working. He was painfully shy, and she wished there was something she could do to help him overcome it. He had been a wonderful help to her when her husband was sick.

				A quick frown formed on Levi’s face before he turned away with a shake of his head.

				“Great, now I’m the one who looks like the nosy neighbor,” Sarah muttered. She sometimes had the feeling that Levi disapproved of her, although it wasn’t anything she could put her finger on.

				“What was that?” Emma asked.

				Sarah pasted a smile on her face as she closed the door and returned to the kitchen table to resume her mending. “I saw Levi across the street. He’s working late again.”

				“The poor fellow. He was saddled with raising his younger sister and those unruly brothers at much too early an age. He should have had the good sense to send them to his father’s sister or even let his grandfather raise them. Reuben Beachy would have been glad to take care of the children.”

				Since Reuben was well past seventy, Sarah wasn’t sure he would have been able to handle the twins any better than Levi did. “I’m sure Levi loves his family and wants to take care of them himself.”

				“I don’t know how anyone could tell. The man hasn’t spoken more than a dozen words to me in all his life. I think he is a bit simple.”

				Sarah leveled a hard gaze at her aunt. “Levi is shy, not simple.”

				Emma lifted the tea bag from her mug and added two spoonfuls of sugar. Stirring briskly, she said, “Even a fool, when he holdeth his peace, is counted wise: and he that shutteth his lips is esteemed a man of understanding. Proverbs 17:28.”

				Coming to her neighbor’s defense, Sarah said, “Levi works very hard. He builds fine buggies, and he always pays the rent for the shop on time. He is a good man. I don’t like to see him maligned.”

				“Gracious, child. I’m not maligning the man. I know several women who think he would make a good match, but I’ve had to tell them all that he is a waste of time. Levi Beachy will never find the courage to court a woman, much less propose. I’ve rarely met a fellow destined to remain an old boy, but Levi is one.”

				An old boy was the Amish term for a confirmed bachelor. Since only Amish men who married grew beards, a clean-shaven face marked a man as single no matter what his age. Like her, Levi was nearing thirty. She knew because they had attended school together until the eighth grade. She’d known Levi her entire life. He’d been the first boy to kiss her.

				That long-forgotten memory brought a blush to her cheeks. Why had it surfaced after all these years? She bent over her mending.

				“What about you, dear? It’s been nearly five years since Jonas’s passing. Are you ready to think about marriage again? I can’t tell you the number of men who have asked me that question. One in particular.” Emma eyed her intently.

				Sarah should have known this wasn’t the simple social visit her aunt claimed. She met her aunt’s gaze as sadness welled up inside her. For once, she couldn’t stop it. Tears stung her eyes. “No, Aenti. I’ve made my feelings on the subject clear. I won’t marry again.”

				* * *

				Sarah was laughing at him. She and her aunt were having a chuckle at the expense of his odd family. Levi knew it the way he knew the fire was hot—because he’d been burned by both.

				It was wrong to dwell on the past, childish even, but the embarrassing incident came to mind when he least expected it. He’d long ago forgiven Sarah, but he hadn’t been able to forget her part in his humiliation.

				He had been fourteen at the time and the least athletic boy at school. His shyness made it easy for others to make fun of him, but Sarah had seemed kinder than his other classmates. She sat one row up and across the aisle from him.

				How many hours had he spent dreaming about what it would be like to simply hold her hand? Too many.

				Then one day, he found a note on his desk saying to meet her down by the creek after school if he wanted a kiss. He’d been ecstatic and frightened all at the same time. Of course he wanted to kiss her. What boy didn’t? It took all the courage he could muster to make the short trek to the meeting spot.

				She was waiting on the creek bank with her eyes closed just as the note said, but when he caught her by the shoulders and kissed her, she pushed him away. He never knew if it was by design or by accident that the fallen tree limb was right behind him. He tumbled backwards, tripped and landed in the water with a muddy splash.

				On the other side of the creek, a dozen of his schoolmates began laughing and hooting, including Sarah’s twin sister, Bethany. Mortified, Levi had trudged home in wet clothes and refused to go back to school. Working beside his father in his carpenter shop was the only thing that felt normal to Levi.

				Less than a year later, both his parents were killed in a buggy accident. Levi was forced to sell his father’s business. No one believed a fifteen-year-old boy could run it alone. Jonas Wyse bought the property and started a harness shop and buggy-making business in Hope Springs. He hired Levi, who desperately wanted to earn enough to support his sister and little brothers. The two men quickly became friends. Within five years, they had a thriving business going making fine buggies. They stopped repairing harnesses and focused on what they did best. It was a wonderful time in Levi’s life.

				Then Jonas decided to marry Sarah and everything changed.

				Levi shook off his thoughts of the past. Sarah was his landlady and the widow of his only true friend. Levi was determined to treat her with the respect she deserved, but he sometimes wished he hadn’t promised Jonas he would look after her when his friend was gone. That promise, made on Jonas’s deathbed, was a binding one Levi could not break. Not if he planned to face Jonas in heaven one day.

				Levi’s gaze traveled to the colorful calendar on the shop wall. It was out of date by several years, but he’d never taken it down. His Amish religion didn’t allow artwork or pictures to decorate walls, but a calendar had function and even one with a pretty picture was permitted. The one he never removed featured a panoramic view of the Rocky Mountains.

				The dusty eight-by-ten photograph showed snow-capped mountains thrusting upward to reach a clear blue sky. Their flanks lay covered with thick forests of pine, aspen trees and spruce. It had long been Levi’s dream to move to Colorado. Several of his cousins from the next village had moved to a new settlement out west and wrote in glowing terms of the beauty there. The idea of raising a family of his own in such a place was a dream he nurtured deep in his heart.

				Colorado was his goal, but Sarah Wyse was the rope keeping him firmly tethered to Hope Springs.

				He had loved Jonas Wyse like a brother. When his friend pleaded with him to watch over Sarah until she remarried, Levi had given his promise without hesitation. A year or so wasn’t much to wait. The mountains weren’t going anywhere.

				It wasn’t until Sara remained unmarried for two years that Levi began to doubt the wisdom of making his rash promise. Five years later he was still turning out buggies in Hope Springs and handing over rent money to help support her while his dreams of moving west gathered dust like the calendar on the wall.

				He knew several good men who had tried to court Sarah, but she had turned each and every one of them aside. Levi had to admit none of them held a candle to his dear friend. But still, a woman Sarah’s age should be married with children.

				The thought of her with another man’s babe in her arms brought an uncomfortable ache in his chest. He thrust aside thoughts of Sarah and replaced them with worry about his sister.

				He hoped Grace was all right. He should go see, but he didn’t know what to say to her. Women didn’t think like men. Whatever he said would be sure to make her angry or make her cry. Perhaps it would be best to stay in the shop and wait until she called him for supper.

				Half an hour later, he heard Sarah’s aunt’s buggy drive away. He went to the window and looked out. Sarah was alone again, as she was every night. She sat at her kitchen table working on some stitching. Why hadn’t she remarried? What was she waiting for?

				She was a devout Amish woman. She wasn’t too old. She was certainly pretty enough. She kept a good house and worked hard. When the buggy shop needed repairs or upgrades he couldn’t do himself, she was never stingy about hiring help or buying new equipment.

				As he was looking out the window, he saw his sister approaching. He picked up a file to finish smoothing the edge of a metal step he was repairing.

				Grace opened the door. “Bruder, your supper is ready.”

				“Danki, I’ll be in shortly.” He glanced up. His sister didn’t leave. Instead, she walked along the workbench, looking over the parts he was assembling for a new buggy. She clearly had something on her mind. When she didn’t speak, he asked, “Is everything okay?”

				Her chin came up. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

				Because you were screaming at your boyfriend at the top of your lungs on a public street and giving our neighbors food for gossip. “Just wondering, that’s all.”

				“Levi, can I ask you a question?”

				He didn’t like the sound of that. “Sure.”

				“Why haven’t you married?”

				That took him aback. “Me?”

				“Ja. Why haven’t you?”

				Heat rushed to his face. He cleared his throat. “Reckon I haven’t met the woman God has in mind for me.”

				“God wants each of us to find the person who makes us happy, doesn’t He?” Grace fell silent.

				Levi glanced up from his work to find her staring out the window at Sarah’s house. Because her question so closely mirrored his thoughts about Sarah, he gathered his courage and asked, “Why do you think Sarah Wyse hasn’t remarried?”

				“Because she loved one man with her whole heart and her whole soul and she knows no one can replace him,” Grace declared with a passion that astounded him.

				She suddenly rushed toward the door. “I’ll be back in a few minutes. Your supper is on the table.”

				“Where are you going?”

				“I need to talk to Sarah about something.”

				When the door banged shut behind her, he sighed. It was just like his sister to leave him in the dark about what was going on. He hoped Sarah could help because the last thing he wanted was a home in turmoil, and unless Grace was happy, that was exactly what was going to happen.

				* * *

				After her aunt had gone, Sarah stared at the snow piled on the sill of her kitchen window. Dismal. There was no other word for it. Christmas would be here in less than a month, but there wasn’t any joy in the knowledge. The Christmas seasons of the past had brought her only heartache and the long winter nights left her too much time to remember. At least this year her only loss was her job. So far.

				She closed her eyes and folded her hands. “Please, Lord, keep everyone I love safe and well this year.”

				Second thoughts about inviting her brother for a visit crowded into her mind. He was all she had left of her immediate family. At times, it seemed that everyone she loved suffered and died before their time. What if something should befall Vernon or his wife or children while they were here? How would she forgive herself?

				No, such thinking only showed her lack of faith. It is not in my hands, but in Your hands, Lord.

				Still, she couldn’t shake a feeling of foreboding.

				She opened her eyes and propped her chin on her hand as she stared at the notebook page in front of her. The kerosene lamp overhead cast a warm glow on the mending pile and the sheet of paper where she had compiled a list of things to do.

				Clean the house.

				Mend everything torn or frayed.

				Make two new kapps.

				Stitch the border on my new quilt.

				She had already finished the first item and was on to the second. They were all things she could do in a week or less and she had a lot more time on her hands than a mere week. Spring seemed a long way off. Inviting Vernon and his family was one way to help fill the days.

				She added three more items to her list.

				Don’t be bored.

				Don’t be sad.

				Don’t go insane.

				Six days a week for nearly five years she had gone in early to open the fabric store and closed up after seven in the evening. Without her job to keep her busy, what was she going to do? Work had been her salvation after her husband’s passing.

				Had it really been five years? Sometimes it seemed as if he’d only gone out of town and he would be back any minute. Of course, he wouldn’t be.

				She had tried to convince Janet to let her run the shop until spring, but Janet wouldn’t hear of it. Instead, her boss said, “Enjoy the time off, Sarah. You work too hard. Have a carefree Christmas season for a change.”

				Janet didn’t understand. Time off wouldn’t make the holidays brighter. Six years ago Sarah and Jonas learned he had cancer only a week before Christmas. He battled the disease for months longer than the doctors thought he could. He died on Christmas Eve the following year. A month later, her sister ran away, leaving Sarah, her parents and her brother to grieve and worry. Their father died of pneumonia the following Thanksgiving. Her mother passed away barely a year later. Vernon said they died of a broken heart after Bethany left.

				Bethany had been the light of the family. Her daring sense of humor and love of life were too big for Hope Springs and the simple life of the Amish. It had been two years ago at Christmas when Jonathan Dresher came to tell Sarah that Bethany was dead, too. Since that day, Sarah faced the Christmas season with intense dread, waiting and wondering what the next blow would be.

				She sat up straight. She wasn’t going to spend this winter cooped up in the house, staring at the walls and dreading Christmas. She had to find something to keep the bleak depression at bay. To her list, she quickly added Find Another Job! She circled it a half dozen times.

				The sound of her front door opening made her look up. Like most Amish people, she never locked her doors. Knocking was an English habit the Amish ignored for they knew they were always welcome in another Amish home. A brief gust of winter wind came in with her visitor. Sarah’s mood rose when she recognized her friend and neighbor, Grace Ann Beachy.

				“Gut-n-owed,” Sarah called out a cheerfully good evening in Pennsylvania Deitsch, sometimes called Pennsylvania Dutch, the German dialect spoken by the Amish.

				“Sarah, I must speak to you.”

				Sarah was stunned to see tears in Grace’s eyes. Fearing something serious had happened, Sarah shot to her feet. “Are you okay?”

				“Nee, I’m not. I love him so much.” Grace promptly buried her face in her hands and began sobbing.

				Sarah gathered the weeping girl in her arms. Matters of the heart were often painful, but never more so than when it was first love.

				“There, there, child. It will be all right.” Sarah led Grace to the living room and sat beside her on the sofa. The two women had been friends for years. They were as close as sisters.

				Between sobs, Grace managed to recount her evening with Henry Zook from the time they left the singing party. The whole thing boiled down to the fact that Henry had grown tired of waiting for Grace to accept his offer of marriage. The conversation soon turned to a quarrel. Henry, in a fit of anger, said Esta Barkman had been making eyes at him all evening. Maybe she was ready to settle down and marry.

				Sarah lifted her young neighbor’s face and wiped the tears from her cheeks. “If you love him, why don’t you accept him? Is there someone else?”

				Grace rolled her eyes and threw up her hands. “There’s Levi and the twins and the business. How can I leave my brothers? Levi can’t manage the business alone. He can barely speak to people he knows. He’s terrible at taking care of new customers. They’ll go elsewhere with their business and where will that leave him? You depend on the income from the shop, too.”

				“Your brother could hire someone to replace you. I know Mary Shetler would welcome the chance to have a job in an Amish business.”

				“I’m not sure she would want to work with the twins, knowing what they did.”

				Grace was probably right about that. Mary Shetler had left the Amish and wound up living with an English fellow who turned out to be a scoundrel. Just fifteen and pregnant at the time, Mary had been terrified to learn her boyfriend planned to sell her baby. She had the child alone one night while he was gone. Planning to leave her boyfriend for good as soon as she was able, she hid her infant daughter in an Amish buggy along with a note promising that she would return for her.

				The buggy belonged to Levi Beachy. The twins had taken it without permission and sneaked out to see a movie in another town. It wasn’t until they were on their way home that they discovered the baby. Afraid their midnight romp would get them in trouble if they brought the infant home, they stopped at the nearest farmhouse and left the child on the doorstep in the middle of the night.

				Fortunately, the home belonged to Ada Kauffman. Her daughter Miriam was a nurse. She and Sheriff Nick Bradley finally reunited mother and child but not before Mary suffered dreadfully believing her daughter Hannah was lost to her.

				“All right, Mary was not a good suggestion, but I’m sure there are other young women who could work with Levi.”

				“Maybe, but what about the twins? They could burn the town down or who knows what if someone doesn’t keep an eye on them. I know I haven’t done a great job, but I’m better than Levi. When he’s working, he could be standing in five feet of snow and not notice. I can’t leave knowing no one will look after them.”

				“I’m sorry you feel trapped by your family, Grace. You know I would help if I could.”

				Grace grabbed her arm. “You can.”

				“How?”

				“Help me find a wife for Levi.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Sarah stared at Grace in stunned disbelief. “You must be joking. How could I find a wife for your brother? I’m no matchmaker.”

				“But you are,” Grace insisted. “Didn’t you convince your cousin Adrian Lapp to court Faith Martin?”

				“Convince him? Nee, I did not. If I remember right, I cautioned Faith against losing her heart to Adrian because he was still grieving for his first wife.” Sarah knew how it felt to mourn for a spouse.

				“And that was exactly the push Faith needed to see beyond his gruff behavior. They married, and they are very happy together. Besides, you’re the one who convinced me to give Henry a chance.”

				“I don’t remember saying anything to you about going out with Henry.”

				“If you hadn’t told me how your Jonas settled down from his wild ways after you were married, I never would have given Henry the time of day. But I did, and now I’m in love with him. I want to marry him. You have to help me. I will just die if he marries someone else.”

				Sarah leveled a stern look at her young neighbor. “That’s a bit dramatic, Grace.”

				Drawing a deep breath, Grace nodded. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what to do. I can’t leave Levi and the boys, but I can’t expect Henry to wait forever, either. I’m caught between a rock and a hard place with no way out.”

				“I hardly think finding a wife for your brother is the answer.”

				“It’s the only one I can come up with. I’m afraid if I ask Henry to wait much longer he’ll find someone else.”

				Sarah took pity on her young friend and tried to reassure her. “Henry Zook will not marry anyone else. I’ve seen the way he looks at you.”

				“I believe he loves me. He says he does, but he wants an answer.”

				“Henry is used to getting his own way. His mother has done her best to spoil him. He will be a good man, but right now he has the impatience of youth. What you and Henry need is a cooling-off time.”

				“What do you mean by that?”

				The last thing Sarah wanted was to see her friend pushed into something she might regret. “You two have been seeing each other almost daily. I think both of you could use some time apart. Rushing into marriage can cause a lifetime of misery.”

				Grace shook her head. “Oh, Sarah. I don’t know. What would Henry think?”

				Sarah could see that Grace’s dilemma was taking its toll on her friend. There were shadows beneath her eyes that didn’t belong on a girl who was barely twenty. Her cheeks were pale and thinner, as if she’d lost weight. There had to be some way to help her. Suddenly, an idea occurred to Sarah.

				“He can’t object if you tell him you’re going to visit your grandmother in Pennsylvania. I know you’ve wanted to see her for ages. It will give Henry a chance to miss you while you’re gone, and it will give you a chance to relax and think about what you want to do without worrying about Henry or about your brothers.”

				“But what if Henry doesn’t miss me?”

				“Wouldn’t you rather know that before you are wed?” Sarah asked gently.

				“Grossmammi has asked me to come for a visit many times. She’s getting on in years. I would like to spend some time with her, but that means I would miss the quilting bee for Ina Stultz and the hoedown that’s coming up.”

				“I’ll take your place at Ina’s quilting bee, and there will be other hoedowns. Of course, once you marry, that kind of fun is over.” To marry, an Amish couple had to be baptized into the faith, which meant their running-around time was ended. Barn parties and such gatherings would give way to family visits and community events that bound together all members of their Amish faith.

				“What about the business?” Grace asked.

				“Levi will understand that you need some time to make up your mind about marrying. Besides, he’s a grown man. He can manage without you for a few weeks. I can help if worse comes to worst. I used to work there every day.”

				“Oh, it’ll come to worse very quickly. I don’t doubt you could do all that I do, but what about your job?”

				“The fabric shop is closing for a few months, so I have some extra time on my hands.” A lot of extra time, but was working beside Levi the way she wanted to spend it?

				Grace’s face lit up. She grabbed Sarah’s hand. “You are so clever. You can work with Levi and find out what kind of wife would suit him all at the same time. I won’t feel a bit bad about leaving him, knowing you’re there.”

				Sarah held back a smile. If this is what it took to get Grace to leave town for a few weeks, Sarah would agree. “I hadn’t thought of it that way, but you may be right. In spite of the fact that Levi was Jonas’s friend and has been my neighbor for years, I don’t really know him well.”

				Grace sat back with a satisfied smile. “I can tell you anything you want to know about him. Go ahead, ask me something.”

				“All right, what does Levi like to do for fun?”

				A furrow appeared between Grace’s eyebrows. “He doesn’t really do anything for fun. He doesn’t have a sense of humor, that’s for sure. He works in the shop all day and sometimes late into the night.”

				“I know he is hard-working, but does he like to hunt or play checkers or other board games?”

				“I don’t think so. I mean, I’ve known him to go hunting in the fall when we need meat, but I don’t think he enjoys it. The boys and I like board games, but Levi doesn’t play with us.”

				What kind of wife would want a husband who didn’t interact with his own family? Sarah said, “He used to go fishing with my husband. Does he still do that with his friends?”

				“He goes fishing by himself sometimes. Levi doesn’t really have friends. Everyone says he makes right fine buggies, though.”

				Sarah knew that for a fact. She drove one he and Jonas had built together. It was solid and still rode well after eight years. However, Levi had to have other traits that would make him attractive to a potential wife. “What does your brother like to read?”

				“He reads the Bible every night, and he reads The Budget.”

				The Budget was a weekly newspaper put out by the Amish for the Amish. Everyone read it. It was good to know he read the Bible. A devout man usually made an excellent husband. “Does he read other kinds of books?”

				“Books? No, I don’t think so.” Grace shook her head.

				Sarah never suspected Levi was such a dull fellow. What had her outgoing husband seen in him?

				“You’ve been a big help, Grace. I’ll look over my list of single friends and think on who might find him appealing.” Right off hand, she couldn’t think of anyone.

				“Do you really believe I should leave town?”

				“I do. It will do you, your grandmother and Henry a world of good. Trust me on this.”

				Grace nodded bravely. “I do trust you, Sarah. I’ll do it.”

				Sarah grinned. “That’s the spirit.”

				Grace jumped to her feet. “I must ask the Wilsons down the block if I can use their phone. I need to find out when the bus leaves and call my grandmother’s English neighbors so they can tell her I’m coming.”

				“But it’s getting late, child. You should go home and talk this over with your family.”

				“Nee. If I’m to do this it must be now.” She leaned down and pressed a kiss on Sarah’s cheek. “You’re the best friend ever, Sarah Wyse.”

				Without a backward glance, she rushed out as quickly as she had rushed in, slamming the door behind her.

				“I’m not sure your brothers are going to feel the same,” Sarah said to the empty room.

				* * *

				Levi tugged his suspenders up over his shoulders as he walked down the stairs from his bedroom on the second floor of the house. When he reached the kitchen, he paused. Instead of the usual aromas of toast, bacon and scrambled eggs, the forlorn faces of his twin brothers sitting at a bare table greeted him.

				A suitcase sat beside the front door. His sister, Grace, entered the room, tying her best bonnet beneath her chin. “I left sliced ham in the refrigerator for sandwiches. You boys can heat some up in a skillet for breakfast if you’d like or make oatmeal. After today, you’re on your own as far as getting something to eat. There is plenty of canned fruit and vegetables in the cellar along with canned meats. If you don’t want to cook, the Shoofly Pie Café serves good food, and it’s reasonable.”

				She picked up her suitcase and gave her younger brothers each a stern look. “I expect the house to still be standing when I return.”

				Levi found his tongue. “Grace, what are you doing?”

				“I’m going to visit Grossmammi for a few weeks.” She had a smile on her face, but it was forced.

				He scowled at her. Grace was impulsive, but this was odd even for her. She hadn’t said a word about visiting their relative. “Is Grandmother ill? Is that why you’re going?”

				“Nee, she’s fine as far as I know.”

				“You can’t take off at the drop of a hat like this.”

				Atlee spoke up, “That’s what we told her.”

				“But she told us she was going and that’s that,” Moses added.

				Grace’s smile faded. “Please, Levi. Don’t forbid me to go. I need you to understand that I have to get away for a while.”

				How could he understand when she hadn’t told him anything? He opened his mouth but nothing came out. She took it as his consent and her smile returned. He never could deny her what she wanted. She and the twins had lost so much already.

				She rushed to his side and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Thank you, Levi. Sarah said you would understand. I’ve got to run or I’ll miss my bus. This was a wonderful idea. I’m so glad she suggested it. I can’t wait to see Grossmammi again.”

				Sarah suggested it? He should have known. “Grace, who will take care of our customers?” he asked as panic began to set in. He couldn’t deal with people. Words froze in his mouth and he looked foolish.

				“Sarah will help you. Be kind to her.” Grace gave him a bright smile as she opened the door. A flurry of cold air swept in as she went out.

				When Levi blinked he was still standing in his kitchen not really sure what had just happened. He looked at his brothers. They both shrugged.

				Atlee said, “I’d like dippy eggs with my ham.”

				“I want mine scrambled.” Moses folded his hands and waited.

				Levi stared at the black stove with a sinking feeling in his gut. How on earth would they manage without Grace?

				An hour later, Levi left the house and headed for his retreat, his workshop, where nothing smelled like burnt ham or charred eggs and he couldn’t hear his brothers’ complaints. He’d left after telling them to do the dishes.

				A body would have thought I told them to take the moon down and polish it the way they gaped at me.

				When he left, they were arguing over who should wash and who should dry. He didn’t have time to referee because he was late, and he was never late opening his business.

				He still didn’t know why Grace had to leave town so suddenly. He hoped she hadn’t gotten herself in trouble. That wasn’t the kind of thing a man wanted to ask his sister. All Atlee and Moses knew was that after an argument with her boyfriend, Grace had decided to visit their grandmother for a few weeks. How many was a few? Three? Four? She didn’t intend to stay away for a month, did she?

				One thing Grace said stuck in Levi’s mind. She’d said Sarah had suggested it. He suspected that Sarah Wyse was a whole lot better informed about his sister’s abrupt departure than he was.

				Two men in Amish clothing were standing in front of his store when he approached.

				“Did you decide to sleep in today, Levi?” one man joked.

				Levi tried to think of a snappy comeback, but nothing occurred to him. He kept his eyes down and wrestled with the key that refused to unlock the door.

				“Reckon he wants to start keeping banker’s hours,” the second man said with a deep chuckle.

				Levi hated it when people made fun of him. He searched his heart for forgiveness and offered it up to God, but he still felt small. He always felt small.

				When the stubborn lock finally clicked open, he rushed inside. He hadn’t had a chance to get the stove going and the building was ice-cold. The two men waited by the counter while he stoked the fire. When he had a flame going, they both stepped up to warm their hands.

				Levi cleared his throat and asked, “How can I help you?”

				The outside door opened, but Levi couldn’t see who had come in. The men blocked his line of sight. He hoped it was the twins because he didn’t like dealing with customers. Not that the twins would do better. They were likely to pull some prank and then disappear, leaving him to deal with the fallout.

				The taller of the two men said, “We’re wanting to order a pair of courting buggies for our oldest boys. They’re good sons and they are willing to help pay some of the cost. Before we place any orders, what kind of deal can you give us for ordering two buggies together?”

				Levi scowled. “A buggy costs what a buggy costs.”

				“That’s not what Abe Yoder over in Sugarcreek told us. He’s willing to take ten percent off for a double order.”

				Levi struggled to find the right thing to say. Grace always knew just what to say. Why did she have to take off and leave him to work alone? She knew how much he hated dealing with people.

				Abe Yoder’s offer was a good one, but Levi didn’t want to send these men back to his competition. He couldn’t cut ten percent off his price or he’d be making the buggies for free. He cleared his throat again and felt heat rising in his face. Why was it always this way? Other people didn’t have trouble talking.

				Behind the men, a woman’s voice said, “If Abe Yoder says he can cut ten percent off he’s overcharging to begin with.”

				The men turned around as Sarah Wyse approached the stove. She was looked straight at him. “Isn’t that right, Levi?”

				He nodded and followed her lead. “Ja.”

				She waited, as if expecting he would say more, but when he didn’t she gave her attention to the men. “Come up to the counter, neighbors, and let us talk about what you think your sons will like and what they can live without. Once we have an idea of the amount of work that will be needed, we can give you a fair estimate. You’ll find our prices are as good as Abe Yoder’s and our quality is better.”

				Levi blew out a breath of relief. Everyone’s attention was on her and not on him. Now he could think.

				She stepped behind the counter and began opening drawers. “If I can just find our order forms.”

				“Top left.” Levi supplied the direction she needed.

				She opened the correct drawer and said, “Ah, here we are. Changes can be made later, but that may affect the price once we’ve started work. Do you know what color of upholstery they want on the seats? Do they want drum brakes? How about cup holders and storage boxes? I assume these will be open buggies as you said they are for courting.”

				She waited, pencil posed, with a friendly smile on her face that could charm anyone. Levi was grateful for her intervention until he remembered that she had sent Grace out of town in the first place.

				Once again, Sarah seemed bent on making his life difficult.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Sarah took down the information the men provided along with their addresses and promised them an estimate would arrive in the mail in a few days. They left, content with that.

				When the door closed behind them, Sarah found herself alone. Levi was nowhere in sight. Silence surrounded her except for the occasional crackling and pop of the fire in the potbellied stove. She had time to look around. This cavernous building had been Jonas’s favorite place.

				There was nothing fancy about the shop. The bare rafters were visible overhead. Thick and sturdy, the wooden trusses were old and stained with age and smoke. A few missing shingles let in the light and a dusting of snow that had melted into small puddles here and there.

				Buggy frames in all stages of completion were lined up along one side. Wagon wheels were everywhere, leaning against the walls and hanging from hooks. Some were new and some were waiting to be repaired. Wheel repair made up the bulk of their business. A good buggy wheel could last five years or more, but eventually they all needed to be fixed or replaced.

				Down the center of the shop were two rows of various machines. Although their Amish religion forbade the use of electricity, in their church district it was possible to use propane-powered engines to operate machinery. While some of the equipment was new, much of it was older than the hills.

				Sarah walked to the ancient metal bender and grasped the handle. The bender used heavy-duty iron gears and wheels to press bands of steel into symmetrical rings. The steel ring was then welded together to form the outside rim of a wagon wheel.

				How many rims had she cranked out when she worked beside Jonas and Levi? Two hundred? Three hundred? She could still do it, but it would take a while to build up her muscles. Carrying bolts of fabric wasn’t nearly as physical.

				Turning around, she noticed the back of the shop held various pieces of wood waiting to be assembled into buggy tops and doors. In the far corner of the building, an area had been partitioned off and enclosed to make a room for cutting and sewing upholstery. The old sewing machine was operated with a foot pedal. She knew it well.

				Although almost all the buggies they made were black, as required by their church, a person could order anything from red velvet to black leather for the buggy’s interior and seats. Jonas’s courting buggy had dark blue velvet upholstery. When he sold it two years after their wedding she cried like a baby.

				She smiled at the memory, but she wasn’t here to relive the past. She went looking for Levi. Would he have something to say about her usurping his authority in dealing with customers? She found him working on the undercarriage of a buggy at the very back of the building. Or rather, she found his feet.

				The sole of his left shoe was worn through. He had used a piece of cardboard inside to keep his socks dry. Did his socks have holes in them, too? She imagined they did for the hems of his pant legs were worn and frayed. Grace was wrong. Levi didn’t need a wife. He desperately needed a wife.

				Someone with housewifely skills to mend and darn for him and to make sure he was properly clothed. Someone to insist he get new shoes for the winter instead of making do with cardboard insoles. She’d paid no attention to the business books after Jonas died, preferring to leave all that in Levi’s hands. Was the business doing poorly? Or was Levi frugal to the extreme?

				Clearly, it was time she got her head back into the business. “Levi, may I speak with you?”

				A grunt was her answer. Was it a yes grunt or a no grunt? Only his feet moved as he struggled with some hidden problem. She decided to be optimistic. “I’d like to take a look at the ledgers.”

				His feet stilled. “Why?”

				She crouched down trying to see his face. “I realize that I’ve left the running of the business to you alone for far too long. We are partners in this, are we not?”

				He wiggled backward out from under the carriage and sat up to glare at her. “I don’t cheat you.”

				She pressed a hand to her chest. “Goodness, I never thought you did. I simply want to begin doing my share again. Jonas and I used to do the books together. I know what I’m looking at.”

				“Jonas is gone. I do the books now.” He lay down and started to inch back under the buggy.

				Sarah was sorely tempted to kick the sole of his miserable excuse for a shoe, but she didn’t. More flies were caught with honey than with vinegar. “I don’t mean to step on your toes, Levi, but I am the owner of this shop, and I have a right to see the books. I’m sure you understand my position.”

				“Help yourself,” came his muffled reply.

				“Fine.” She left him to his work and headed for the small enclosed place that was used as an office. A wooden stool sat in front of a cluttered desk. Off to one side, a stack of ledgers and catalogs were piled together. She started by searching through them, but soon realized they weren’t what she needed.

				She went back to his feet. “Where are the current ledgers, Levi?”

				“Ask Grace.”

				She blew out a huff of frustration. “I can’t very well ask Grace. She’s on her way to Pennsylvania.”

				He came out from under the frame and rose to his feet. “Ja, she is. I wonder why my sister chose to go running off during our busiest season with inventory to do and four carriages to finish. No, wait. I know why she left. You told her to go.”

				It was the longest speech he’d ever spoken to her. Sarah curbed her ire at his tone. “Grace didn’t tell you why she went to visit her grandmother?”

				“All she said was that it was your idea.”

				“Oh.” No wonder he seemed upset. Where should she start?

				He folded his arms and stared at his shoes. “Is Grace in...trouble?” he asked, his voice low and worried.

				“Trouble? You mean... Oh! No, no, it’s nothing like that. I hope she would confide in me if that were the case. No, she and Henry have gotten serious so quickly that I thought a short cooling-off time would give her a chance to decide if she really wanted to marry him or not.”

				“Marry? Grace?”

				Levi looked astonished by the idea. It was almost comical. Sarah struggled to hold back a smile. “That’s what young people do when they’ve been courting.”

				“She’s too young to marry.” He turned to his tool chest and grabbed a second wrench.

				“She’s the same age I was when Jonas and I married. I was twenty and he was twenty-seven.”

				“That was different.” Levi didn’t look at her.

				“How?”

				“It just was. Grace Ann is a child.” He returned to his position under the buggy.

				“Nee, Levi, your shveshtah is a grown woman. You must be prepared for her to marry and start a family of her own.”

				A second grunt was her reply.

				If Levi hadn’t considered where his sister’s courtship was leading, then Sarah really had her work cut out for her. Not only did she need to find a woman who could put up with his stoic ways, she needed to help him see that Grace was an adult. This could certainly make the coming winter months more interesting.

				Sarah stared at Levi’s worn-out footwear. First things first, who did she know that might be ready for a husband?

				Several women came to mind. There was the current schoolteacher, Leah Belier, a sweet-tempered woman in her late twenties. But having had the twins in school until two years ago, would she be willing to take them on a permanent basis? It would take a brave woman to do that.

				It was too bad Susan Lapp had married Daniel Hershberger last month. While it was an excellent match for both of them, Susan would have been perfect for Levi. Big-boned and strong with a no-nonsense attitude, Susan was a woman who could keep Levi and the twins in line with one hand tied behind her back. Yes, it was too bad she was already taken.

				There was Joann Yoder, but she was a year older than Levi. Sarah couldn’t see them together. Joann was nearly as shy as he was.

				Mary Beth Zook was also a possibility. Sarah wondered how the bishop and his wife would feel about two of their children marrying into the Beachy family. Perhaps Mary Beth wasn’t the best choice, but Sarah didn’t rule her out.

				Another woman who came to mind was Fannie Nissley, the niece of David and Martha Nissley. She had come to Hope Springs to help the family when Martha had been injured by an overturned wagon a few years before. Martha was fully recovered, but Fannie stayed on because she liked the area.

				Sarah guessed her age to be twenty-five or -six. As far as she knew, Fannie wasn’t seeing anyone. This coming Sunday after the prayer service would be a good time to find out for sure. Aunt Emma would know if any of the single women in the area had already made a commitment.

				Sarah suddenly thought of Sally Yoder. Sally currently worked for Elam Sutter in his basket-weaving business. Sally was only in her early twenties, but she might be ready to settle down. She had a good head on her shoulders and could help Levi manage the business.

				Sarah looked around the building and remembered the many hours she and Jonas had spent poring over the company books and inventory, trying to stretch a nickel into a dollar to make ends meet. They hadn’t seemed like good times back then, but now she cherished every moment she and her husband had spent working and struggling together.

				God took him too soon.

				Memories, both good and not so good, filled her mind. As she looked around, it was easy to see traces of Jonas everywhere. The chair where he sat as he ordered supplies was still waiting at the counter, as though he might return at any minute. Of course, Levi used it now.

				The workbench Jonas made from scrap lumber had stood the test of time, but it had been shifted from its original position. So had the boxes of parts that once lined the wall above it. Now, they stood along the west wall, closer to where the bulk of the woodwork for the buggies took place. It was a better spot, and she could see why Levi had done it.

				She said, “You have made many changes in here. I see you moved the workbench to beneath the south windows. Was that for better light?”

				He didn’t answer. Sarah crossed to the workbench Jonas had fashioned and laid her hand on the worn wood. She could almost feel him here beside her. Looking out the window, she realized that Levi had an unobstructed view of the narrow street outside and of her kitchen window across the way.

				How many times had she sat at that table and cried, worried and prayed since Jonas’s passing. Had Levi seen it all?

				She glanced toward the buggy frame. He was no longer underneath it. He stood, wrenches in each hand, watching her with a guarded expression on his face.

				* * *

				Levi wondered if she realized how pretty she was with the early morning sunshine streaming through the window, bathing her face in golden light. Her features were as delicate as the frost that etched the corners of the glass behind her.

				Her white kapp glowed brightly, almost like a halo around her heart-shaped face. Her blond hair, carefully parted in the middle and all but hidden beneath her bonnet gave only a hint of the luxurious beauty her uncut tresses must hold. Only a husband and God should view a woman’s crowing glory. For a second, Levi envied Jonas’s right to behold Sarah’s hair flowing over her shoulders and down her back.

				The ribbons of her kapp were untied and drew Levi’s attention to the curve of her jaw and the slenderness of her neck. To his eyes, she grew more beautiful with each passing year. It was no wonder Jonas had fallen in love with her.

				Levi dropped his gaze to his feet, afraid what he was thinking would somehow show in his eyes. She was his best friend’s wife. It was wrong of him to think of her as beautiful.

				“Do you mind?” he asked.

				When she didn’t answer, he looked up. She glanced out the window and then at him.

				“Do I mind what?” she asked with an odd inflection in her tone.

				He waved his arm to indicate the shop. “The changes?”

				“Nee, it is your workspace,” she said quickly.

				“Goot.” He returned his tools to the wooden tray and carried it to the workbench, sliding it into its place on the end of the counter where Jonas had kept it.

				Levi hadn’t been much younger than the twins were now when the local sheriff brought word that their parents were dead. They had both drowned when their buggy was overturned and swept away while they had been trying to cross a flooded roadway.

				Jonas had come to the house and offered Levi a job when he was ready. Levi never forgot Jonas’s kindness in treating him like an adult, like a man with responsibilities instead of like a boy who needed someone to look after him and his siblings.

				As Jonas taught Levi the buggy-building trade, Levi had quickly realized Jonas would have been smarter to hire someone who already knew the business rather than an untried teenager.

				When he mentioned his thoughts on the subject, Jonas had laid a hand on Levi’s shoulder and said, “I want to work with someone I respect and enjoy being around. You and I are a good fit. Besides, if I teach you how to do a thing, I know it will be done right.”

				Levi never forgot that moment. He became determined to learn everything Jonas had to teach so that his respect was not misplaced. In that, Levi believed he had succeeded.

				Sarah had followed Levi to the counter. She asked, “Do you mind my helping out until Grace returns?”

				“Not much choice,” he conceded gruffly.

				“I’m sorry that my advice to Grace sent her racing off so quickly. I honestly thought she would talk it over with you and the two of you could decide when a good time for her visit would be. I didn’t mean for this to happen.”

				“Grace can be impulsive.” To his surprise, it wasn’t all that difficult to talk to Sarah. His throat didn’t close around the words and keep them prisoner as it usually did.

				She laughed aloud at his comment. “That’s an understatement.”

				Levi cringed and felt the heat rush to his face. Was she laughing at him or with him? Did it matter?

				Sarah said, “I’m at your beck and call, so put me to work. What needs doing in here today that Grace would normally do?”

				What he wanted was for her to go home. The workshop was his sanctuary. How could it be a place of peace with Sarah in it? She disrupted everything, including his thinking.

				He said, “Nothing I can’t handle.” Now maybe she would leave.

				“I can at least clean up.” She turned around, grabbed a red rag from the box he kept them in and began straightening his workbench, moving his tools around and brushing at the bits of loose wood on the countertop.

				He didn’t like people touching his stuff. “Don’t mess with my tools.”

				She paid him no mind. “I’m not messing with them, I’m cleaning off your workspace.”

				“Stop,” he pleaded.

				She held up a lone drill bit. “Where does this go?”

				“Take it home with you,” he snapped abruptly.

				He shut his mouth in horror. He’d never spoken harshly to anyone.

				Sarah stared at him for the longest moment and then chuckled with delight. “You are so amusing, Levi. And Grace told me you don’t have a sense of humor. Take it home with me, how funny. I’ll find where it goes. You get back to work and pretend I’m not even here.”

				Like that was possible. He turned away before he said something he would surely regret.

				She kept dusting. “I’ll have this cleaned up in no time. I remember how to do inventory, too. It won’t be long before the end of the year. Might as well get a jump on it. I’ll start on that when I’m done with this.”

				“No need.” Inventory would take days. Days with Sarah underfoot wasn’t something he wanted to endure. He needed to be able to concentrate. She didn’t take the hint.

				“I don’t mind. I’d forgotten how much I enjoy being out here. Don’t you love the smell of leather and wood? It’s comforting knowing that each piece on the walls around me has a place and a function. I’m glad I told Grace I would help. This place could use some sprucing up, though.”

				Jonas had often said that Sarah had a one-track mind when she wanted to do something. Levi didn’t know how true that statement was until three hours later when she was using a long-handled broom and an overturned bucket to reach cobwebs that had hung from the rafters longer than she had been alive.

				Unless he took her by the arm, led her to the door and locked it behind her, he was going to be stuck with Sarah until Grace returned.

				Please, Lord, let Grace’s visit be a short one.

				Levi drew a deep breath. It was almost lunchtime, and he hadn’t gotten nearly enough done. His eyes were constantly drawn to where Sarah was working.

				He had orders to fill and much to do in the coming weeks. When there was snow on the ground, many Amish families brought their farm wagons and buggies in to be repaired while they used their sleighs. With Christmas less than a month away, he was sure to get swamped with work soon.

				Moving to the carriage body he was working on, he studied the list of accessories Grace had written out for him to add. The buggy was for Daniel Hershberger’s new bride. The well-to-do businessman was sparing no expense for his wife’s buggy. As Levi marked out the wood for the extra-sturdy seats to be added, Sarah began humming a hymn. After a few bars, she began singing softly. She had a lovely voice, soothing and sweet.

				Levi gripped his handsaw and drew it back and forth across the board. The sound blocked Sarah’s voice and he stopped.

				She must have noticed because she asked, “Does my singing bother you?”

				He looked toward her and found her watching him intently. “Nee, it’s nice.”

				She gave him a sweet smile and went back to work, humming as she did so. Maybe having her around for a few weeks wouldn’t be so bad after all.

				The outside door opened and Henry Zook walked in. He nodded to Sarah and crossed the room to stand in front of Levi. “I must speak with Grace. Is she about?”

				Levi could feel his throat growing tight. This was not a conversation he wanted to have. He cast a speaking glance at Sarah. This was her doing. She would have to make it right.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				Sarah caught the look Levi darted at her. It was imploring, half-accusing. He clearly wanted her to take over the conversation with Henry. Instead, she retreated to his small office to give the men some privacy.

				Yes, it was her fault that Grace had left town so quickly, but Levi needed his eyes opened to exactly how serious Henry was about Grace.

				The office had four walls but no ceiling to separate it from the rest of the building. She had no trouble hearing their conversation.

				“Please, Levi, I must to speak to Grace. It’s important.”

				“You can’t.” Levi’s reply was barely audible.

				“What do you mean, I can’t?”

				“She’s gone.”

				“Gone? Gone where?” Henry demanded.

				“She took off with her handsome English boyfriend early this morning.” A new voice entered the conversation.

				“Ja, he was driving a fine red car.”

				Sarah was so startled to hear the voices of the twins that she leaned around the doorway to see where they were. She hadn’t heard them come in. How long had they been inside?

				“Yup, bright red his car was,” Atlee agreed with his brother. “Took off with the tires throwing gravel every which way. Grace didn’t look none too sad to be leaving this place.”

				They both sat on the seat of a wagon waiting for repairs with identical smirks on their faces. They elbowed each other with mirth.

				Poor Henry. He looked from Levi to the twins with growing disbelief. “Grace would not do such a thing.”

				The boys hooted with laughter. Moses said, “Proves you don’t know our sister as well as you think.”

				Why didn’t Levi say something? Sarah was ready to intervene when Levi spoke at last. “Enough!”

				The twins fell silent, but didn’t wipe the smiles off their faces. It was clear they didn’t think much of their sister’s suitor.

				“Grace went to visit our grandmother.” Levi walked away from Henry as if the conversation was over.

				Henry wasn’t about to leave without more of an explanation. He followed Levi into the office, forcing Sarah to back into the corner. “Grace never mentioned going out of town for a visit. Has your grandmother taken ill?”

				“Nee,” Levi replied and pulled open a drawer to search for something. Sarah found herself stuck in the small room with both men for there wasn’t enough room to get past them. They both ignored her.

				Henry raked a hand through his thick blond hair. “Then I don’t understand. Why would she suddenly leave without letting me know? We had a disagreement, but I didn’t think she was that upset.”

				Levi jerked a thumb in Sarah’s direction. “Ask her.”

				Levi found the sheet of paper he was looking for and walked out of the office, leaving Sarah to face Henry alone. He waited for her to speak, confusion written across his face.

				Sarah squared her shoulders and indicated the empty chair beside the desk. “Henry, sit down.”

				He took a seat. “When is Grace coming back?”

				“I’m not sure when she’ll be back.”

				“But she will be back, right?” His eyes pleaded for confirmation.

				“Of course. She needs some time to think things over without feeling pressured.”

				He blew out a long breath. “I’m a nah. I shouldn’t have pushed so hard.”

				Sarah smiled gently. “You are not a fool, Henry. You’re in love. You are impatient to be with her as a husband. That is only natural. Grace has many concerns, but she says that she loves you. If she is the woman God has chosen for you she is worth waiting for.”

				“I could accept that if I knew how long she wants me to wait. She won’t set a date.”

				He glanced over his shoulder and lowered his voice. 
“I know she is worried that her family can’t manage without her. Can you convince her she has to start thinking about what is best for her?”

				“That’s exactly what she is doing. If you love her, you must trust her. I suggest you write her and tell her how you feel.”

				“I feel confused.”

				Sarah gave him a sympathetic smile. “Do not fret. Things will work out. Now, go home and write Grace a long letter telling her how much you miss her, how sorry you are for your impatience and how you look forward to seeing her again.”

				“I’m not all that good with words, Frau Wyse.”

				“They are in your heart, Henry. Look for them there.”

				He nodded and rose to his feet. “Danki. I will do that.”

				When he left, she walked out into the area where Levi and the twins were putting the top on a buggy. When they had it set in place and bolted on, she said, “I have chicken stew simmering at my house. Levi, if you don’t have other plans you are welcome to eat with me for I know Grace usually does all the cooking.”

				The twins rushed toward her. “We’re starving,” they said, together.

				She held up a hand to stop them. “Psalm 101:7. He that worketh deceit shall not dwell within my house: he that telleth lies shall not tarry in my sight.”

				The boys looked at each other. “What does that mean?” Moses asked.

				Levi walked by with a small grin tugging at the corner of his mouth. “It means you’re on your own for lunch. Danki, Sarah. I’ll be happy to break bread in your home.”

				“But we were only teasing Henry,” Atlee insisted.

				“Ja, it was a joke,” Moses added.

				“It was cruel, and you took pleasure in his discomfort. But I forgive you, and I’m sure Henry will, too, when you ask him.” She turned to follow Levi out the door.

				“So we can eat with you?” Moses called after her.

				Sarah paused at the door and looked back at their hopeful faces. She smiled at them. “No.”

				Their shocked expressions were priceless. She softly closed the door behind her.

				* * *

				Levi opened Sarah’s front door and allowed her to go in ahead of him. The mouthwatering smell of stewing chicken and vegetables made his stomach grumble. His poor breakfast had been hours ago.

				Sarah said, “You can wash up at the sink. It will only take a few minutes to get things ready. Are you upset that I refused to feed the twins?”

				His family never asked him if their actions were upsetting. He wasn’t sure what answer Sarah wanted to hear. He chose, hoping for the best. “Nee.”

				“I’m glad. I don’t want you to think that I intended to discipline them without asking your permission. I simply wanted to make it clear to them that actions have consequences. They were intentionally unkind to Henry.”

				He turned on the water and picked up a bar of soap from the dish. As he washed his hands, the scent of lavender mingled with the delicious smell of the cooking meal. He held the bar close to his nose. It smelled like Sarah, clean, fresh, springlike.

				He put the soap down and quickly rinsed his hands. He dried them on a soft white towel hanging from a rod on the end of the counter. It didn’t feel right using her things.

				When he turned around, Sarah was staring at him. She asked, “You do understand, don’t you?”

				He hadn’t been listening. “What?”

				“Why I told the twins they couldn’t eat here.”

				“Sure.”

				She waited, as if she expected him to say something else. Nothing occurred to him. He slipped his hands in the front pockets of his pants. Could he feel more awkward? Not likely.

				Nodding, she said, “Goot. Sit.”

				She indicated the chair at the head of the table. Jonas’s place. Okay, that was going to feel more awkward.

				Levi pulled his hands from his pockets and took a seat. Sarah moved around the kitchen, gathering plates and silverware. He rubbed his hands on the tops of his thighs. He was hungry, but he hadn’t realized how intimate it would feel eating alone with Sarah. They weren’t doing anything wrong. He knew that, but being this close to her set his nerve endings buzzing like angry bees.

				Even sitting in this chair felt wrong. It was Jonas’s chair. It didn’t matter that Jonas was gone. It didn’t seem right to take the place that was once his. Memories of their last hours together poured into Levi’s mind.

				He could hear Jonas’s hoarse whisper as plainly as if they were back in the upstairs bedroom before his death.

				“Watch over Sarah when I’m gone, Levi. Promise me you’ll watch over her until she decides to remarry.”

				“You’ll get better.”

				“Nee, my time is up, my friend. God calls me home. I want Sarah to find happiness with someone again, though I pray she doesn’t remarry in haste. I know women who have and regretted their decision.”

				“Sarah was wise enough to choose you in the first place. She’ll be fine.”

				“You know my Sarah well. I’d rest easier knowing she loved someone strong, from a good family, with a fine farm or business. Promise me you’ll watch over her until she meets him, Levi. Promise me this. It’s all I ask of you.”

				Sarah set a glass of fresh milk on the table, jarring Levi’s mind out of the past. He picked up the glass and took a long drink. Her gaze remained focused on his arm.

				He stopped drinking. “What?”

				“I can mend that rip in your sleeve right quick if you’ll slip your shirt off.”

				He turned his arm trying to see what she was talking about and splashed milk out of his glass in the process. Embarrassed, he looked for something to clean it up with. She was quicker, placing a kitchen towel over the puddle and trying hard not to laugh. Why was he so clumsy when she was around?

				“Sorry,” he muttered.

				“Don’t worry about it. Accidents happen. Shall I fix your sleeve?”

				He didn’t care if his entire arm was hanging out of his clothes. He wasn’t about to take his shirt off in front of her. He muttered, “Grace will fix it later.”

				“All right.” Sarah then carried a steaming black kettle to the table and placed it in front of him. She returned a few seconds later with a plate of freshly sliced home-baked bread and a tub of butter, setting them within his reach. She took her seat and bowed her head.

				Levi did the same and silently said the prayers he dutifully prayed before every meal. When he was finished, he looked up and waited. Sarah kept her eyes closed, her hands clasped. He cleared his throat. She took it as the sign the prayer was finished. Looking up, she smiled at him and began ladling steaming pieces of chicken and vegetables into his bowl.

				She was so pretty when she smiled. It did funny things to his insides.

				She said, “I hope you like this. It was one of Jonas’s favorites. The recipe belonged to his mother.”

				Levi suddenly found his appetite had fled. He laid his spoon down

				Sarah’s eyes filled with concern. “Is something wrong?”

				“This is Jonas’s place, his chair. I shouldn’t be here.”

				“Levi,” Sarah said gently, “I miss him, too, but his place is with God in heaven. You are free to sit in any chair in this home. You were Jonas’s friend, and I hope you are my friend, too. He would welcome your company as I do. I know you were very fond of him.”

				He had been more than fond of Jonas. He had loved Jonas like a brother. When Jonas gave him a job, Levi had no idea what a great friend and mentor Jonas would become. All these things ran through his mind, but he had no idea how to tell Sarah what Jonas meant to him.

				She patted his arm. “It’s okay. He was fond of you, too. He would like it that you have come to eat at his table. He would be upset that I haven’t invited you sooner. Now eat, or your food will get cold.”

				Levi nodded. He was here for a meal and nothing more. He wasn’t here to try and replace Jonas. He could never fill those shoes.

				After eating in silence for a few minutes, he said, “You should give Grace this recipe. It’s a whole lot better than her chicken stew.”

				Sarah laughed. Levi felt his face grow red. Had he said something stupid? Once again she touched his arm. It was as if touching came easily to her. It wasn’t that way with him. He felt the warmth of her hand even through the sleeve of his shirt. It spread to the center of his chest and pooled there.

				She chuckled and said, “I have given this recipe to Grace. She has assured me that everyone in the family enjoyed it. Maybe what she needs is a few cooking lessons.”

				She wasn’t laughing at him. Levi was able to smile, too. “She needs more than a few. Her biscuits are as heavy as stones.”

				He fell silent again.

				Sarah said, “I hope you’ve saved room for some peach pie. I made it last night.”

				“Peach is my favorite.”

				“Mine, too.” She smiled warmly at him.

				They finished the rest of the meal in companionable silence. When he was done, Sarah rose and began gathering up the dishes. “I’ll bring the rest of the stew to your house this evening. I’m sure the twins will be even hungrier by supper time.”

				He pushed back the chair and stood. “The meal was ser goot, but I must get back to work.”

				“I will be over as soon as I finish these dishes. Is there anything special you need me to do?”

				He shook his head, but then changed his mind. “If customers come in, I would appreciate your help finding out what they want so I don’t have to stop work each time.”

				“I can do that. I’ll keep watch out the window while I finish up here. If I see anyone I’ll come right over.”

				Levi nodded his thanks and walked out the door.

				* * *

				Sarah watched him go with a strange sense of loss. There hadn’t been a man at the head of her table since Jonas’s passing. While it felt odd, it also seemed right that Jonas’s best friend should have been the one sitting in his place. He’d been like a little brother to her husband. Levi grieved for Jonas as strongly as she did.

				Since Jonas’s passing, she often felt that Levi was avoiding her. Maybe it wasn’t because he disapproved of her. Maybe it was simply that she reminded him too much of his loss.

				Sarah shook off the sadness that threatened to bring tears to her eyes and instead concentrated on a plan to see which one of her single friends might be right for Levi, and most important, how to get them together.

				It wasn’t like Levi was going to attend the singings or gathering that were held on Saturday and Sunday evenings so the young people of the community could mingle and met potential mates. He was past that age and so were the women she had in mind for him.

				Levi rarely left his work place, so if Levi wouldn’t come out, she needed to find a way to get the women to come in.

				The meal today gave her an idea. She would invite her friends, one at a time of course, to join her for a meal when Levi was present. She would have to include the twins and Grace, too, when she returned, but that couldn’t be helped. It would look odd if she only asked Levi to come to dinner. People would say that she was running after him herself. That wouldn’t do.

				Perhaps having him and his family over to eat wasn’t such a good idea. Who knew how many times she’d have to invite them before he found someone he liked? The twins could put away a lot of food.

				Maybe she could ask her friends to help with inventory. That would be logical excuse to have them spend the day where Levi was working. She might even convince some of them to come in and look over the used buggies that Levi had for sale or buy a new one. If she remembered right, Leah Belier’s buggy was old and worn. Sarah could drop a few hints about a good price and then leave Levi to show the teacher what was available. That might work.

				Satisfied that she had a few plausible reasons to get Levi to spend time with some eligible women, Sarah closed the door and began to clean up the kitchen. While she might be new at matchmaking, she had been around her aunt Emma enough to know how it was done. If all went well, Levi would find a woman to take care of him and Grace would be free to marry.

				Sarah placed the glass Levi had used in the soapy water. His shirtsleeves were threadbare, and his shoes had holes in them. He did need someone to look after him.

				So why did the idea of Levi getting married suddenly cause an ache in her heart?

				* * *

				The twins were seated inside Levi’s office when he returned to the shop. “Was it a fine meal?” Moses asked.

				“Fine enough.”

				“Better than our church spread sandwiches, I reckon,” Atlee grumped.

				Levi loved the peanut butter and marshmallow crème spread served for Sunday lunches after the prayer service. “About that good, I guess. Did you finish the wheel we’re fixing for Gideon Troyer?”

				“Not yet, but we got the fire going good outside,” Atlee said in a rush.

				“And we finished the upholstery on the front seat for the Hershberger buggy,” Moses added. The boys exchanged a lively glance. It was rare that they did work Levi hadn’t asked them to do. Perhaps Sarah’s scolding had paid off.

				“Danki. We’d best finish the wheel, though. Gideon will be by to pick it up this afternoon.”

				“I don’t get him.” Atlee shook his head.

				“Me neither,” Moses added.

				Levi looked at his little brothers. “What do you mean?”

				Atlee said, “He traded in flying airplanes to go back to driving a horse and buggy. Why?”

				Levi understood their confusion. Very few of the young men who left the Amish came back and were content to do so after being out in the English world for as long as Gideon had.

				From the doorway, a man said, “The outside world held many things that drew me away, but I discovered God’s will for me was to return to my Amish roots.”

				Levi turned to see Gideon walking toward him. He liked the man that had married their cousin Rebecca and not only because he’d helped her regain her sight after years of blindness. He was a likeable fellow in his own right.

				Atlee said, “You came back because of a woman.”

				Gideon gave a sharp bark of laughter. “God’s ways are wondrous to behold, as I’m sure you will discover when you are older. Your cousin Rebecca’s love was the prize I won for following God’s will rather than my own.”

				Levi looked down at his feet. “Your wheel’s not done.”

				“Mind if I hang around while you finish it?”

				“Nee. It won’t take long.” Levi moved toward the side of the building where he assembled the finished wheels. The steel rim Gideon was waiting on had been welded together but it needed to be placed around the wooden rim.

				Levi carried the steel ring along with a pair of tongs and a large mallet outside where the twins had build a fire in the pit they used for heating the metal. The flames had died down to a bed of coals that glowed bright red. Levi could barely stand the heat on his face as he laid the steel circle on it. Stepping back, he waited for the fire to do its work and expand the metal.

				Moses carried the wooden wheel out and laid it on a scarred slab of wood near the pit. He looked at Gideon. “Tell us what it was like to fly in a plane. Were you scared to be so high?”

				Gideon cocked his head to the side as he regarded the boy. “Why would I be scared?”

				“Because you might fall out of the sky,” Atlee answered.

				Gideon grinned. “Falling out of the sky doesn’t hurt you.”

				“It doesn’t?” Atlee and Moses looked at each other in disbelief.

				“No. Not a bit. It’s that sudden stop when you hit the ground that hurts.” Gideon winked at Levi as the twins groaned at his joke.

				Levi chuckled. “That’s a goot one.”

				As the boy begged Gideon for stories about flying, Levi concentrated on watching the fire. He knew the rim was ready when it began to glow red. He motioned to Atlee. He and the boy thrust the tongs into the hot coals from opposite sides and together they lifted the rim from the fire. They carried it to the waiting wheel. Because the heat had expanded the metal, Levi and Atlee were able to slip it over the wooden rim. Levi laid his tongs aside and hammered the steel into place.

				Quickly, as the wheel started to catch fire, Moses came with several buckets of water and began dousing it. The hot metal hissed. Steam rose up in a thick fog. After a few minutes, Levi lifted the wheel by the rungs and set it in a water trough. He turned the wheel rapidly to make sure it cooled evenly.

				A friend of the twins called to them from the street and they both ran out to talk to him, leaving Levi to finish the work alone. Again.

				After a few minutes, he pulled the wheel out of the water and checked the fit over the wooden fellows. It looked good. No gaps, his weld was solid. He was pleased with it. It would last many years. He rolled the wheel to Gideon who inspected it carefully, as well. Levi looked up to see Sarah had come out of the shop.

				Gideon spied her at the same moment. “Sarah, how nice to see you.”

				She gave him a warm smile. Too warm, Levi thought as a frown formed on his face.

				“Gideon, you’re just happy to see me somewhere besides the shop where your wife spends all your hard-earned cash on fabric for her quilts.”

				“You have that right. What are you doing here?”

				“Helping Levi for a few weeks while Grace is out of town. The fabric shop is closed for the winter, if you didn’t know.” She moved to stand close beside Levi. He caught a whiff of her lavender soap and drew in a deep breath of it. His heart began racing.

				Gideon said, “We heard about the closing. Rebecca was bemoaning the fact that she will have to go all the way to Sugarcreek for her quilt backing. I reckon she’ll wear out a couple more buggy wheels this winter traveling over there. Because, according to her, a woman can never have too much fabric.”

				“I’m sure my boss would agree with her.”

				Looking at Levi, Gideon said, “You’re a lucky man to have such a pretty helper, for even a few weeks. How much do I owe you?”

				Levi said, “Sarah will write up your ticket.”

				Sarah blushed. Rising on tiptoe, she leaned close and whispered in his ear. “I don’t know how much to charge him.”

				Her warm breath caressed the side of Levi’s neck and sent every nerve ending in his body into high alert. He hugged his mallet to his chest and struggled to find his voice. “On the counter.”

				She leaned closer. “On the counter, what?”

				“Paper...with prices.”

				“Danki. I’ll go find it, and I’ll fix that shirt later.” She gave him a bright smile and hurried toward the shop’s back door.

				He closed his eyes; thankful and sorry all at the same time that she was gone. He reached for his tongs.

				Gideon grabbed his wrist. Levi looked at him in surprise and then glanced down at his hand. Comprehension dawned. Levi had been about to grab the end that was still smoking hot. Gideon had saved him from a nasty burn.

				He nodded his thanks. “Danki.”

				Gideon glanced from Levi’s face to Sarah’s retreating form. He chuckled and let go of Levi’s wrist. “It’s like that, is it?”

				Levi frowned. “What do you mean?”

				“I was the same way when I realized I was falling for Rebecca. I fell, literally, at her feet on an icy street. Love makes it hard for a man to concentrate.”

				“Me? Falling for Sarah? Nee, it is not so.” Levi shook his head violently.

				Gideon laughed. “Whatever you say, my friend. Many men with two good eyes are blind to the desires of their hearts.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				As Gideon walked away, Levi sought to dismiss the man’s disturbing words. Gideon had seen something that didn’t exist. Levi refused to think about his feelings for Sarah because he didn’t have any past his responsibility to her. Her behavior that day at the creek, not to mention her marriage to his best friend, had put an end to his infatuation.

				No, Gideon was wrong. Levi was not in love with Sarah, and she clearly was not love with him. Only a fool would think she would consider Levi Beachy as a replacement for Jonas Wyse, the finest man Levi had ever met.

				He carried his tools inside to put them away, determined to think no more about it. The problem he was determined to ignore was seated at the counter with her chin propped on her hands. She smiled sweetly at him, and his foolish heart skipped a beat.

				She said, “I found the price list. I don’t know why I never noticed it before.”

				He swallowed hard and nodded, not sure he trusted his voice to answer her.

				Sitting up straighter, she said, “Of course, I haven’t been in here in the last few years, so perhaps it is understandable. I’ll try to learn where everything is so that I don’t have to interrupt you with a lot of questions.”

				“I don’t mind.” Levi couldn’t believe those words actually escaped his lips. He didn’t want her questions. He certainly didn’t want her to whisper them in his ear.

				The memory of her closeness, the way he could smell her freshness, the sensation of her warm breath against his skin was enough to send heat rushing through his body once more. “I must to get to work.”

				“I understand. I’ll stop talking. You can pretend I’m not even here.”

				He’d already learned that wasn’t possible. He would forbid his sister to leave in the future.

				“When Grace decides to marry, you’ll have to hire a replacement for her. Someone with a sunny disposition would be nice. Can you think of anyone who might interest you? As a replacement for Grace, I mean.”

				“Nee.” He didn’t want to think about Grace marrying, either. Turning around, he walked to the back corner of the building and started his lathe. The noise of the grinder would cover any more comments by Sarah. He began to work with vigor, building new wheel hubs as fast as he could shape the blocks of wood.

				* * *

				Sarah heaved a sigh of exasperation as Levi busied himself as far away from her as possible. Trying to figure out what kind of wife would suit him would be next to impossible if he wouldn’t say more than a dozen words to her.

				He hadn’t been exactly talkative during their meal, but perhaps in his own home he would open. He and the boys would appreciate her cooking while Grace was gone, she was certain of that.

				She could seek information about Levi’s likes and dislikes from the twins, but involving them came with its own set of drawbacks. They were bright and inquisitive. They might put two and two together and foil her plans by telling Levi what she was up to. Would he mind?

				She didn’t know, and she hoped she never had to find out.

				She finished the day by getting things ready to do the inventory the following week. Only two customers came in and their requests were easy to handle. Levi managed to stay out of her way completely. No matter where she went, he was just leaving the area with long determined strides. Who would believe they couldn’t exchange as much as a sentence when they were both inside the same building all afternoon? It was almost like he was trying to avoid her. Was he still angry about her advice to Grace?

				Rather than become discouraged, Sarah grew more determined. She would discover the real Levi Beachy if it took her all winter.

				Admitting only a temporary setback, she stopped trying to corner the man and settled herself with paperwork in the office. As she went through the previous year’s records, she was pleased to see Levi was an excellent bookkeeper. While Grace might take care of the public part of the business, Levi clearly managed the rest with a deft hand. It was something a prospective wife would be impressed with.

				When five o’clock rolled around, Sarah went home and gathered what she would need to feed the Beachy family supper. Along with the leftover stew, she packed a loaf of bread and two jars of vegetables she had canned from her own garden. She added a second loaf of bread when she remembered the appetite her brother had during his teenage years.

				She carried the makings of the meal to the house next door with a simmering sense of excitement. No wonder her aunt Emma enjoyed matchmaking. Sarah had no idea how exciting it was. Her somber mood and worry about the season had taken a backseat to her enjoyment of the challenge she faced.

				Levi had seen her coming. He held open the door. She squeezed past him, brushing against his side in the process. “Danki, Levi.”

				His face flushed deep red. “I—I forgot something.”

				He rushed out the door, leaving her staring after him. Really? Could he not sit still even in his own home? Miffed that he had once again escaped her, she turned back to see his brothers sitting at the kitchen table, looking at her with wide, hopeful eyes. They resembled a pair of starving kittens in front of an empty milk saucer.

				“Gut-n-owed, Sarah,” they said together.

				“Good evening,” she replied.

				Atlee said, “We’re right sorry we upset you with our teasing Henry Zook today.”

				She inclined her head slightly. “It’s forgiven and forgotten. As long as it doesn’t happen again.”

				Moses said, “It won’t. When you pull a good joke on a fellow, it’s only funny the first time. He might be expecting it a second time.”

				She leveled a stern gaze at him. “If you have no remorse, I can take supper home with me.”

				Stifling a grin at their frightened expressions, Sarah glanced at the large box in her arms and the basket hanging on her elbow. “Your supper will appear much faster if I could get a little help.”

				They were up like a shot and took her burdens from her. They set everything on the counter and stood aside. Sarah began unloading her goods. To her surprise, the countertop was grimy. The stove was, too. She ran a finger along the back edge of the counter.

				This much cooking grease hadn’t accumulated in a single day. Grace clearly didn’t devote much effort to housework. Poor Henry. He would be in for a shock after the wedding if Grace didn’t improve. His mother’s home was always as neat as a pin.

				Sarah tried to remember the last time she’d been in the Beachy home. It had been years. Grace was forever dropping by to visit at the fabric shop or coming to Sarah’s house. After Jonas’s death, Sarah had curtailed her visits to friends and neighbors. It became too hard to pretend she was doing better when she wasn’t.

				She added one more item to her mental to-do list for the winter. Help Grace get her house in order.

				The twins had been smart enough to make sure there was a fire going in the stove. Sarah put on the apron she’d brought with her and got to work. It wasn’t long before the smell of steaming beets, buttered carrots and chicken stew filled the small kitchen. Glancing over her shoulder, she noticed the boys were hovering near the table but they hadn’t taken a seat.

				She lifted the lid on the stew and stirred the contents. “It’s almost ready. Will you set the table?”

				An alarming amount of clatter followed her request. When she turned around, plates, cups and flatware had been haphazardly set for three places.

				“You don’t want me to eat with you?” she asked sweetly.

				The twins looked at each other. Atlee said, “I reckon that will be okay.”

				“If Levi says it is,” Moses added.

				She arched an eyebrow. “Perhaps one of you should go ask him.”

				Moses elbowed Atlee. “You go.”

				Atlee rubbed his side. “Why me?”

				Folding her arms, Sarah asked, “Does Levi object to company?”

				Atlee started toward the door. “I don’t know. We never have any.”

				How had this family become so isolated in the midst of a generous and caring community? “Surely, your grandfather and your cousins come to visit on Sundays and at the holidays.”

				Atlee shook his head. “We normally go to their homes. It’s more fun and the food is better. Grace isn’t a great cook.”

				Sarah said, “It’s nice to know that Levi enjoys visiting his family.”

				At the door, Atlee said, “Levi never goes if he can help it. He don’t like it when people make fun of him.”

				“Why on earth would your family make fun of Levi?”

				Moses grimaced. “Grace said he used to stutter when he was little. Our cousins and other kids made fun of him back then.”

				Sarah vaguely recalled Levi’s affliction. Was that why he never spoke much? “He doesn’t stutter now.”

				“Now, he doesn’t say much of anything. Our uncle calls him Levi Lockjaw,” Atlee said and went outside.

				Sarah turned back to the stove and resolved to treat Levi with more kindness in the future. She hadn’t realized how much of a loner he’d become after Jonas’s death. Then again, how could she? She had been wrapped up in her own grief and worries, unable to focus on anything but her work.

				The outside door opened a few minutes later. Atlee returned without Levi. “Brother says you may eat here, Sarah. We’re to go ahead. He said he’ll fix something for himself later.”

				“He’s not coming in?” she asked in amazement.

				Atlee shook his head and took a seat at the table.

				Sarah pondered the turn of events as she dished up the meal. Did Levi have that much work to do, or was he simply avoiding her?

				The twins fell upon the food like starving dogs. Sarah barely touched hers. Was her company so distasteful that Levi would rather spend the evening in a cold building instead of at his own table if she were there?

				If that were the case, she would leave. She stood and carried her plate to the sink.

				“Where are you going?” Atlee asked.

				“Home. I’ll see you both tomorrow at church.” She gathered her belongings, grabbed her coat from the hook beside the door and went out.

				Instead of going home, she entered the shop by the back door. Only one overhead lamp had been lit. It cast a soft glow where Levi sat on a stool at his workbench. He had a new hub wheel in a vise and was chiseling out the slots for the spokes. He hadn’t heard her come in so she had a chance to study him as he concentrated on his work.

				What she noticed first about him was his hands. He had sturdy hands, scarred by years of work at his craft, yet he wasn’t clumsy. His movements were sure and deft. His body was relaxed, not tense the way he had carried himself all day.

				She decided not to interrupt him. Before she could slip back out the door, he suddenly stiffened. She realized he’d caught her reflection in the window glass.

				Gathering her courage, she came forward with her icy fingers gripping each other. “I wanted to let you know I was leaving so that you could come in and eat your supper before it grows cold or the twins devour it.”

				“Danki.” He didn’t turn around but kept his back to her.

				She couldn’t leave like this. She didn’t want him angry with her. “I’m sorry, Levi.”

				“For what?”

				She waved her hands in a helpless gesture. “Everything. I’m sorry Grace took off and left you in a lurch, but mostly I’m sorry that you’re angry with me.”

				“I’m not angry with you,” he said quietly.

				“You’re not?” She took a step closer. When he didn’t say anything else, she moved to stand at the counter beside him. She gestured toward the hub he held. “You do good work.”

				“I’m not angry,” he said again.

				“It feels like you are. You won’t look at me. You wouldn’t come in to supper. Something is wrong. Is it because I can’t do the work as well as Grace?”

				“Nee.”

				She held her frustration in check. “Talk to me, Levi. I don’t know what to change if you don’t tell me. Do I have to get a blackboard so you can leave me messages?” she teased, trying to get him to smile.

				“It’s a joke to you, isn’t it?” he asked stiffly.

				Her teasing had backfired. “Of course not.”

				“Grace, the twins, me, we’re all a joke to you.”

				“Levi Beachy, what a mean thing to say. Grace is my dear friend. The twins frequently make me cringe or smile, but I don’t see them as a joke. I see them as outgoing, boisterous boys.”

				“I saw you and your aunt laughing at Grace and Henry’s argument. I reckon everyone will be talking about my sister’s poor behavior tomorrow.”

				She sighed. So that was it. “Levi, I was grinning at my own cleverness because I had convinced my aunt not to mention the incident.”

				He cast a sidelong glance of disbelief at her. “You did?”

				“Grace is my friend, Levi, just as Jonas was your friend. I had hoped that you and I could be friends, too.”

				He was silent for so long that she realized she had her answer. For reasons she didn’t understand, Levi wouldn’t accept her friendship. The knowledge hurt.

				“I’ll write to Grace and ask her to return as soon as possible. I’m sorry for the trouble I’ve caused.” She turned to leave.

				“Sarah, wait.”

				She stopped and looked back. His bright blue eyes were gazing intently at her. A strange quiver centered itself in her chest, causing a catch in her breath.

				He said, “I am now, and have always been, your friend.”

				The catch moved to her throat. “I’m sorry I didn’t recognize that. Thank you, Levi.”

				“It’s what Jonas wanted.”

				He was right. Jonas would have wanted them to be friends. Why didn’t that cheer her? Perhaps because she wanted Levi to like her for herself and not because of her husband.

				* * *

				Early the next morning, Sarah decided to walk to the church service instead of driving her buggy. The preaching was being held at the home of David Nissley and his wife, Martha. Their farm was little more than a quarter of a mile beyond the Hope Springs town limits.

				A warm southern wind was melting the snow, making the sunshine feel even brighter. Rivulets of water flowed in the ditches, adding occasional gurgling to the symphony of morning sounds that surrounded her. Numerous Amish families, some on foot, most in buggies and wagons, were all headed in the same direction. Cheerful greetings and pleasant exchanges filled the crisp air. Everyone was glad to see a break in the weather.

				Sarah declined numerous offers of a ride, content to stretch her legs on such a fine morning. The icy grip of winter would return all too soon.

				She turned in at the farm lane where dozens of buggies were lined up on the hillside just south of the barn. The horses, most still wearing their harnesses, were tied up along the fence, content to munch on the hay spread in front of them or simply doze in the sunshine until they were needed to carry their owners home.

				The bulk of the activity was focused around the barn. Men were busy unloading backless seats from the large, gray, boxlike bench wagon that was used to transport the benches from home to home for the services held every other Sunday. Bishop Zook was supervising the unloading. When the wagon was empty, he spoke with his two ministers, and they approached the house.

				Sarah entered the farmhouse ahead of them. Inside, it was a beehive of activity as the women and young girls arranged food on counters and tables. Most of the small children were being watched over by their elder sisters or cousins. The young boys were outside playing a game of tag.

				Catching sight of her aunt Emma visiting with her daughter-in-law Faith, Ada Kaufman and Mary Shetler, Sarah crossed the room toward them and handed over her basket of food. “Guder mariye.”

				“Good morning, Sarah,” her aunt replied. “Isn’t the weather wonderful?”

				“It is.” Turning to Mary, Sarah grinned at the child she held, “Goodness, how this little girl is growing. May I hold her?”

				“Of course.” Mary handed the baby over with a timid smile.

				Sarah took Hannah, enjoying the feel of a baby in her arms. Mary’s life had not been easy, but did she know how blessed she truly was?

				Ada said, “She should be growing. She eats like a little piglet.” There was nothing but love in her aged eyes as she gazed at her adopted granddaughter. Ada had opened her home and her heart to the once wayward Amish girl and her baby.

				Emma said, “I see the bishop and ministers coming. We’d best hurry and join the others in the barn.”

				As she spoke, Bishop Zook and the ministers entered the house and went upstairs where they would discuss the preaching that was to be done that morning. The three-hour-long service would be preached from memory alone. No one was permitted the use of notes. Each man had to speak as God moved him.

				Sarah handed the baby back to Mary. The women quickly finished their tasks and left the house.

				The barn was already filled with people sitting quietly on rows of backless wooden benches with the women on one side of the aisle and men on the other side. Tarps had been hung over ropes stretched between upright timbers to cordon off an area for the service. Behind them, the sounds of cattle and horses could be heard. The south-facing doors were open to catch what warmth the sunshine could provide.

				Sarah took her place among the married women. Beside her, Katie Sutter sat with her three small children, the youngest, Roy, born four months ago. Rachel, the oldest, only four years old, slipped off the bench and crossed the aisle to sit on her father’s lap. The remaining child, little Ira began to pout and fuss at his sister’s desertion.

				Katie slipped a string of beads and buttons from her pocket. She handed them to her little one. He was then content and played quietly with his toy.

				From the men’s side of the aisle, the song leader announced the hymn. There was a wave of rustling and activity as people open their thick black songbooks. The Ausbund contained the words of all the hymns but no musical scores. The songs were sung from memory and had been passed down through countless generations. They were sung slowly and in unison by people opening their hearts and minds to receive God’s presence without the distraction of musical instruments. The slow cadence allowed everyone to focus on the meaning of the words.

				At the end of the first hymn, Sarah took a moment to glance toward the men’s side. She spotted Levi sitting just behind the married men. His brothers sat near the back. The twins were chewing gum and looking bored. Sarah considered asking Katie if she had any additional toys. In truth, the twins were not the only teenagers looking restless. Levi, on the other hand, held his songbook with a look of intense devotion on his face.

				He glanced in her direction, and she smiled at him. He immediately looked away and she felt the pinch of his rejection. Why was it that he turned her every overture aside?

				The song leader announced the second hymn. O Gott Vater, wir Loben Dich (Oh God the Father, we praise You). It was always the second hymn of an Amish service. Sarah forgot about Levi and his brothers as she joined the entire congregation in singing God’s praise, asking that He allow the ministers to speak His teachings, and praying that the people present would receive His words and take them into their hearts.

				At the end of the second hymn, the ministers and Bishop Zook came in and hung their hats on pegs set in the wall. That was the signal that the preaching would now begin. Sarah tried to listen closely to what was being said, but she found her mind wandering to the subject of Levi and who might make him a good wife.

				Covertly, she studied the single women in the congregation. She quickly ruled many out as being too old or too young to suit him. It would be wonderful if Mary were older, for Levi would make her a strong and steady husband, but she was only sixteen. One by one, Sarah weighed the pros and cons of the remaining women. She ended up with the same women she had considered the day before. Sally, Leah and Fannie.

				Confident that one of them would be right for Levi, she focused her attention on the sermon once again.

				* * *

				Levi sat up straight and unobtrusively stretched his back. He was stiff after sitting for nearly three hours. The wooden benches were not made for comfort. At least he hadn’t fallen asleep the way Elam Sutter was doing. After Elam’s daughter had moved back to her mother’s side, the basket maker started nodding in front of Levi. When Elam began to tip sideways, Levi reached up and caught his arm before he tumbled off his seat.

				Elam jerked awake. “Danki,” he whispered as he gave Levi a sheepish grin.

				Levi ventured a guess. “Working late?”

				Elam shook his head. “Teething baby.”

				He leaned forward to look toward the women. Following his gaze, Levi saw Elam’s wife sitting across the aisle. Katie Sutter was sitting up straight with her baby sleeping sweetly in her arms. Her face lit with an expression of pure happiness when she caught her husband’s glance. Sarah sat beside her.

				What Levi wouldn’t give to see Sarah look at him with such light in her eyes.

				He quickly focused on his hymnal. Such daydreaming was foolishness.

				Elam sat back and rubbed his face. He whispered to Levi, “I’m a sorry husband if I can’t stay awake to thank God for all the wondrous gifts He has given me.”

				“I reckon God understands. Our Lord must have been a teething babe at one time, don’t you think?”

				Elam grinned and nodded. The minister who wasn’t preaching at the moment cast a disapproving glare in their direction. They both fell silent. Twenty minutes later, the bishop stopped speaking, and the song leader called out the number of the final hymn. Levi ventured a look in Sarah’s direction. She held her songbook open for Elam’s daughter Rachel seated beside her. She pointed out the words as she sang them.

				Sarah should have children of her own. She would make a good mother. He couldn’t imagine why God had chosen not to bless her and Jonas with a baby. It didn’t seem right.

				The song drew to a close at last. The twins were up and out the doors the second it ended. Teenage boys were expected to sit at the back. Levi always thought that was so their late arrivals and quick getaways didn’t disrupt others. He followed more slowly. His eyes were drawn to Sarah as she walked toward the farmhouse with the other women.

				How much of his life had been spent watching her from afar, wishing for something that could never happen? Years.

				Once she wed Jonas, Levi realized he would have to leave Hope Springs or grow bitter watching Jonas enjoy the happiness denied him. His dream of going to Colorado provided Levi with a goal. He embraced the idea. Only, he had waited too long.

				What if Sarah never remarried? How much more of his life was he prepared to give up because of his promise to a dead man?

				* * *

				Sarah joined the women in the kitchen as they prepared the noonday meal while the men rearranged the wooden benches and stacked them to create tables. The majority of the congregation would eat out in the barn, but the bishop and many of the elders would be served inside the house where it was warmer.

				Sarah positioned herself beside her aunt, slicing loaves of homemade bread into thick slices. “Aenti Emma, I have need of your assistance.”

				“Anything, child. What can I do for you?”

				“I need some help with matchmaking.”

				Emma looked up with a wide grin. “Has some fine man finally caught your eye?”

				“Nee, it is not a match for myself. I have a friend who needs a wife. How do I go about getting him to spend time with a possible mate?”

				Emma scrutinized Sarah’s face. “Is this someone I know?”

				“I would rather not say.”

				“Now I’m intrigued,” Emma said, reaching for a second loaf to begin slicing.

				“I don’t want either party to feel they are being pressured into a relationship.”

				“In that case, you must find something they have in common or give them each a task that requires the help of the other person.”

				Sarah looked over and saw Fannie Nissley enter the room. “Aunt, do you know if Fannie is seeing someone?”

				Emma looked around to see who might be listening and then leaned closer. “She and Elijah Miller have been keeping company all summer. I expect her father will make an announcement soon.”

				Sarah crossed Fannie off her list. Just then, Sally Yoder approached the table and put down a box.

				Sally said, “I’ve made a dozen peach pies. Here is the first half if you’d like to slice them. I’ll bring in the rest.”

				Peach pie was Levi’s favorite. It was like a sign from the Almighty. Sarah laid her knife aside and said quickly, “Sally, let me give you a hand.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				Levi stood near a group of men all about his own age. The majority of them wore beards indicating their married status. The recently harsh weather and the price of hay and grain dominated the conversation. Levi didn’t farm, and the price of feed meant little other than it would cost more to keep his horses over the winter.

				Like many of the Amish who no longer lived on the farm, he kept two buggy horses in a small stable behind his house. Soon, the twins would start asking for courting buggies and high-stepping trotters. He wouldn’t begrudge them the cost even though the money would come out of his bank account. Money he’d worked hard to save so that he might one day buy his own shop in far away Colorado.

				He had always assumed his family members would be content to move with him, but now he wasn’t so sure. Was Grace really ready to marry? If the boys started courting, would they want to leave Hope Springs?

				He was surprised out of his musings when Sarah spoke beside him. “Levi, will you help us carry in some of the food?”

				Sally Yoder stood slightly behind Sarah. He didn’t mind leaving the men, for he was rarely more than an onlooker in the group. He nodded and followed them toward the buggies lined up along the lane.

				At the fourth one, Sally stopped and opened the back door. He accepted a large cardboard box from her. She picked up a smaller one.

				“Be careful with that, Levi,” Sarah cautioned. “It’s full of peach pies that Sally baked herself. Peach is Levi’s favorite kind of pie. Did you know that, Sally?”

				“I didn’t.” Sally gave her a puzzled glance.

				Sarah smiled. “You two go back to the house. I’ll be along in a moment.”

				When they were out of earshot, Sally said, “I could’ve managed on my own, Levi. I don’t know why Sarah thought I needed help.”

				“I don’t mind,” he mumbled.

				“Danki.” She blushed as she glanced at him.

				She was a pretty girl with bright red hair, fair skin and a dusting of freckles across her nose. She was about the same age as Grace, but he didn’t know her well. He couldn’t think of anything to say. He was glad to be doing something useful, but the box wasn’t heavy. Sally was right. She could’ve carried it easily.

				He glanced over his shoulder. Sarah was still standing by the buggy with a satisfied grin on her face. When she saw him looking, her grin vanished. She immediately started walking toward the barn. He couldn’t shake the feeling that she was up to something, but he had no idea what.

				At the house, he handed over his box of goodies and started back toward the group of men. He caught sight of the twins sitting on the corral fence, talking to a group of boys about their own age. Not far away stood a group of girls casting coy looks in the direction of the boys.

				His brothers would spend most of the day visiting with their friends. After the noon meal, games of volleyball, horseshoes or other diversions would get underway since the weather was nice. Tonight, there would be a singing, a get-together for the teenagers and unmarried young adults. Levi was happy to consider himself past the age of joining such pursuits. He hadn’t enjoyed them even when he was younger. He never felt as if he fit in.

				He rejoined the men and listened to the conversation with half an ear. His thoughts kept turning back to Sarah. It wasn’t long before she approached him again.

				“Levi, would you do me a favor? Leah Belier thinks there is something wrong with her buggy. Would you mind taking a look at it for her?”

				He gave Sarah a funny look. This was definitely odd. She seemed determined to see that he stayed busy. “Can’t she bring it by the shop tomorrow?”

				“No, silly, she has to teach school, and it’s too far for her to walk in this weather.”

				Since the day was bright and sunny he raised an eyebrow. Sarah clasped her hands together and smiled at him. He decided to let her comment slide. “All right. I’ll take a look.”

				“Goot. Wait here, and I’ll get Leah.”

				She entered the house and came out a few moments later with Leah in tow. She smiled at the schoolteacher as she said, “Levi would like to take a look at your buggy.”

				“My buggy? Why?” Leah stared at him in surprise.

				“Because you told me it didn’t feel right when you were driving it.”

				“I said it doesn’t drive like it did when it was new.”

				Sarah beamed at her. “Well, Levi’s the perfect person to examine it. You don’t want to break down on the road, do you?”

				“Of course not.”

				Sarah stopped beside Levi so Leah stopped, too. Sarah took a step back and shooed her along with her hands. “Go on. Levi will check out your carriage and then we can have lunch together when it’s our turn to eat.”

				Levi and Leah exchanged puzzled glances. Levi started walking toward the buggies lined up on the hillside, and Leah fell into step beside him. She said, “Thank you for doing this.”

				“Sure.”

				She glanced over her shoulder. “Is it just me, or is Sarah acting a bit strange today?”

				“It’s not just you.”

				“I heard that the fabric shop is closed for the winter. Maybe she’s feeling lost without her job. I know I would.”

				“But you must give it up someday.”

				“Only if I marry. I don’t expect that will happen anytime soon.”

				“Why do you say that?” He studied her intently, wondering why she, like Sarah, seemed to have no interest in marriage.

				She blushed and said, “There are many younger and prettier girls in Hope Springs for the men to choose from. I have accepted the fact that I won’t have children of my own, so I will continue to teach and love each of my students. I didn’t see Grace this morning. I hope she isn’t ill?”

				“She’s gone to visit our grandmother in Pennsylvania.”

				“Oh, how nice.”

				Nice for Grace, not for him.

				Leah said, “I would love to travel. I’ve always had a desire to go out West and see the Rocky Mountains.”

				He looked at her in surprise. “So have I.”

				“Really?” Her smile brightened.

				“I have second cousins who live near Mont Vista, Colorado.”

				“I’ve read about the Amish settlements out there. I think it must be wonderful and yet frightening to move so far away. I might like to visit, but I’m not sure I would like to stay. What about you?”

				“I plan to move there one day.”

				“Do you? I’m sure many people in Hope Springs will be sorry to see you go.”

				Not that many, he thought. Not as long as there was a carriage maker and wheelwright to take his place.

				By this time they had reached her buggy. He checked it over carefully. Leah stood with her arms crossed beneath the black shawl she wore over her dark blue dress. She finally broke the growing silence. “Is there anything seriously wrong with it?”

				“Your back axle is bent.”

				“Will it be expensive to replace? Can you straighten it?” she asked.

				“It would be better to replace it. I can’t tell what it needs until I spend some time under there. Bring it by the shop this week.”

				“Danki, Levi. Is it safe to drive until school lets out Friday afternoon? That way I can leave it overnight.”

				“Can’t say for sure. Have someone follow you home today.”

				“I will, but I must get to school on Monday and someone can’t follow me all week.”

				She’d done so much for the community over the years. Here was his chance to do something in return. “I’ll come by and give you a ride to school and look at your buggy while you’re teaching. If it isn’t safe, I’ll leave one of my used buggies for you to drive until I can fix it.”

				“That would be much appreciated. I’m glad Sarah thought of this because I wouldn’t have had it looked at until it broke down.”

				“Even a well-built carriage needs maintenance.”

				“I expect that’s true. How are the twins? There was never a dull day when they were my students. I haven’t had to check my lunchbox for frogs in two years.”

				“I’m sorry they were such trouble.”

				Her eyes narrowed. “I’ve always wanted to know how they got that skunk into the coatroom without getting sprayed themselves. The school smelled for weeks.”

				Levi ducked his head. He’d had plenty of notes from Leah about his brothers’ behavior over the years. His talks with them hadn’t improved their actions. He often wondered how his parents would have handled the boys. He was a sorry replacement for their father.

				Leah said, “I’m sure the boys will straighten out.”

				“Do you think so?”

				“It may take a few years. Most rowdy boys get their come-uppance when they become fathers and are blessed with children just like themselves.”

				“Those boys as parents? God help us all.”

				Leah smiled. “It is a prayer I utter often. Thank you for checking my buggy.”

				He said, “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

				She left and returned to the house.

				Levi rejoined the group of men beside the barn. When it was his turn to eat, he entered the house and filled his plate. Sarah was at the serving table. With a bright smile, she dished him a large slice of the peach pie.

				“Sally Yoder made this one. It’s absolutely delicious. She is one woman who knows her way around the kitchen.”

				Levi accepted Sarah’s offering and moved away. He spared one backward glance. She was watching him intently. Something was definitely not right. He didn’t have long to think about it because Bishop Zook sought him out.

				The bishop said, “I didn’t see Grace this morning. I hope she’s okay.”

				“She has gone to visit a relative in Pennsylvania.”

				Bishop Zook chuckled. “That explains why my son has been moping around the house these past few days.”

				Levi had no idea what to say so he kept silent.

				“I think it will be a good match, don’t you?” The bishop looked at him hopefully.

				“Haven’t given it much thought. Grace is mighty young.”

				“Ah, but she is old enough to know her own mind. I just wanted you to know that I approve of my son’s choice.” The bishop winked and walked away.

				Levi’s appetite deserted him. Was he the only one who hadn’t seen how serious Henry and Grace were becoming? He wasn’t prepared for his sister to marry and leave home. He wasn’t sure he could manage without her.

				“Is something the matter, Levi?” Sarah asked.

				He hadn’t been aware of her approach. “Nee, why do you ask?”

				“I saw you talking with Bishop Zook. Was it about Grace?”

				“Ja. He said he approved of the match.”

				“That is good to know.”

				“She’s too young.”

				“There are younger wives and mothers here. Why don’t you join me for lunch?”

				He normally ate with his family, but since the twins were nowhere in sight, he nodded his acceptance.

				“Wonderful. Sally and Leah have saved us a place outside.”

				His spirits dropped a notch. He should’ve known she didn’t want to eat with him alone. That might have started baseless gossip about them.

				Leah and Sally were sitting on the open tailgate of a farm wagon. They scooted over to make room for Sarah. Levi held her plate until she got settled. Instead of making them crowd together, he chose to stand beside the wagon.

				Leah said, “I was just telling Sally about your plans, Levi.”

				“What plans?” Sarah glanced between Levi and the schoolteacher.

				“Levi is planning to move to Colorado. I think it sounds like a wonderful adventure.”

				For an instant, Levi was sorry he’d mentioned his desire to Leah, but he reconsidered that thought as he studied Sarah’s face. She would have to find out some day. What did she think of the idea?

				* * *

				Sarah managed to swallow the fried chicken she was chewing without choking. She stared at Levi in disbelief. “I didn’t know you planned to leave Hope Springs.”

				“It’s nothing definite, but I’ll do it one day. Don’t worry. You’ll be able to rent the business to someone else. Perhaps for more money.”

				Leah began chatting about the Colorado settlement and its proximity to a wildlife refuge where whooping cranes gathered on their annual migration. Sally was full of questions about the place. Leah tried to include Levi, but to Sarah’s chagrin, he kept his focus on his plate.

				Sarah gave up trying to listen. She had no idea Levi planned to move away. He was as much a part of her life as the house she lived in and the business Jonas had built.

				Levi had always been there. She need only mention to Grace that she was low on firewood and the next morning Levi was stacking a cord of wood along the side of her house. If her horse began limping, Levi showed up to check the animal’s shoes and feet for problems. If the business needed upgrades, he came to her with a list of what was needed, how much it would cost and where she could buy what they needed. She had taken his presence for granted. It was hard to imagine life without Levi next door.

				“What do you think of the idea, Sarah?” Leah asked.

				Sarah realized everyone was looking at her. “I’m sure it doesn’t make any difference to Levi what I think.”

				Leah frowned. “I was asking what you think about having a winter picnic out at my place?”

				Sarah felt a blush heat her cheeks. “Sorry, I guess I wasn’t listening.”

				Sally said, “We can have a bonfire and roast hot dogs and marshmallows. We would have to make sure there is plenty of hot chocolate to keep everyone warm.”

				“I think it sounds like a wonderful idea,” Sarah agreed.

				“When will it take place? Can we make it a Christmas party on the fifteenth?” Sally asked.

				Leah shook her head. “I’ll be busy with the school Christmas program until the nineteenth. Let’s make it Saturday the twenty-second. I’ll need help getting things ready the day before. Levi, would you be able to help me set up some straw bales for seats and boards for tables?”

				“I reckon I could.”

				“Wonderful.” Leah beamed at him.

				Sarah sat back with a self-satisfied smile. She couldn’t have planned that better if it had been her own idea. She took a bite of the mashed potatoes on her plate. If Levi took a wife, he might be much more reluctant to move away.

				Sally asked, “Sarah, are you coming to the quilting bee for Ina Stultz? It will be at our home.”

				“Ja, I told Grace I would come in her place.”

				“We should have a good turn out. Her mamm has so much to do with two weddings this year that I offered to host the bee.”

				“That was very kind of you, Sally. Wasn’t it, Levi?” Sarah glanced from Sally to Levi. This was his chance to say something flattering to the girl about her thoughtfulness. He nodded and kept eating. Sarah rolled her eyes.

				For the rest of the meal, Sarah studied Levi’s reaction to her two friends. His polite response to their questions was usually a monosyllable reply, but neither of the women let that stop them from including him in the conversation. Sarah couldn’t detect any interest on Levi’s part for either woman. He finished his plate and made his escape, much to Sarah’s dismay.

				Sally said, “He doesn’t say much, does he?”

				“He’s the strong, silent type,” Leah answered.

				Sarah quickly added, “He’s a hard worker, he’s a kind neighbor and a nice-looking man. A woman could do much worse for a husband.”

				Leah grinned. “Sarah, I didn’t know you were on the look out for a mann. Levi would be a fine choice for you.”

				“For me?” Sarah squeaked. She shook her head violently. “I’m not looking for a husband. I was talking about some other woman.”

				“Sure.” Sally winked at Leah.

				Sarah saw her plans blowing up in her face. If these women thought she had her eye on Levi, they wouldn’t go out with him.

				She lowered her gaze and spoke with quiet sincerity. “Levi is a fine man and would make a wonderful husband, but I’m not planning to marry again. No one could replace Jonas. I was simply making conversation.”

				Sally laid a hand on her arm. “We’re sorry to tease you.”

				Sarah smiled. “I forgive you, but I must ask a favor in return.”

				“Ask away,” Sally replied.

				“I need help. I’m taking Grace’s place at the carriage shop while she is gone. I’m supposed to do the inventory this week. I simply can’t do it alone. Levi and the twins are much too busy to help me. Could you spare a day or two to give me a hand?”

				Sally grinned. “Absolutely. We aren’t that busy at Elam’s shop now that the tourist season is over. I’m sure he can spare me for a few days.”

				“I would be more grateful than you know.” Sarah took a bite of the peach pie on her plate, satisfied that things were back on the right track. Sally really did make a good pie. Surely, Levi had noticed that.

				* * *

				Levi stayed at the Nissley farm until late afternoon. He enjoyed watching Atlee and Moses play several games of volleyball. Unlike their older brother, the twins were outgoing and well-liked by their peers. They never had trouble fitting in.

				When it grew late, Levi helped Eli Imhoff and a few others load the seats back inside the bench wagon. When he finished, he went looking for his brothers. He found the twins waiting for him by the front porch. He said, “It’s time to go.”

				“We were thinking of staying for the singing. We’ll walk home later,” Atlee said.

				Both boys had their eyes focused on a group of young people gathered at the side of the barn. Levi noticed the pretty Miller sisters glancing frequently in his brothers’ direction. The girls were twins and the same age as his brothers. Levi accepted that he was on his own for the short drive home.

				He fetched his horse from among the few still remaining and backed Homer between the shafts of his buggy. When he finished harnessing the gelding, he turned to get in and found Sarah once again at his side.

				“I hate to be a bother, Levi, but is there any way you can give me a lift home? I walked this morning, but it feels like I have a blister forming on my heel. I really would appreciate a ride.”

				Sarah had never gone out of her way to spend time with him. What was going on? “Ja, I can give you a lift.”

				She got in without waiting for him. He climbed in after her. The inside of his vehicle had never felt so small. Their knees were almost touching.

				He swallowed hard and slapped the reins to get the horse moving. As they rolled down the lane, he wondered what he should say.

				Sarah had no difficulty talking. “It was a very nice sermon today. Bishop Zook has a way with words that makes you feel that God is speaking through him.”

				“I reckon He is.”

				“You’re right. Did you enjoy Sally Yoder’s peach pie?”

				“Ja.”

				“I knew you would. Peach is your favorite, isn’t it?”

				“Ja.”

				“I remember that because it’s my favorite as well. Sally is a very nice girl, isn’t she? Not a girl really, she’s a young woman. Certainly old enough to be courting.”

				“Nice enough, I reckon.”

				“Leah Belier is another nice woman. Did you enjoy your conversation with her?”

				He slanted a glance at Sarah. “She wanted to know how the twins got the skunk into the coatroom at the school without getting sprayed themselves.”

				Sarah laughed out loud. It was a delightful sound and made him smile, too. She said, “It was a mean trick, but it was pretty funny. I doubt anyone will be able to top that anytime soon.”

				“For Leah’s sake, I hope not.”

				“I have to wonder if she isn’t ready to give up teaching and get married. She would certainly make a good wife. We all know she has a way with children. Don’t you think she would make someone a fine wife?”

				“I reckon.”

				After a long moment, she asked, “Have you thought about it?”

				“Thought about what?”

				“Honestly, Levi, what have we been talking about?”

				“Peach pies and skunks?”

				“You are being deliberately obtuse.”

				“You’ve been talking about Sally and Leah.”

				“And if Leah might be ready to wed. Have you thought about marriage?”

				He didn’t care for the topic. “Have you?” he countered.

				She grew somber. “No.”

				“Why not?”

				She stared at her hands. “Because I’ll never find someone as special as my Jonas.”

				It wasn’t what he hoped she would say, but one thing Levi knew for certain. He wasn’t anyone special.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				Sarah counted the number of lynchpins in the wooden box and added the total to the sheet of paper on the clipboard beside her. Inventory was tedious work whether she did it at the fabric store or here. It was part and parcel of a business. It had to be done.

				It was her second day of working with Levi since riding home with him after the preaching. She could count on one hand the number of words he’d spoken to her since that evening.

				“If he gets past ten words, I can make a tally sheet for him and keep it on my clipboard,” she muttered to herself.

				The twins were outside working on the church district’s bench wagon. Eli Imhoff had brought it in that morning. The rear axle had cracked and needed to be replaced. Fortunately, Levi had an axle that would work and gave the project to the twins to finish before the day was done.

				The wagon would be needed to carry the benches to Samuel Stultz’s farm for a wedding service the day after tomorrow. The first of his five daughters was getting married. A second daughter, Ina, would be wed in three weeks’ time. Sarah had promised Grace she would attend the quilting bee for her early next week. Weddings were wonderful events, but they were also sad reminders of what God had taken away from her.

				Through the closed window, Sarah could hear the sounds of the twins’ heated debate as they disagreed over the best way to undertake the bench wagon repair. It reminded her so much of the conversations she’d had with her sister when they had been teenagers. Her mother used to say they fought like cats and dogs. Sarah knew that wasn’t entirely true. She had loved her sister unconditionally, even if she didn’t always approve of Bethany’s actions or her choices. She had loved Bethany and God had taken her, too.

				If she never loved anyone else, she would never have to suffer such loss again. It was the main reason she wouldn’t consider marrying again.

				Suddenly, Sarah caught the mention of Leah Belier and she listened more closely.

				“He did not,” Moses said

				“He did,” Atlee insisted.

				“Levi took Leah Belier, the teacher, riding in his buggy?”

				“I saw them together yesterday with my own eyes. What do you think it means?”

				“Nothing. It doesn’t mean nothing.”

				Atlee said, “It doesn’t mean anything. Have you forgotten all your English classes with Leah?”

				“I try to. Give me a hand with this wheel or get lost.”

				The boys continued to quarrel, but they had given Sarah something to think about. So Levi had taken Leah for a ride. That was promising.

				Letting her mind wander for a minute, Sarah shifted her gaze from the twins to where Levi was affixing a new tongue to a farm wagon. In spite of the cool temperature in the building, he had his sleeves rolled up. His light blue shirt was darkened with sweat between his shoulder blades. He was hatless, and she could see the beads of perspiration clinging to the hair at his temples.

				He lifted the heavy wooden bar with an ease that surprised her. When he finally had it seated to his satisfaction, he stood back, dusted his hands together and propped them at his hips.

				Why hadn’t she noticed before what a fine figure of a man he was? While he wasn’t a brawny fellow like her husband had been, his slender frame was well muscled. All in all, Levi was an attractive man. She hoped the women she had in mind for him would notice.

				Sarah tipped her head slightly as she studied him. She already knew his crystal-clear blue eyes were his best features. His forehead was broad, and his chin jutted out slightly, giving him a look of determination. His nose was a little big for his face, but not overly so. She smiled. He could have been blessed with his grandfather Reuben’s nose. Fortunately, he hadn’t been.

				He didn’t smile often, but she knew there was a dimple in his right cheek. It made him look less severe, less aloof. He didn’t smile enough.

				Sarah was ashamed to realize how much she had ignored Jonas’s friend over the past few years. Now that Grace had brought Levi’s needs to her attention, Sarah was determined to find him a wife. Her aunt Emma might think he was destined to be an old boy, but Sarah didn’t believe it.

				She had a plan to change that, and she’d already set it in motion. Levi deserved someone who cared about him, who could work beside him and bear his children to carry on his business.

				She stopped when she realized how much that sounded like the hopes she once held dear. It wasn’t to be for her.

				She shook off the sad thought. Because that dream wasn’t what God had planned for her didn’t mean it couldn’t come true for Levi and his wife.

				A buggy pulled up outside. Glancing out the window, Sarah grinned. Part two of her plan was about to get underway. Sally Yoder stepped down from her carriage.

				Sarah hurried to hold open the door for her. “Guder mariye, Sally. I’m so glad you could come.”

				“Good morning, Sarah. I hope I’m not late.”

				“Not at all.”

				“Isn’t this the strangest weather we’re having? Cold and snow one week, sunny and warm the next.”

				“I’ll take sunny and warm any day.”

				Sally shook her head. “I like snow during the holiday season. Not a lot, just enough to make everything look sparkling and new.”

				Sarah kept her opinion of snow to herself. She glanced in Levi’s direction and found he was watching them. Taking Sally by the elbow, Sarah led her toward him.

				“Levi, I forgot to mention that I asked Sally Yoder to give me a hand with the inventory. You don’t mind if she helps, do you?”

				“I reckon not.”

				Sarah thrust her clipboard into his hands. “Wonderful. If you have a few minutes, can you show her what needs to be done? I would appreciate it. I’ve got something on the stove I have to check on. I’ll be right back.”

				She hurried out the front door leaving the two of them together.

				* * *

				Levi had never considered Sarah a flighty woman until she had started working with him. He vowed to be less critical of Grace when she returned. Sally stood waiting for his instructions.

				He handed her the clipboard without meeting her gaze. “This is a list of things to be counted. The shelves and bins are labeled. Write down the number of items you find in each one.”

				Sally glanced at the clipboard. “That’s it?”

				“That’s it.” He nodded and returned to work on the farm wagon.

				“Levi, what is an axle nut?” Sally asked as she stood looking at the eight-foot-tall wooden cabinet filled with drawers that covered the west wall.

				He put aside the hardware meant to hold the tongue to the front axle and crossed the room to show her the correct drawer. Pulling it open, he said, “It’s used to hold the wheel on the axle.”

				“I thought as much.” She counted the ones in the drawer and pushed it closed.

				“Anything else?” he asked.

				“No, I’ve got this.” She opened a second drawer and began counting.

				Levi returned to wrestling with the wagon waiting to be finished.

				“Why do you have left and right axle nuts?”

				He exhaled in frustration. “Because the nut on the axle had to be threaded to turn right on one side and left on the other side.”

				“Why?”

				“To prevent the nut from being spun off when the wheel is going in the same direction. If that happens, the wheel falls off.” He lay down to tighten the bolts under the tongue.

				“I see. What is a clip bar used for?”

				He finished tightening the bolts, wiped the sweat from his face and rose to walk past to her. “Moses will be in to help you. I have work to do outside.”

				He rolled down his sleeves, donned his jacket and escaped out the door. How many questions could one woman ask? Outside, he found young Ben Lapp unloading a wheel from his wagon. Ben was a few years older than the twins. He rolled the wheel toward Levi. “I’ve got a broken fellow on this one. Any chance I can get it replaced today?”

				Behind Ben’s wagon, Daniel Hershberger was helping his new wife out of their buggy. He had a second horse tied on behind.

				Atlee and Moses came hurrying up. Moses took the wheel from Ben. “We can’t get to it today. It will be tomorrow afternoon at the earliest.”

				Ben nodded. “That will work. I also need a new left axle nut.”

				Levi pointed over his shoulder. “Sally Yoder can find you one.”

				Ben’s eyes brightened. He looked with interest toward the building. “I didn’t know Sally was working here.” He headed inside without another word.

				Dan Hershberger, with his bride, Susan, at his side, approached Levi. They made an imposing pair for both were tall with ample figures and stern expressions. Dan said, “I understand my wife’s new carriage is done.”

				Levi nodded. Atlee said, “I’ll hitch your horse for you. The two of you can take it for a ride around the block to make sure it’s to your satisfaction.”

				Susan folded her arms and gave Levi a stern glare, ignoring the twins completely. “I would prefer that my husband harness the horse.”

				She wisely didn’t trust his brothers. Neither of the boys looked disappointed, so perhaps they didn’t have a prank in mind. Levi said, “It’s this way.”

				Levi walked toward the back lot. Dan followed, leading his spare horse. It was a high-stepping and spirited coal-black mare. Glancing over his shoulder, Levi saw Susan waiting near their buggy. She was keeping a close eye on the twins.

				The open carriage was sitting in the center of the back lot. Dan’s stern face broke into a wide grin when he saw it. “This is exactly what I had in mind. Susan will love it. I hope she will love it, for a happy wife makes a happy life.”

				The two men hitched up the horse and led her to the front of the building. Susan walked around the buggy, tested the doors, and ran her hand over the leather upholstery. Turning to her husband, she finally smiled. “It is wonderful, danki, mie husband.”

				“It is my joy to see you happy.” He opened the carriage door and assisted her to climb in.

				Levi happened to catch a glimpse of Atlee’s gleeful face from the corner of his eye. A cold feeling settled in his bones. What had they done?

				* * *

				Sarah finished her cup of coffee and took the blue enameled pot off the stove. She hadn’t lied. She did have something on the stove—her coffee pot. Glancing at the clock, she wondered if twenty minutes was enough time to leave Sally and Levi alone. Hopefully, he had spoken more than a handful of words to her.

				Sarah was anxious to see how the couple was getting along. She rinsed her cup and set it to dry on the side of the sink. When she opened the front door, she saw Dan and Susan Hershberger sitting in their new carriage. Levi was with them and not with Sally. Sarah scowled. She hadn’t taken into account that they might have customers.

				As Sarah descended her steps, Dan tipped his hat in her direction. Susan lifted her hand to wave as Dan slapped the reins against the rump of his horse. The mare surged forward. Sarah heard a sharp crack. Dan and Susan both fell backward as their seat gave way. The mare trotted smartly down the street with her passengers’ legs sticking in the air.

				Horrified, Sarah dashed out her front gate. Levi was already in hot pursuit of the couple. Moses and Atlee were clinging to each other as they laughed hysterically. Sarah stopped in front of them. “Oh, how could you?”

				“They are such a pompous pair,” Atlee managed to say when he caught his breath.

				“Ah, Levi’s got their horse already,” Moses said with a pout.

				Sarah looked down the street and pressed her hand to her heart in relief. “Thank heavens. What if the horse had run into traffic or upset the buggy?”

				Moses shrugged. “Nothing bad happened. I was hoping they’d go clear through town that way.”

				Sarah wanted to box his ears. “We’re lucky they didn’t. Dan Hershberger could buy and sell this business ten times over. He is an influential man. If he decides to make trouble for us, we could lose most of our business.”

				Atlee said, “He won’t make trouble for you, Sarah. You’re a widow. The church elders would never stand for that. Here they come. We better get out of here.”

				The boys took off, leaving Sarah and Levi to face their irate customers alone.

				It was an ugly scene. It took the better part of half an hour to soothe Dan and his wife’s ruffled feathers. Sarah ended up letting them have their carriage at cost. Levi promised to deliver it to their home tomorrow after thoroughly inspecting it. When they finally left, Levi and Sarah turned to face each other.

				“Where did they go?” he asked in a tired voice.

				She knew he was talking about his brothers. “They took off running toward the center of town. God only knows where they are by now.”

				“I can’t believe they pulled this off. I knew they were up to something, but if I can’t trust them to work for me, what will I do with them?”

				“Send them to work for someone else,” Sarah suggested.

				He thrust his hands in his pockets and stared at his feet. “Who would have them?”

				“Your grandfather perhaps?”

				“Maybe. I will speak to him.”

				The silence stretched between them. Sarah glanced at Levi just as he looked at her. She couldn’t hold back a grin. “It was kind of funny.”

				Levi’s hangdog expression changed to a reluctant smile that tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Ja, it was. Susan Hershberger wears pink bloomers.”

				“She does?” Sarah choked on a chuckle. Their eyes met. The ridiculousness of the prank hit them at the same time. They both started laughing.

				“Snap, wee!” Sarah threw her hands in the air. Levi laughed harder. Sarah pressed her hands to her face as tears blurred her vision.

				“Stop,” Levi begged her, holding his sides.

				“Snap, wee! Pink I see!” Unable to stand because she was laughing so hard, she fell against Levi and grasped his arm. His hands came up to steady her. She looked at his smiling face and her mirth slowly died away.

				Their eyes met. Sarah realized that she was practically in his arms. She took a quick step back. His hands dropped to his sides.

				She said, “It was funny, but it could’ve been so much worse.”

				Levi nodded. His gaze once more dropped to his feet. “Reckon I should get back to work.”

				“As should I. I have left Sally alone for too long.”

				“I forgot. Ben Lapp needed a part. Sally must be having trouble finding it for him.”

				“I’ll take care of it.” She took another step back but discovered she was reluctant to leave him. The frown had returned to his face. She knew he was once again thinking about his brothers.

				“Levi, would you like me to ask Bishop Zook to have a talk with the boys?”

				“Do you think it would help?”

				“It can’t hurt.”

				“I will speak to him about them. They are my responsibility.”

				“And none of mine. I understand.” She gave a half-hearted, embarrassed smile and hurried toward the carriage shop front door. She heard him call her name. She stopped and glanced back.

				He said, “I’m grateful for your counsel.”

				Her heart grew light again. “I only want to help.”

				She pulled open the door and went inside. She found Ben Lapp leaning against the counter. Sally stood on the other side, smiling at him as she said, “The right hub nut is threaded to the right and the left hub nut is threaded to the left so they won’t spin off the wheel while it’s turning.”

				“For only working here one day you sure seem to know a lot about the equipment.”

				Sally blushed a becoming shade of pink. “I try to pay attention. Some people think I ask a lot of questions, but it’s only because I want to learn new things.”

				Sarah walked behind the counter with Sally. “And I’m sure that Levi was happy to answer all your questions.”

				“Actually, he didn’t seem happy to answer any of them. Ben helped me finish the inventory of the tall cabinets. He’s been wonderfully patient with me.” She smiled sweetly at him.

				He shrugged off her compliment. “It was no trouble. What are you doing for Christmas, Sally?”

				“Mamm is cooking a big dinner for the family on Thursday. We have cousins coming from Kilbuck to visit for the long weekend. What about you?”

				“That’s funny because my folks and I are traveling to my uncle Wayne’s place. My grandparents live with his family. His farm is down near Kilbuck. My family goes there and your family comes here.”

				The young pair were so focused on each other that Sarah began to feel invisible. “Ben, Levi said you needed a part. What can I get for you?”

				Sally answered her. “He needed a left hub nut. I found it for him, but I didn’t know how much to charge. We’ve just been waiting for you or Levi to come back.”

				Sarah rang up the amount on the cash register. “I’m sorry to have kept you waiting, Ben. There was a problem with the Hershbergers’ buggy.”

				“I didn’t mind.” He hadn’t taken his eyes off of Sally.

				“Are you staying in Kilbuck long?” she asked.

				“Just until Friday evening.”

				“That means you’ll be back in time for the barn party on Saturday.” Sally spoke with a nonchalance that was a dead giveaway his answer was important.

				“I’ll be back in plenty of time. Who’s having a hoedown?”

				“There’s going to be one at Ezra Bowman’s farm. Maybe you could come by for a while.”

				Sarah looked at Sally in surprise. “I thought that was the night of Leah Belier’s winter picnic?”

				Sally shrugged. “It is. I didn’t hear about the hoedown until last night. It should be loads more fun than an old picnic. Leah will understand if I don’t come.”

				A troubled look crossed Ben’s face. “Ezra Bowman belongs to the Sparkler gang, doesn’t he? Do you run with that crowd? I hear they’re a pretty wild bunch.”

				Sally raised one eyebrow. “We’re not goody-goodies, but you shouldn’t judge us without getting to know us. Some of them are kind of wild, but most them are like me. Ordinary Amish kids just looking to enjoy their rumspringa.”

				Ben pulled out his wallet and handed Sarah the money he owed. “I’ll think about it. It could be fun.”

				“It will be.”

				His smile returned. “Okay. I’ll see you there and maybe I’ll see you tomorrow when I come back for my wheel.”

				“I’ll be here,” she said brightly.

				When he left, Sally turned and grasped Sarah’s arm, bubbling over with excitement. “I can’t believe Ben Lapp actually spent the better part of an hour talking to me. He’s so fine.”

				Sarah saw her hopes for a match between Sally and Levi going out the window. She wasn’t one to give up easily. “Levi is a fine-looking fellow, too. He’s hard-working and much more mature than a boy like Ben.”

				Sally rolled her eyes. “I know he appeals to someone older—like you—but not to someone like me. We should get back to work or we’re never going to get finished here.”

				Sarah picked up the clipboard. Her first serious attempt at matchmaking was a failure, but Sally was right. They still had a lot of work to get done. “We can move to the upholstery room. That has the second largest number of small items.”

				Sally followed along behind Sarah. “Why is the upholstery room enclosed? None of the other rooms have ceilings over them.”

				“To keep the dust out of the cloth in there.”

				“How much cloth do you keep?”

				“It depends on how many orders we have. Often, we have to special-order fabrics, but if we find a good deal on something our customers like, we’ll order in bulk.”

				As they counted needles, threads and bobbins, Sally continued to pelt Sarah with questions. Before long, she realized that working with Sally was more tiring than working alone. Her patience began to wear thin. After another twenty minutes and as many questions, she said, “I can finish up in here. You’ve been a big help. Why don’t you go ahead and go home?”

				“It’s barely noon. I’m not going to leave you to do this by yourself. I said I could work for two days and two full days is what you will get. Why are the threads arranged according to size and not according to color?”

				“Because they are.”

				Sarah heard the large double doors at the side of the building open. She stepped out of the workroom and saw Levi pulling the Hershberger carriage in. He was struggling with the heavy vehicle and could barely move it. She put down her clipboard and rushed to help him. Together, they were able to pull it inside.

				“Danki,” he said and blew out a long breath.

				“You should have called me to help. It’s too heavy for you to manage alone.”

				“Don’t scold. I thought I could do it.” He raised his fist to his mouth and coughed sharply.

				Concern sharpened her tone. “You deserve a good scold. If you don’t take care of yourself, who will?”

				“Grace is normally here to help, but someone told her to take a vacation. Oh, wait, that was you.”

				“You’re not going to start harping on that again, are you? What’s done is done.”

				“Gee, you two sound like an old married couple,” Sally said from the upholstery room doorway.

				Levi scowled. “I reckon a wife would not talk to me like I was a child.”

				“Sometimes you act like a child,” Sarah said quickly.

				“As do you,” he snapped back.

				Sarah’s mouth dropped open. She shut it and marched back into the workroom without another word. Sally moved out of her way. “Sorry.”

				“That’s quite all right. Where were we?”

				“Nylon thread, size eight.”

				Sarah opened the bin. “Four spools.”

				Consulting the clipboard, Sally said, “Cotton thread, size eight.”

				“Six spools.”

				“Are you sure you aren’t upset with me?”

				Sarah closed her eyes. “I’m not upset with you.”

				She wasn’t upset with Sally. She was upset with herself for promising Grace she would try and find a wife for Levi. She had no business being a matchmaker. She didn’t know the first thing about helping people fall in love.

				Sally said, “I’ve learned so much today. Plus, I had the chance to make an impression on Ben Lapp. I’ve been hoping for a chance to do that for ages, and he’ll be back tomorrow.”

				Her comment gave Sarah pause. Maybe she’d been going about this the wrong way. It might not be about who she thought Levi would like. It could be she needed to find out who liked Levi.

				“Sally, earlier you said Levi was attractive to someone who was...older. Were you thinking of someone specific?”

				“I shouldn’t have said you were older. You’re not old.”

				“Never mind that. Were you thinking of someone else?”

				“You have to promise you won’t tell her I said anything.”

				“I promise. Who is it?”

				“My cousin Joann.”

				Joann Yoder? The one woman Sarah had crossed off her list as being too shy. On second thought, the spinster might be the perfect woman after all. She wasn’t likely to speak to Levi like he was a child even when he acted like one.

				How could she get them together?

				“I don’t know your cousin very well. What is she like?”

				“Quiet, shy, but she has a heart of gold.”

				That sounded familiar. “What kind of things does she enjoy doing?”

				“Joann? She likes to garden and she loves quilting. She’s coming to Ina Stultz’s quilting bee. You’re coming, right?”

				“I am.” Sarah couldn’t envision a way to get Levi involved in quilting.

				“Goot. Joann likes to cook. She likes to visit. Oh, and she really likes to fish. Yuck. I hate handling worms, but she doesn’t mind. She goes with my brothers when they have time.”

				“She likes fishing? That’s very interesting.” Sarah smiled. Levi used to go fishing with Jonas. Could he be persuaded to toss a line in with Joann? How?

				Sally’s eyebrows shot up. “Do you like fishing?”

				“It can be...rewarding. I love the taste of fresh trout.” As long as she didn’t have to clean it before she cooked it.

				She would have to get up a fishing trip of her own. If all went well, using Levi Beachy as bait might just land him the perfect mate.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				“I know that silly thing is in here somewhere.” A crash followed Sarah’s muffled words.

				Levi, splitting kindling in her backyard, stopped swinging his ax and glanced toward her back porch. It was late in the day and they had finished at the shop an hour ago. The sound of something heavy hitting the floor made him put his tool down. “Sarah, are you okay?”

				“I would be if I could just find that rod. Do you know where it is?”

				Puzzled, he walked toward the building. He stepped inside and saw Sarah down on her hands and knees pulling out baskets and boxes from beneath a wooden storage bench. “What kind of rod are you talking about?”

				“Jonas’s fishing rod. I know I still have it. It has to be here somewhere.”

				“Why are you looking for his rod?”

				“Because I’m going fishing.”

				It was the last thing he expected her to say. “You hate fishing.”

				She glared up at him. She had a smudge on one cheek and a look of steely determination in her eyes. “I don’t hate fishing. I simply didn’t like it as much as Jonas did. Which was why I was always glad he went with you. Why can’t I find his rod?”

				Levi arched one eyebrow. “I distinctly remember hearing you tell him you wouldn’t go fishing until God started making fish that weren’t slimy and didn’t stink.”

				She turned back to searching under bench. “I must have been having a bad day.”

				Levi stepped past her and lifted a four-foot-long black tube off a nail on the back wall. He handed it to her. “Is this what you’re looking for?”

				She glanced at it and shook her head. “No. I’m looking for a red fiberglass rod with a silver reel thing on it.”

				He opened the end of the tube and pulled out two rods. One was a dark blue fly fishing rod and the other one was a red spin-casting rod. They had been taken apart to let them fit inside. “I bought Jonas this case after one of my brothers stepped on his favorite rod and broke it.”

				She rose to her feet looking sheepish and adorable. “Danki.”

				“Du bischt wilkumm.” He handed them to her.

				She took them from him and looked them over. “The pieces just fit together, right? Where are the hooks?”

				“In the tackle box you threw aside.”

				“Oh.” She looked at the mess on the floor.

				“Are you really going fishing?”

				“I can see it may be a more complex undertaking that I first imagined, but I do intend to go. I have to.”

				“Why?”

				“To be out in the fresh air. To enjoy the glories that are the world God has given us. To be at one with nature.”

				“I ask again, why are you going fishing?”

				She closed the lid of the bench and sat down. “I invited my brother and his family to come for Christmas. Apparently, his son loves to fish. I offered to take my nephew fishing if the weather was nice enough while they were here. It was snowing when I wrote the letter. How was I to know it was going to warm up? I received an answer this morning. They are coming for a visit, and Merle is very excited that he is going fishing with his aunt. Can you give me a few pointers so I don’t look like a complete fool?”

				“Like how to tell a tackle box from a picnic basket?”

				“You enjoy poking fun at me, don’t you?”

				He folded his arms over his chest and stroked his chin with one hand. “I’ve never gotten to do it before. Ja, it’s kind of fun.”

				“Levi, will you take me fishing or not?”

				How could he deny her anything? “All right.”

				“When?” she demanded eagerly.

				“Tomorrow?”

				“It can’t be tomorrow. I’m going to a quilting bee.”

				“That’s just as well. I need to deliver Susan Hershberger’s repaired buggy. How about the day after tomorrow?” He had plenty of work to do, but the prospect of spending an afternoon alone at the lake with Sarah was too tempting to pass up.

				“I think the day after tomorrow will be fine, but I’ll have to let you know tomorrow for sure. What time would we leave?”

				“I’ll pick you up at one o’clock.”

				“Where will we go?”

				“Down to the old stone quarry. I think the bass fishing will be good there.”

				Sarah grinned. “It sounds like a wonderful time.”

				She looked so excited and happy that his heart gave a funny little skip. He never imagined she would be thrilled to spend time in his company.

				She went inside the house and he returned to the woodpile. Picking up his ax, he began whistling as he worked.

				* * *

				Over a dozen buggies and two-wheeled carts lined the lane leading up to Sally Yoder’s home. Sally herself greeted Sarah at the front door. “Come in and welcome. Nearly everyone is here except the bride and her family.”

				“She’ll be here.” Sarah remembered how excited and nervous she had been at her own quilting frolic, for she knew she and her new husband would spend many nights together beneath the quilt she had designed and pieced together. She had chosen the Birds in the Air pattern in shades of blue, soft creams and bright greens. That quilt was packed away now, for she couldn’t bear to sleep beneath it alone.

				Inside Sally’s home, twelve women were already seated around the large kitchen table. The air was filled with lively chatter. The mouthwatering smells of fresh coffee, warm donuts and freshly made cinnamon rolls added to the party atmosphere.

				Sally’s father and three of her brothers were setting out straight-backed and folding chairs around the edges of a large quilting frame in the front room. The furniture in the room had all been pushed against the walls to make room. Sunlight streamed in through the south-facing windows. The quilt top was a beautiful Sunshine and Shadows pattern with blocks in shades of blue, green, magenta, pink and violet alternating with rows of black. She wondered what had made Ina choose this particular pattern and fabrics.

				Sarah scanned the faces of the women who ranged in age from seventeen to seventy. They were all women she knew well. Nettie Imhoff and her daughter-in-law Katie Sutter were talking to Karen, Nettie’s stepdaughter, who had recently wed Jonathan Dresher. Faith Lapp and Rebecca Troyer sat beside Naomi Wadler. Esther Zook, the bishop’s wife, was locked in deep conversation with Susan Hershberger. They darted compassionate glances in Sarah’s direction.

				No doubt, the bishop’s wife was getting an earful about the Beachy brothers. Poor Grace would have her work cut out winning over Henry’s mother when she came home.

				Looking for Joann Yoder, Sarah spied her standing alone near the back door and staring with longing out the window. She was dressed in a drab gray dress with a black apron. Her hair was mousy brown beneath her black kapp. Her shoes were coated with drying mud.

				After accepting a cup of coffee, Sarah moved to stand near her. “I almost wish it were rainy and dreary out today.”

				Joann looked at her in surprise. “Why?”

				“It’s such a beautiful day, cool but not chilly, with plenty of sunshine to tempt a person away from the chores inside. After all, how many more nice days can we expect this late in December?”

				“Not many, but a quilting bee is not really a chore.” Joann lowered her gaze again, as if she was afraid she’d said too much.

				She reminded Sarah so much of Levi that she wanted to give the woman a hug. Not that Sarah was tempted to hug Levi. That wouldn’t be proper. Okay, she did feel the urge to hug him sometimes, but only because he worked too hard and his family didn’t appreciate all he did.

				Sarah said, “You’re right, a quilting frolic is much more than stitching. We’ll hear familiar tales from the grandmothers, and catch up on their grandchildren’s antics. Perhaps we’ll even hear some of the latest gossip. We’ll sing and laugh together. Later, there would be oodles of food. I can smell the ham cooking already, can’t you? The only thing better than this would be a day spent fishing.”

				For you and Levi, not for me.

				Joann looked up with interest. “You enjoy fishing?”

				Sarah couldn’t outright lie to her. She decided to sidestep that comment. This was for Levi. She forced a smile and said brightly, “Enjoy is hardly the word I would use. My husband took me when we were first married. I never seemed to have time after I started working at the fabric store.”

				“I know what you mean. I don’t get to go as often as I would like, either.”

				This was her opening. Sarah tried not to sound too eager. “Levi Beachy is taking me over to the old quarry tomorrow. Would you like to join us?”

				A look of delight filled Joann’s eyes, but it quickly died away. “I’m sure the two of you would rather go alone.”

				“Not at all. You would be doing me a great favor by joining us. Levi is a much better fisherman than I am. I know he’d enjoy the company of someone who isn’t a novice.”

				“Do you really think so?” The fearful hope in her words fueled Sarah’s determination. Here was a woman who didn’t need to be convinced of Levi’s good traits. She just needed a way for him to notice her.

				Sarah laid a hand on Joann’s arm. “He’ll be thrilled. Please say you can come.”

				“Well, if you’re sure it’s okay.”

				“Perfect. We’re meeting at my house at one o’clock. Levi said the bass fishing should be good over at the old quarry.”

				“After this nice warm-up, I reckon it will be. I hooked into a big one there a month ago, but it broke my line. I’m ready to try and land him again.”

				Sarah felt a sudden pang of envy. Joann and Levi might find they had many things in common besides fishing. That was the reason Sarah had suggested the outing. So why did the look of anticipation on Joann’s face leave her feeling jealous?

				Sarah faced the true cause of her discontent. She wanted to feel that rush of attraction again. She wanted her heart to skip a beat when the name of a certain someone was mentioned.

				Such thoughts were pure foolishness. God had given her the best possible husband, but for some reason, she didn’t deserve to know years of happiness with him. The fault lay in her, not in her husband, she was sure of that. Joann and Levi deserved a chance at the happiness that eluded her.

				Joann asked, “What’s the matter? You look so sad.”

				Sarah managed a smile as she shook her head. “It’s nothing.”

				The front door opened and Ina Stultz came in with her mother and both her grandmothers. Sarah went to say hello, glad for something else to think about.

				Now that the bride-to-be had arrived, Sally’s mother invited everyone to find a place at the quilting frame. With so many eager hands, Sarah knew the project would be finished by day’s end. She followed the others into the front room and took a seat beside Joann.

				Out came the inch-and-a-half-long quilting needles, called “sharps” or “betweens” and spools of thread. For a few minutes, the chatter died away as the women got down to work threading their needles and studying the areas to be outlined. The quiet didn’t last long.

				“Do you remember when I used to make a play fort under your quilting frame?” Ina asked her mother.

				“I do. It wasn’t until you were ten that you decided to watch me quilt while you stood beside me instead of playing at my feet.”

				“Does this quilt have a story?” Rebecca asked, running her hand over the colorful pattern.

				Ina smiled. “My mother and her mother both used the Sunlight and Shadow pattern for their wedding quilts.”

				“To remind us that our lives will be filled with both gladness and sorrow, but that the comfort of the Lord will always be over us,” her grandmother explained.

				There were murmurs of agreement from around the room.

				“From the time I first started setting stitches I wanted to become as good as my grandmother.” Ina smiled at her family.

				Sarah nodded. Hand-quilting was a journey of personal accomplishment for each Amish girl. Like Ina, Sarah had spent years striving for consistent lengths, working to make straighter lines and improve her stitch count.

				For Sarah, her personal best became ten stitches per inch. A goal few quilters could reach. But then, most Amish girls married and began raising families—work that took them away from their craft until their children were grown and they had more time again. Without a husband or children to care for, Sarah had been free to devote her evenings to quilting. She often made two a year. Naomi Wadler sold them for her to the tourists who stayed at the Wadler Inn.

				Sarah chose a starting place on Ina’s quilt and began to rock her needle through the three layers of fabric stretched on the frame, the solid backing, the batting in the middle to make the quilt fluffy and warm and the top sheet, which bore the pattern. By rocking the needle back and forth, she was able to load as many stitches as possible before drawing the thread through the layers.

				Looking up from her work, she saw smiles on the happy faces around her. These women had come together to do something for one of their own. It was a wonderful feeling to join them, young and old alike, as they worked on a craft they all loved.

				The skill levels were diverse in such a large group. It was one reason that quilts done at a bee were kept by the families and not offered for sale. Having been employed by an Englishwoman and having met many of the English tourists who came to the store, Sarah knew they prized uniformity in the stitching of the quilts they came to purchase. Such quilts were usually done by one woman.

				Joann leaned close. “Watch, Sally will start a contest soon to see who can make the shortest stitches.”

				Sarah looked over the women. “Anyone who can beat Rebecca Troyer will deserve a prize. You may be a contender. You have a very neat hand at this.”

				“Danki, but my skills are nothing compared to Rebecca’s,” Joann said.

				Rebecca was a renowned quilter in the community. She once suffered from a disease that gradually robbed her of her sight. She had supported herself and her aged aunt by making quilts to sell. With the help of many, and Gideon Troyer in particular, the community had raised enough money for Rebecca to undergo surgery to restore her sight.

				By the grace of God, she could now see as well as anyone, but she still kept her eyes closed when she was quilting. She said the sight of so many colors and shapes distracted her from the feel of her needle.

				The afternoon passed quickly and Sarah enjoyed the company of her friends. It was getting late when Naomi Wadler spoke up. “Sarah, lead us in a song. Your voice is so sweet.”

				“Sing ‘In the Sweet By and By,’” Ina said quickly.

				Closing her eyes, Sarah began, “There’s a land that is fairer than day, And by faith we can see it afar; For the Father waits over the way, To prepare us a dwelling place there.”

				Everyone joined in the hymn’s refrain. “In the sweet by and by, We shall meet on that beautiful shore; In the sweet by and by, We shall meet on that beautiful shore.”

				When the song was finished, Ina said, “Choose another one, Sarah. What is your favorite?”

				* * *

				Levi trudged along the highway with his horse walking behind him. He was on his way back to Hope Springs after delivering the repaired carriage to Daniel Hershberger’s farm. Having driven it over with his own mare, Levi now led his docile Dotty along the edge of the roadway. A few cars zipped past, but the mare kept her head down and walked quietly beside him. The steady clip-clop of her hooves on the blacktop provided a soothing sound to their walk.

				He’d made one other stop before dropping off the buggy. He had stopped at Bishop Zook’s farm. He’d had a long talk with the bishop. He felt his brothers would benefit from the minister’s wisdom.

				It was late in the afternoon now and the air was growing chilly. The newspaper that morning said to expect two more days of sunshine before the cold weather returned. It looked as if the weather would stay fine for their fishing trip, if Sarah decided she could join him.

				Throughout the day, he’d had a hard time keeping his mind on his work. Thoughts of spending a quiet afternoon alone with Sarah kept intruding. He was eager for this day to end and for tomorrow to arrive.

				As he crested a hill, he noticed a line of buggies in the lane of the house off to right. He recognized Sarah’s gray gelding hitched to the white rail fence.

				Dotty lifted her head and whinnied a greeting. Several of the buggy horses replied in kind including Sarah’s gray.

				He patted Dotty’s neck. “Must be the quilting bee Sarah spoke about.”

				He hoped she was having a good time with the other women. She didn’t get out much except to go to work and church and occasionally visit her family. Since Jonas’s death, the joy had gone out of her eyes. Levi knew several widows who had remarried and found happiness again. Why hadn’t Sarah? Was her grief so deep?

				As he passed by the lane, he heard the sounds of singing coming from inside the house. Someone must have opened a window. It was an old hymn, one he particularly liked called, “Savior Like a Shepherd Lead Us.”

				He stopped to listen. Dotty dropped her head and snatched a bite of grass growing along the roadside. Levi recognized Sarah’s pure, clear voice leading the song. He stayed where he was, listening to the words that stirred his soul and embodied his faith until the last note died away.

				Sarah had beauty inside and out. What would it be like to have such a woman as a wife? He couldn’t imagine the joy that must have been Jonas’s.

				Levi settled his hat firmly on his head and started walking again. More and more, he found he couldn’t stop thinking about Sarah, about her smile and her laugh, about the way she scolded his brothers and put the shop to rights. Tomorrow, he prayed he would see her smile and maybe even laugh, not at him, but with him.

				The urge to sing overtook him but he settled for quietly whistling the hymn Sarah had been singing. Tomorrow couldn’t come soon enough.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				Levi left the shop at noon and went home to eat a hasty lunch. Sarah had stopped by the previous evening to say she could go fishing with him. He didn’t want to keep her waiting, but there was one thing he had to do first.

				The twins came in to eat a short time later. They had been making wheel spokes and were covered with wood shavings from the lathe. They’d been a quiet pair following the incident with Daniel’s buggy. It wouldn’t last. He knew they’d be up to something else before long.

				He said, “I’m going fishing today. You will stay and run the shop while I’m gone.”

				The boys looked at each other. Moses said, “We’d like to go fishing, too.”

				“I would have liked to be paid for the work I put into Daniel Hershberger’s carriage. Thanks to you, I labored for nothing.”

				Scowling, Moses said, “You shouldn’t have agreed to give it to him at cost. It’s not like he can’t afford it.”

				“Sarah made the offer, and I had to agree to it. She is the owner of the shop we work in. I think you forget that sometimes. The place is not ours to do with as we will.”

				“How can we forget it? The sign says Wyse Buggy Shop in big letters.” Moses had a mulish expression on his face that troubled Levi.

				He said, “I like a good joke as well as the next fellow, but you two crossed the line this time. Someone could have been hurt.”

				“No one was,” Atlee countered, looking chastised.

				“No one was—this time. It pains me to say this, but I’m giving you both two weeks’ notice. You will have to find jobs elsewhere.”

				“What?” They gaped at him in disbelief.

				“If I cannot trust you to keep the safety of our customers foremost in your minds, you can’t work for me. You are free to seek employment elsewhere.”

				Atlee said, “You can’t run the place by yourself.”

				“I will hire a man I can trust. Perhaps working for someone other than your brother will teach you to value the work you do.”

				“You mean you’re going to stop paying us? How will we get our spending money?”

				“That is no longer my problem.”

				Moses said, “It’s not that easy to find a job. Who will hire us both?”

				Levi didn’t want to punish his brothers, but he had ignored his responsibilities toward them for far too long. He wasn’t their father, but he was an adult who knew right from wrong. It was past time they learned a hard lesson.

				He gathered his pole and tackle box from the corner of the room. “Daniel Hershberger is hiring at his furniture factory. I heard he pays good wages.”

				“Ha, ha,” Moses said dryly.

				Atlee shoved his hands in his pockets and stared at the floor. “We weren’t thinking about needing a job from him. We planned to work with you.”

				Levi looked from one to the other. “You might want to consider something other than what’s funny when you plan your next prank. There are some openings at the coal mine. They will bus Amish workers in. You could try there. One other thing, Bishop Zook will be by to speak to you both later today. Be here when he arrives. If I hear otherwise, you will be looking for a place to sleep as well as work.”

				With the uncomfortable confrontation behind him, Levi left the house and walked next door. Sarah stood waiting on the front steps of her house. She wasn’t alone. Joann Yoder stood with her, pole and tackle box in hand.

				Sarah came toward him with a wide smile. “Levi, look who has agreed to join us.”

				He nodded in Joann’s direction. She blushed a fiery shade of red and stared at her feet. His happy anticipation dropped like a stone in a well. He wasn’t going to be alone with Sarah.

				“Shall we go?” Sarah asked, looking between the two. He nodded again.

				“I’m ready,” Joann mumbled.

				“We are going to have such a nice time. Levi, I can’t thank you enough for taking me. Isn’t he kind to take time out of his busy day for us?” Sarah started toward his wagon waiting by the street.

				He’d chosen to take it instead of his buggy because they would be going off the road and through a farm field to his favorite fishing spot, an old stone quarry now filled with deep clear water from a natural spring. Besides his fishing gear, he’d put in a pair of folding chairs and two quilts in case the day turned chilly.

				Sarah scrambled up onto the wagon seat without waiting for his help and scooted across the seat leaving Joann to sit in the middle. Joann smiled shyly and handed him her pole. She held a large bucket in her other hand.

				He put her pole in the back of the wagon and said, “I only have two chairs. I’ll get another one.”

				“Don’t bother. I just turn my bucket upside down and sit on it until it’s time to take the fish home.”

				Sarah said, “Isn’t she clever, Levi? I never would have thought of that.”

				He took the bucket from Joann and put it in back. She climbed up onto the seat and he took his place beside her.

				As they rolled out of town, he glanced over at Sarah. Joann had her pressed against the far side of the seat. He feared she would be knocked off if they hit a bump. He asked, “You okay?”

				Sarah grimaced. “I’m a little crowded. Joann, can you scoot closer to Levi? He doesn’t bite.”

				Joann giggled and slid over.

				“A little more, please,” Sarah said.

				Joann moved closer until her hip was touching his. Did Sarah really need that much room? Their destination began to feel a long ways away.

				He said, “Elam Sutter has a nice pond. It’s closer than the quarry lake if you’d rather go there?”

				Sarah quickly dismissed his suggestion, “The quarry sounds much better, doesn’t it, Joann? I’ve never been there and I’m dying to see it. You’ve been there before, haven’t you Joann?”

				Joann nodded but didn’t say anything.

				After a few minutes of silence, Sarah said, “Joann was telling me that she hooked into a really big bass last month. Tell Levi about it, Joann.”

				“It broke my line.”

				“What weight were you using?”

				“Five pound test.”

				“Six would have been better.”

				“That’s what I have on now.”

				“Should be good enough.” He couldn’t think of anything else to say so he fell silent.

				Sarah had no such problem. She continued to pelt them with questions about fishing and their best catches, what kind of lures they used and what type of fishing they liked best. He began to wonder if she had taken a job writing for a fishing journal. It wasn’t until they reached the turn-off for the quarry that she finally seemed to run out of questions.

				The ride across the field was rough, but it was less than a mile to the edge of the quarry. Levi chose a spot with a sloping shoreline exposed to the sun and drew the horse to a halt.

				Sarah hopped down. “What a lovely lake. I think I’ll explore a little before I start fishing.”

				She took off at a quick pace along the edge of the water. He got down and raised his arms to help Joann. She blushed scarlet, but allowed him to lift her down. He quickly stepped back.

				Brushing at the front of her coat, she glanced up at him and said, “I hope you don’t mind my coming along.”

				“Nee, it is fine.” She wasn’t to blame. He should have known Sarah wasn’t interested in spending time alone with him.

				Joann scowled. “I didn’t realize Sarah was such a chatterbox.”

				He looked over her head to where Sarah was walking at the water’s edge. “She doesn’t usually talk your ear off.”

				Joann cast a worried look in Sarah’s direction. “If she keeps it up, she’ll scare the fish away.”

				“Let me get our poles.” If he couldn’t spend the afternoon alone with Sarah, he might as well try fishing.

				* * *

				Sarah remained some distance from the wagon and covertly watched Levi and Joann. It looked briefly as if they were having a conversation, but they soon parted ways and actually began casting their lines in while standing fifty feet apart. This wasn’t going as she had hoped. Now what?

				She wandered father away and found a place on a flat rock between a pair of cedar trees. Leaning forward, she propped her elbows on her knees and settled her chin on her hands. Matchmaking was turning out to be much harder than she thought.

				She was almost hoarse after carrying a conversation alone for five miles. Between Levi’s stilted replies and Joann’s brief comments, Sarah had been tempted to knock their heads together.

				Reaching down, she picked up a rock and tossed it in the lake. She was about ready to give up. She had been foolish to think matching Levi up with her friends would be a way to avoid the winter depression that normally gripped her. Grace would simply have to find the courage to leave home without a wife for Levi to replace her.

				Standing, Sarah picked up a flat rock and tried to skip it across the still surface of the lake. It sank two feet in front of her. She couldn’t even skip a stone right, how could she manage someone else’s love life?

				“Point number one. If you throw rocks at the fish, they won’t bite.”

				Startled, Sarah spun around to see Levi standing behind her.

				He held out her casting rod. “You asked for some pointers, remember? Point number two. It helps to actually put your hook in the water.”

				“Right.” She took the rod from him. She thought she remembered how to cast, but when she tried, her lure plunked into the water barely four feet from shore. Was she doomed to be a failure at everything?

				Levi stepped closer. “Reel it back in. Let me show you how it’s done.”

				He stood close behind her and wrapped his hand over hers. “Move your arm back like this, and then go forward. Keep your eyes focused on where you want your line to go.”

				As he moved her arm back and forth, mimicking the motion she needed, Sarah completely lost interest in fishing.

				The firmness and warmth of Levi’s hand over hers made her breath catch in her chest. He stood only a fraction of an inch behind her. If she leaned back just a little she could rest against him. She closed her eyes.

				The urge to lay her head back and melt into his embrace was overpowering. She had been alone too long. She didn’t want to be alone anymore.

				He stopped moving her arm. She was afraid to open her eyes and look at him. What would she see written on his face? Indifference? Friendship? Or something more?

				“I’ve got one!” Joann shouted. “Hurry, bring the net.”

				Levi stepped away from Sarah. The breath rushed back into her lungs. She trembled, but managed to say, “I’ve got this. Go help Joann.”

				As he strode away, Sarah called herself every kind of fool. She wasn’t a potential wife for him. Even if she wanted to marry again, which she didn’t, he hadn’t shown the least bit of interest in her that way. He was a friend. She had no business thinking of him in any other light.

				For Sarah, the afternoon passed slowly, although Joann and Levi both landed fish. An hour later, Levi landed a huge one. The sight of his excited happy face only made Sarah more aware of how attractive he was.

				Joann looked as excited as he was. “It’s a beauty, Levi! I think it’s the very one that got away from me last month. What kind of jig are you using?”

				“This is a black Jig and Pig.”

				“I’m going to have to get me a few.”

				“I’ve got several. Try one of mine.”

				Joann grinned. Her shyness had evaporated. “That’s nice of you, Levi. I believe I will.”

				Sarah glanced between the two of them. Who would have thought something called a Jig and Pig could spark such interest between two people? The more relaxed they became with each other, the worse Sarah felt. Her plan was working, so why wasn’t she happy?

				Within an hour, they had a stringer loaded with eight fat bass. Sarah had a bite or two, but they got away. Her heart wasn’t in the adventure. She wanted to go home and bury herself under the covers until her common sense returned.

				She made the long ride home in silence. Joann, on the other hand, spoke with growing confidence. Levi gave his usual short replies, but occasionally expanded them to a full sentence or two. Sarah often felt his gaze on her, but she studiously avoided looking in his direction.

				When they arrived back at her home, Levi took the fish to clean them. Joann followed Sarah into the house.

				Once they were in the kitchen, Joann grabbed Sarah in a quick, strong hug. Just as quickly, she released Sarah and took a step back. She clasped her hands together. “Sarah, I had such a wonderful time. You can’t even know.”

				“I’m glad.” She was. One of them should be happy.

				“Levi is such a fine fellow. I’ve never enjoyed a day fishing more than I enjoyed this one.”

				“I hope you get to enjoy other days together.”

				“That would be nice, but I’m not holding my breath.”

				“Why do you say that? You’re good company, you enjoy many of the things Levi enjoys, I don’t see why he wouldn’t ask you out again.”

				Joann looked at her sadly. “Sarah, Levi isn’t interested in me. It was exciting to imagine he might be for a while, but I know the signs. I’ve seen the way my brothers and cousins look at the women they want to court. Levi doesn’t look at me that way. He looks at you that way.”

				Sarah’s mouth dropped open. For the most part, Levi ignored her unless the business needed something. She’d lived beside him for years. “You are mistaken. Levi and I are friends, but nothing more.”

				Joann gave her a quick puzzled look and then stared at her feet. “I’m sorry I said anything. Forgive me.”

				“There’s nothing to forgive.”

				“I must get home. Thank you again for inviting me.” She hurried out the door.

				Sarah moved to the window and watched her walk away. Joann was mistaken. Levi didn’t harbor the kind of feelings that she suggested. Sarah would have known if that were the case. She would have seen it in his beautiful blue eyes.

				She glanced toward his house and saw him standing in the yard. He wasn’t watching Joann’s retreating figure. His gaze was on Sarah’s window, but he was too far away for her to read his expression.

				* * *

				Levi didn’t know what he had done wrong, but Sarah wasn’t speaking to him.

				All day long on Friday, whenever he went in search of her, she was heading away from him. If he went to the upholstery room, she made some excuse about needing another type of thread and took off for her house. She handled the customers easily. She smiled and laughed with them, but when she was alone with him, she suddenly thought of things she needed to do elsewhere.

				Twice, he cornered her in the small office, but each time she simply said, “Excuse me,” and slipped past him. Short of grabbing her and demanding to know what was wrong, he had no idea what to do.

				Not only had Sarah turned cold, so had the weather. A gusty north wind rattled the shutters of the building and low gray clouds blotted out the sky. The nice weather had come to an abrupt end as winter returned. The weather forecast was calling for snow by the end of the week.

				At four-thirty, Leah Belier drove up and came inside. Since he hadn’t a clue where Sarah had gone, he was forced to leave the new carriage he was finishing and speak to Leah. At least she was easy to talk to. “Good afternoon. Are you ready to leave your buggy with me?”

				She smiled. “I am. I have one of my students bringing in the used buggy you loaned me. I see you are building a new one.”

				“Ja, it is almost done.”

				“Who is it for?”

				“This one is for someone who needs one right away.”

				“Like a family who has lost theirs in an accident?”

				“Something like that. It’s plain inside, but I can change a few things if someone wants to fancy it up. It’s a good all-round buggy for a small family. I try to keep one or two finished samples on hand. This will make number three.”

				“Can I see it?”

				“Sure.” He led the way.

				“Where is Sarah, today?” Leah asked.

				“Around.” He wasn’t about to try and explain something he didn’t understand.

				Leah opened the carriage door and looked it. “The upholstery is lovely in this shade of gray. I would only change a few small things.”

				“Such as?”

				“I’d need a bigger storage box added to the back and a cup holder up front. I like to sip my diet soda on the way to school in the mornings. It’s my one vice.”

				“Diet soda isn’t much of vice. Mine is fresh orange juice.”

				She laughed. “Levi, that isn’t a vice. Orange juice is good for you. Didn’t you learn anything in school?”

				“Not enough, I reckon. I didn’t have you for a teacher.”

				“Seriously, would you sell me this buggy? How much is it?”

				He named a price and waited, expecting her to decline.

				Instead, she said, “I’m tempted. Mine is almost fifteen years old and needs work. If I have to put out the money, I may as well get something I like. But not for as much as you’re asking.” She named a slightly lower price.

				It was a fair offer. He didn’t want to turn down a sale, but he wanted to make sure she wasn’t doing this on an impulse. “You’d best think it over.”

				“I have been thinking about it ever since you told me what was wrong with mine. I’m ready to do this.” She broke into a wide grin.

				Could she really afford new on her teacher’s salary? He said, “Why don’t you take a look at some of the used carriages I have out back? They won’t be as expensive.”

				“Honestly, Levi, you act like my money is no good.”

				“I want you to be happy with what you buy from me.”

				“I’m sure I will be. You haven’t forgotten about helping me set up for my winter picnic have you?”

				“I haven’t. When should I come out?”

				“There won’t be a lot to do. If you come the evening before, that will be fine.”

				“It’s the weekend before Christmas, is that right? I’ll be there.”

				“Wonderful. I will look at your used buggies, but I’m afraid only a new one will do now that I’ve made up my mind.”

				He led the way to the back door and held it open for her. The twins were outside cleaning the ashes from the fire pit. They both had folded kerchiefs covering their noses and mouths. As Atlee hefted a shovelful of ash into a wheelbarrow, a gust of wind sent a cloud of it swirling toward the shop door.

				With a muffled cry, Leah covered her face with her hands and turned into Levi’s arms.

				Startled, he held still. “What’s wrong?”

				“There’s something in my eye. Oh, it hurts. I think a cinder flew in it.”

				“Let me see. Hold still.” He cupped her chin and turned her face up to his.

				* * *

				Sarah opened the front door of the workshop and looked around for Levi. She wouldn’t be able to keep running away from him forever, but she wasn’t ready to face him. Not if what Joann suggested was true. It couldn’t be.

				Yes, their friendship had grown in the past days, but it was only friendship. She wouldn’t allow anything else.

				It wasn’t in her to love a man the way Levi deserved to be loved. To love a man as deeply as she had loved Jonas would mean facing the possibility of loss and grief again.

				She couldn’t live through another loss. It would be better never to love someone again.

				She heard the sound of soft voices and rounded the counter to see if he was working in the back of the building. If he was, she could slip into the office and finish the day in there.

				When she spotted Levi near the back door, she couldn’t believe her eyes.

				He and Leah were locked in an embrace not twenty feet from her. Levi tenderly cupped Leah’s face and bent toward her. Was he going to kiss her?

				Shock shook Sarah to her core. She quickly turned away.

				Levi wasn’t in love with her. He was in love with Leah. Why hadn’t she seen it?

				Instead of the elation that should have filled her at knowing her plan had worked, all she felt was disappointment. With astonishing clarity, she could imagine herself in Levi’s arms, lifting her face to receive his kiss.

				She quickly left the building. Outside, she leaned against the door and pressed a hand to her stinging eyes, surprised to find tears on her face.

				Sarah squeezed her eyes closed but she couldn’t shut out the sight of Leah in Levi’s arms. She couldn’t ignore the ache growing in her heart. He cared for someone else.

				Leah was a lovely woman and a good match for Levi. Perhaps she was a bit too conservative for him, but none of that mattered if Leah truly cared for him. Did she? Or was she a desperate old maid leading him on so she wouldn’t have to spend the rest of her life alone?

				Sarah shook her head to clear her thinking. Such unChristian thoughts didn’t become her. She’d started her matchmaking project to keep her depression at bay and to help Grace, but now she realized what she really wanted was for Levi to be happy.

				To love and be loved in return was one of the most beautiful gifts God could bestow on a man and a woman.

				Tears came to her eyes again. Grace and Henry would be happy. Levi and Leah would be happy. Everyone would be happy except her. Why had God chosen this life for her?

				No, that was wrong. She mustn’t question God’s plan for her. Her life was blessed with her remaining family and good friends. She had her health and a church community that would rally around when she needed it.

				She would grow old alone. So what? Many women did. If she wasn’t content, that was something she would pray to overcome. Pressing the heels of her hands to her eyes, she stemmed the flow of tears. It was better for her to live alone than to suffer the constant fear of losing someone dear.

				Wasn’t it?

				It was the belief she’s clung to for years, the reason she refused to consider remarrying. So why did she question that decision now? Because in one moment of weakness she thought she wanted to be kissed? Such foolishness would pass.

				She would do her best to be glad for Levi and Leah and pray that they would have many happy years together.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				“Good morning, Levi. Isn’t it a lovely Monday morning?”

				Levi still didn’t know what he had done to upset Sarah last week, but it seemed that she had forgiven him. He looked out the window. “It is pouring rain.”

				“Rain is nice sometimes. I can’t believe Christmas will be here in two weeks. This year has flown by. Are you doing anything special for the holidays?”

				At least she wasn’t avoiding him anymore. He said, “The boys and I have been invited to Gideon and Rebecca’s place for dinner next Sunday. I plan to have a quiet Christmas at home. When will your brother and his family arrive?”

				“Next Monday evening. They intend to stay here for a few days and then go to visit Emma and her family.”

				“You should invite them to Leah’s winter picnic.”

				Sarah’s smile vanished for just an instant. When it reappeared, it was brighter than before. “That is a wonderful idea, but I’m not sure they will stay the whole week. Were you able to fix Leah’s axle?”

				“She has decided to buy a new buggy instead.”

				“Really, I had no idea you were such a good salesman.”

				Something in her tone made him look at her closely. “Sarah, are you okay?”

				“Of course. Why do you ask?”

				“No reason, I guess.”

				“You should get to work. I have plenty to do. I made chicken salad sandwiches for lunch and put them in your refrigerator. Where are the boys?”

				“Out looking for new jobs.”

				“What?” She stared at him in astonishment.

				“I had a talk with Bishop Zook. He made some suggestions and I took them. I fired Atlee and Moses. After their stunt with Daniel and Susan’s buggy, I can’t trust them to work here.”

				“Wow.”

				“I’m sorry if you disapprove.”

				“I’m not saying you’re wrong. I’m just surprised.”

				“Hundreds of people ride in the buggies we make and repair. Many more than that depend on the wheels I’ve sold them. I take the safety of our people seriously. A faulty wheel, a carelessly tightened bolt could kill or maim. I will hire someone new to help me. Ben Lapp is a good boy. I will see if his father can spare him from the farm this winter.”

				Her eyes filled with sympathy. “It must have been hard for you to tell the twins they couldn’t work with you. They’re your family.”

				“The boys were only two when our parents died. Grace was only six. She became the little mother, but I never became the father. I didn’t believe I had the right to take my father’s place. They lacked discipline because of that. I pray I have not learned my lesson too late for them to become good and wise men.”

				She stepped close and laid a hand on his arm. Gazing into his eyes, she said softly, “I am pleased with you, Levi Beachy. If they become good, wise men, it is because they have a good and wise brother.”

				He covered her hand with his. “Danki, Sarah. You have made me see the error of my ways with them. They will have you to thank, as well.”

				She snatched her hand away and stepped toward the counter, avoiding his gaze. “I can’t believe how quickly this place gets dirty. I must get to work and so must you. I have bread baking in my oven. I’ll be back in a little while if that’s okay with you.”

				“Of course.”

				She quickly went out the door.

				Did his touch repulse her? Her rejection stung, but he called himself a fool for expecting otherwise. At least she wasn’t laughing at him anymore. Her sympathy for his family dilemma was real.

				After replacing the axle on Leah’s old buggy, Levi worked at fixing up the inside, tightening the door hinges and adding a new shine to the old leather interior with saddle soap and elbow grease. When he finished, he surveyed his work. He now had a nice used buggy to resell. Maybe to a young couple just starting out who couldn’t afford a new one yet or as a runabout for a grandmother to use. He glanced outside. The rain had stopped.

				He went to the front of the shop and found Sarah cleaning. Didn’t she realize she was never going to get this old building spic-and-span? He didn’t like to see her working so hard at something impossible.

				He wanted what Jonas had wanted for her. He wanted to see her happy, with her children around her and a man who loved her at her side. Then and only then, Levi could follow his dream.

				His eyes were drawn to his calendar. Instead of the mountains he loved to look upon, a picture of a collie dog with puppies stared back at him.

				He rounded on Sarah. “Where’s my calendar?”

				She stopped cleaning. “I tossed it on the rubbish heap. It was years out of date. I got you a new one.”

				“If I wanted a new one, I would’ve gotten it myself.” He charged past her and out the back door and stopped in disbelief. Not only had she thrown it on the rubbish heap, but she had set the trash on fire. His calendar was charred beyond recognition.

				“I’m sorry,” she said from behind him. “I didn’t think it was important.”

				It was only a picture. It held no value to anyone except him. The anger drained out of his body. “I wish you had asked, that’s all.”

				It wasn’t his dream going up in smoke. It was only a photograph.

				“I’m sorry,” she said again. “Why was it so special to you?”

				“It was just a pretty place. I liked looking at it.”

				“That was where you hoped to live one day, wasn’t it? Oh, Levi, I am sorry.”

				“I don’t imagine I’ll ever leave here. It was a pipe dream, nothing more.”

				He turned away from the fire. His promise was keeping him here. She was keeping him here. How much longer could he stay? Perhaps it was true that he was never meant to leave. The rain began falling again.

				He said, “You should go inside before you catch your death.” Without looking back, he crossed the lot to his house and went inside. The twins sat at the kitchen table with sandwiches piled on their plates.

				He opened the refrigerator. There wasn’t any left for him.

				He took out the milk carton and poured himself a glass. Moses said, “We haven’t had much luck today.”

				“Neither have I,” Levi mumbled and took a seat at the table with them. He downed the milk and wiped his lips. Atlee pushed half a sandwich toward him.

				He nodded his thanks and finished it in two bites.

				Moses pulled an envelope from his pocket. “The mail came. You have a letter from Grandmother.”

				Atlee said, “I hope she’s sending Grace home.”

				Levi did, too. He tore open the letter and began to read his grandmother’s spidery handwriting.

				“What does she say?” Atlee leaned closer.

				“She is thrilled to have Grace with her. Looks like Grace intends to stay until the week after Christmas.”

				“That’s not too long.” Atlee didn’t look thrilled with the news.

				Moses rolled his eyes. “I thought she’d hot-foot it back here to be with Henry.”

				Levi read the next sentence and stopped. “This can’t be right.”

				“What?” Moses and Atlee asked together.

				“I’m to be thankful Grace’s friend has agreed to be a matchmaker for me.” Levi couldn’t believe what he was reading. Grace’s friend? Was she referring to Sarah?

				Moses took a bite of his sandwich. “Grandmother must be getting senile.”

				“Reckon so,” Levi said, but he kept reading.

				Give somber consideration to each woman that is presented to you. A pretty face does not a good wife make. A woman who is devout, who loves God and keeps His commandments, that is a woman who has a beautiful soul. Love grows from respect and shared experiences. Be kind and receive kindness in return. Love and receive love in return.

				Suddenly, all that had been happening since Grace left began to make sense to Levi. Sarah inviting Sally to work with them. Sarah convincing him Leah wanted him to look over her buggy. Sarah inviting Joann to join their fishing trip.

				Sarah was matchmaking. Trotting him out like a prized horse for consideration.

				As if he couldn’t find a wife by himself if he wanted one! He hadn’t looked seriously because a wife might not want to move to Colorado if she had family in Ohio.

				It had been his father’s dream long before it became Levi’s. His mother had kept his father from going. She had refused to move one step farther west from her family in Pennsylvania. Levi remembered his father’s caution on the subject of choosing the right spouse all too well.

				Had Grace suggested this matchmaking scheme? Why? Oh, how Sarah must have laughed. The wretched woman, how could she? Were all her friends in on the joke?

				He had waited patiently for Sarah to marry for five long years, and now she was wife-shopping for him?

				Well, two could play at matchmaking. If he was fair game, so was she. There were any number of men who would be happy to hear that the pretty widow Sarah Wyse was finally on the lookout for a husband.

				She hadn’t asked him if he wanted to meet potential wives. He saw no reason to ask her if she wanted to meet potential husbands. When the shoe was on the other foot, she wouldn’t be laughing then.

				What he needed was a strategy. He couldn’t think with his brothers staring at him. “I’m going out.”

				“But it’s raining,” Atlee pointed out.

				“I’ve got a hat. A little water won’t hurt me.”

				* * *

				Sarah couldn’t put her finger on what it was, but when Levi came back from lunch, something was different about him. He had a hard look in his eyes when he stared at her. His coat was soaked and his hat was dripping all over her freshly cleaned floor.

				He said, “I’m going over to the café. The boys didn’t leave me but two bites of a sandwich.”

				“I can make you some scrambled eggs or a grilled cheese sandwich if you don’t want to go that far.”

				“No, I like the food at the Shoofly Pie Café. I won’t be long.”

				“All right. Have a nice lunch.”

				He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “It’s going to be a fine one. I can feel it in my bones.”

				She puzzled over his comment, but didn’t know what to make of it. He was back a little over an hour later. When he took his coat off, she saw his shirt was damp and he had a smear of what looked like blueberries across the front of it. She said, “It looks like the pie was good, how was the rest of your meal?”

				He patted his stomach. “The meal and the company were fine. You have no idea how many men eat lunch at the café.”

				“Mostly the single ones, I reckon. Those who don’t have a wife to cook for them at home.”

				He grinned and pointed a finger at her. “You are correct.”

				“You’re soaking wet. You should go change.”

				“I’m a grown man. I’ll change my clothes when I’m ready and not before. I’ll change my life when I’m ready and not before.”

				“Levi, you’re acting very strange.”

				“Am I? What could have brought that on?”

				“Are you feeling well?”

				His grin faded. “Nee, I’m not.”

				“Is there anything I can do?”

				“You’ve done enough, Sarah Wyse. You’ve done more than enough.” He left her and went into the office, closing the door behind him. She was left to puzzle over his behavior for the rest of the afternoon.

				The sun came out shortly after one o’clock. When the twins came in, Sarah left them in charge at the counter and took the opportunity to go home and get her wash done. If the rain held off, her clothes would be dry by the time she left work.

				She was back at the shop an hour later. The twins were where she had left them. They hadn’t done much work at all. When four o’clock rolled around, she tapped on the office door.

				“What is it?” Levi asked from inside.

				“I’m going home now.”

				“Fine.” He sneezed loudly.

				Sarah frowned at the door. Was he upset with her? She hadn’t done anything to anger him. Perhaps he and Leah had a quarrel after...after she saw them in each other’s arms.

				Whatever was wrong, it wouldn’t be solved by lurking outside Levi’s office. She had plenty of work waiting at home. She had oodles of baking to get done before her family arrived.

				As she crossed the street, she noticed rain clouds rolling in again from the north. She rushed inside the house and grabbed a laundry basket, intent on getting her clothes in before the rain undid all the sun’s work. She had just started taking down her sheets when the first sprinkles splattered against her kapp and face.

				From behind her, she heard a man’s voice. “Let me give you a hand with these, Sarah.”

				Startled, she turned to see Jacob Gingerich pulling clothespins from her pillowcases. “Danki, Jacob. What are you doing here?”

				“I was passing by and decided to stop in for a visit. How are you?”

				She bundled the last of her clothing into a basket and lifted it. “I’m fine. Won’t you come inside for some kaffi?”

				His grin widened. He took the basket from her. “I was hoping you would say that.”

				His joy seemed out of proportion to her simple offer of coffee. Sarah led the way inside the house.

				Jacob Gingerich worked in Daniel Hershberger’s lumber mill. He was fairly new to the Hope Springs area, having come from Indiana to find work. He wasn’t married, and she knew him only from having seen him at the church services. She could think of no reason for him to be passing by her house because Daniel’s mill and the farm where Jacob lived were on the other side of town.

				She said, “Just set the basket on the floor and have a seat at the table. It will only take me a few minutes to get some coffee going.”

				He set the basket down, then hung his coat and his hat on one of the pegs by her front door.

				She moved to the sink to fill the coffee pot with fresh water. Looking out, she noticed Andy Bowman getting out of his buggy at her front gate. He had a large paper sack in his hand with the Shoofly Pie Café logo on the front. She looked at Jacob. “Are you expecting Andy Bowman?”

				He frowned. “Nee, I’m not. Why do you ask?”

				“Because he’s coming up my front walk.” She moved to open the door for him.

				“Good afternoon, Sarah Wyse,” Andy said in a booming voice.

				“Hello, Andy. What brings you here?”

				He thrust the paper bag toward her. “I thought you might enjoy a supper that you didn’t have to cook. I had Naomi Wadler pack up some of her fried chicken, potato salad and shoofly pie.”

				One male visitor was unusual. Two single men showing up at her door unannounced smacked of her aunt Emma’s matchmaking meddling.

				Sarah opened the door wide. “Come in, Andy. Jacob Gingerich and I were about to have some coffee.”

				She stepped aside. Andy hung up his coat and hat beside Jacob’s. The men scowled at each other briefly, but were cordial to one another.

				As it turned out, it was a good thing that Andy had brought food. By suppertime, there were four sets of coats and hats lined up beside her front door. Sarah had no idea what her aunt could have said to bring so many bachelors and widowers to her door, but she planned to give her aunt a stern talking to the next time they met.

				Once the sparse meal was done and the second pot of coffee had been finished, her guests still made no move to leave. It seemed that none of them wanted to be the first man out the door. They stayed until Sarah finally had to ask them to leave.

				As he left, each man promised to return at a more opportune time when they could be alone. When the last one was out the door, Sarah stood on the porch and watch them disperse. She glanced toward the carriage shop and saw Levi leaning against the open door jamb. He gave her a jaunty wave.

				Sarah stepped back inside the house and closed her door with a bang. She considered nailing it shut but decided moving away might be a better option. She should have known her aunt wouldn’t wait forever before deciding Sarah had been single long enough.

				* * *

				Levi suffered a twinge of conscience the following morning when Sarah came to work looking as if she hadn’t slept well. Her eyes were puffy and she kept yawning into her hand. He hadn’t slept that well, either. Today his throat was raw. He had a burning pain deep in his chest.

				He said, “There isn’t much work today. Why don’t you go home? I’m sure you have a lot to do before your family arrives.”

				“I have a lot of baking to do, that’s for sure. I had hoped to get started last evening, but that didn’t happen.”

				“I noticed your party. I felt a little left out, not being invited and all.”

				“I didn’t issue the invitations, but I’m surprised you didn’t get one. When I see my aunt Emma, she is going to get an earful.”

				So she didn’t suspect him. That was good, but he didn’t like the idea that she was blaming someone else. Still, like the twins, she had to learn that not everyone could be manipulated for her benefit. He pulled a chair up beside her. “Why are you angry with your aunt?”

				“Emma Lapp loves the idea of being a matchmaker. I’ve told her for years that I’m not ready to marry again. I reckon she decided to take matters into her own hands. Hence, half the single Amish men over twenty-five were grouped around my table last night. No doubt the rest of them will show up tonight.”

				He stared at his hands. “What makes you so sure your aunt is behind it?”

				“I can’t imagine who else it would be.”

				“I sympathize with you, Sarah. I’ve been feeling like I’ve been put on display myself, lately.”

				She frowned. “You have?”

				“It’s not a comfortable feeling, as I’m sure you noticed.”

				Her frown turned to a look of speculation. “Levi, do you know something about the line of men in my kitchen last night?”

				He folded his arms over his chest. “About as much as you know about fishing lines.”

				She had the decency to blush. “I did promise my nephew I would take him. Thanks to your help, I’m sure I won’t embarrass myself.”

				“Thanks to Joann you mean. And our special thanks must also go to Sally for all her help with the inventory. Is it done?”

				Sarah’s voice grew smaller. “Almost.”

				“What sweet young thing can I expect to help you finish?”

				“I’ll be able to manage alone,” she mumbled, her eyes downcast.

				He hid a smile behind the hand he used to rub his chin. “That is goot.”

				He heard a horse stop outside. He glanced out the window. “Ah, I see you have another visitor at your house. I believe that is Amos Fisher. He’s a long way past twenty-five, but he runs a nice hog farm. He told me yesterday that he has two hundred sows now.”

				Her eyes snapped to his, shooting daggers of loathing. “I think you are a sneaky, mean man, Levi Beachy.”

				He grinned. “I’m learning from the best.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eleven

				When Sarah entered the carriage shop the following morning she had every intention of giving Levi a piece of her mind. Three more suitors had darkened her door the previous evening.

				She found Levi huddled in front of the stove with his arms wrapped around his body. When he looked up, his face was pale as a sheet. There were dark circles under his eyes. He shivered so violently that he nearly fell from the small stool he was perched on. The man looked sick to death. He coughed and the deep rattle in his chest frightened her.

				“Levi Beachy, I never once considered you to be a fool until this moment.” She advanced toward him.

				“Go away,” he muttered in a pitifully hoarse voice.

				“You are the one who is going. You’re going straight to bed. You look miserable.”

				“I’m fine. I just need a minute to get warm.” He leaned closer to the fire.

				Shaking her head, Sarah marched to the door and flipped the Open sign to Closed. Outside, Elam Sutter was just getting out of his buggy. At least she knew he hadn’t come to court her. He was happily married to her friend Katie.

				She opened the door and called out to him, “I’m sorry Elam, but the shop is closed today. Levi is sick.”

				“I’ve stopped by to pick up a part he ordered for me. I had a note in the mail that it had come in.”

				“All right, I’ll find it for you, but you should stay outside. I don’t want you taking sickness home to Katie and the kinder.”

				“Danki, Sarah. I’ll wait right here.”

				Closing the door, she quickly checked the counter area but didn’t find anything with Elam’s name on it. She crossed the room and crouched beside Levi. He was looking worse by the minute. She touched his shoulder gently. “Levi, where is the part that came in for Eli Sutter?”

				He opened bloodshot eyes. “On my desk in the back.”

				“I’ll get it, and then you are going back to the house.”

				“I don’t want to go to the house.”

				“You sound like a pouting child. You’re going back to the house if I have to drag you by your suspenders. And don’t think for a minute that I can’t do it.”

				A ragged cough followed by a weak nod was her answer. She pulled off her coat and tucked it around his shoulders. He nestled into the warmth with a grateful sigh. Leaving him sitting by the fire, Sarah quickly found the part and carried it out to Elam.

				He took it from her and asked, “Is there anything I can do for you or Levi?”

				“Nee. Rest is what he needs now.”

				“My mother said a nasty flu bug has been making the rounds over in Sugarcreek. Looks like it’s come to pay Hope Springs a visit.”

				“Levi got soaked yesterday and wouldn’t go home to change. I hope it’s the flu and not pneumonia. He’s too sick to work, but he won’t go to bed, either. Sometime men are more trouble than they are worth.”

				Elam chuckled. “My wife would agree with you.”

				“Good day, Elam. Give Katie and the children my love.”

				He promised to do so and drove away. Sarah hurried back inside just as Levi was struggling to his feet. He teetered and would have fallen if she hadn’t rushed to hold him up. Staggering under his weight, she managed to keep both of them upright.

				“I’m sorry,” he mumbled against her kapp.

				She had both arms around his waist. “Never mind. Let’s get you to the house. What on earth possessed you to try and work today?”

				“I thought I’d feel better in the shop.”

				“Why would you think that?”

				“I always feel better here. Besides, I have work that must be done.”

				Sarah lifted Levi’s arm and placed it around her shoulder. “The work will still be here tomorrow.”

				“If I don’t get it done today, there will be twice as much work tomorrow.”

				“Let the twins do some of it.”

				“They’re sick. I told them to stay in bed.” So it was an illness that was going around and not because Levi had had a soaking. Still, it certainly hadn’t done him any good.

				“You told the twins to stay in bed, but you couldn’t take your own advice.”

				A vicious cough stole his breath and left him wheezing and unsteady. She knew if he lost his balance she wouldn’t be able to hold him up. Why had she sent Elam Sutter away? He wouldn’t have had any trouble carrying Levi.

				“Come. It’s only a few steps to the house. We can get there together.”

				Thankfully, they were able to manage the short trek, although several times she wondered if they would make it. They were both sweating and out of breath by the time they reached his front door.

				“Danki, mie goot Sarah,” he said as he sank in a heap on the couch.

				Why did she wish she were his good Sarah? It wasn’t part of her makeup to be a loving wife. Hadn’t that been made painfully clear to her?

				She unlaced Levi’s boots and pulled them off. As she had once suspected, both his socks had holes in them. She would have to have a stern talk with Grace when the girl came home. The art of good housekeeping wasn’t reserved solely for a woman’s husband.

				Sarah pulled a folded quilt from the back of a rocker and spread it across Levi. She coaxed him to give up her coat and then tucked the quilt around his shoulders. She pressed her palm to his forehead. He was burning up.

				“If I make you some hot tea will you be able to keep it down?” she asked.

				“I think so.”

				“When was the last time you had something to eat?”

				“I’m not hungry. I just want to sleep.”

				“Not until I get some fluids in you. I’m going to check on the twins.”

				When Levi didn’t respond, Sarah took it as his consent. She quickly put the kettle on and made her way up the narrow stairs to the upper story of the house. The first room she looked into belonged to Grace. It was painted a lovely shade of lavender with a large throw rug on the floor and a beautiful lavender-and-white quilt on the bed.

				The next door she opened was to Levi’s room. It was tidy and clean. The walls were a pale gray. His bed had a simple dark blue blanket as a spread. He was a tidy man.

				The last room she looked in was not neat at all. There were clothes strewn on the floor, shoes had been tossed aside and lay where they’d fallen and numerous books and magazines lay helter-skelter around the room. From a set of twin beds, one bleary-eyed and one bright-eyed boy looked at her in astonishment. She marched to the bed closest to the door and laid her hand on Atlee’s brow.

				He was hot, but his fever wasn’t as high as Levi’s.

				Moses drew his covers up to his chin when she came toward him. “What are you doing in here?”

				“I’m seeing who is sick and how sick they are.” She clapped a hand on his forehead. He was cool to the touch. His eyes were bright, his lips weren’t cracked.

				She fisted her hands on her hips and glared at him. “You aren’t sick.”

				“I am. I ache all over. My stomach is churning. I feel terrible,” he insisted.

				“You’ll feel better when you’re done helping me.”

				“Helping you do what?”

				“Levi is downstairs and he is very sick. I don’t think I can get him up to his room by myself. You have five minutes to get dressed, and then I’m coming up here with a pail of cold water. If you’re in this bed when I get back, you’ll get a bath.”

				“You wouldn’t?”

				“Trust me, I would.”

				She turned to leave. Stopping by Atlee, she straightened his covers and said, “I’ll bring you some hot tea with honey in a few minutes. Do you think you can eat something?”

				“Maybe some toast if you don’t mind making it.” He coughed harshly.

				“I don’t mind a bit. Try and get some rest.”

				“Yes, ma’am.” He closed his red-rimmed eyes with a sigh.

				Downstairs, she found the kettle starting to whistle. She took it off the heat and filled two big mugs with the steaming liquid. She added tea bags and honey, and then set two slices of bread in the oven.

				She checked on Levi. He was curled up on the sofa with the quilt pulled tight around his neck.

				The poor man, he looked miserable, but there wasn’t much she could do for him. “Levi, can you drink some of this?”

				He shook his head and burrowed deeper under the quilt. Giving up, she carried the mug back in the kitchen.

				Sarah glanced at the clock. When the five minutes was up, she found a saucepan and filled it with cool water. She flipped a towel over her shoulder and set the pan, the tea-filled mug and a plate with the toast on a tray. She carried it all up the stairs. As she suspected, Moses was still in bed, trying to look as if he belonged there.

				Setting the tray down on Atlee’s nightstand, she helped him sit up in bed by arranging his pillows at his back and gave him the mug of tea. He wrapped his hands around it and took a sip. “Ach, that’s wunderbaar, Sarah. Danki.”

				“You’re welcome.” Taking the pan, she walked around his bed and threw the water on Moses.

				He came out of the covers yowling like a scalded cat. He stood in his pajamas, glaring at her while water dripped from his hair. She took the towel from her shoulder and held it out. “I couldn’t find a pail. You’re lucky all I found was a small sauce pan.”

				He snatched the towel from her. “I’ll catch my death for sure now.”

				“I doubt I’ll be so lucky. Get dried off, get changed, strip your bed and clean up this mess. All of this mess.” She indicated the rest of the room.

				Without waiting for him to reply, she turned toward the door. Atlee sat in his bed with a stunned expression of disbelief on his face. She said gently, “Finish your tea, dear. It will help bring the fever down.”

				He nodded. She smiled and walked out the door.

				Twenty minutes later, Moses came into the kitchen. He was dressed in his work clothes. He held a bundle of sheets in his arms.

				She took them from him. “I’ve made some scrambled eggs and hash browns. When you’re finished with breakfast, you can help me get your brother up to his room. I may need to send you for the doctor later, so stay nearby.”

				He frowned and glanced in the living room. “Is he really that sick?”

				“I’m afraid he may be.” Her own father had died of pneumonia. His illness had started out the same way as Levi’s. She always thought her father’s stubborn refusal to see a doctor had contributed to his untimely death.

				She wouldn’t think about another death at Christmas. God would not do that to her. Besides, she didn’t love Levi. There was no reason he might die.

				She said, “I don’t know if Levi took care of the horses this morning or not. Would you please check and take care of them if he didn’t?”

				“Will you pour more water on my head if I say no?”

				She sighed heavily. “Nee, but I will be sorely disappointed for I have always thought you had the makings of a good man in you. I know Levi believes you do, and I trust his judgment.”

				Moses cast her a sheepish glance and then stared at his boots. “I’ll take care of it. Keep my eggs warm, will you?”

				“Of course.”

				He pulled on a coat and settled his hat on his head. When he glanced back at her, she realized how much he looked like Levi. Maybe he would grow into a good man after all. She prayed it would be so.

				She spent the next half hour coaxing Levi into taking the cough medicine she found in the bathroom cabinet along with a couple of aspirin and sips of warm sweet tea. She could tell it was an effort for him just to raise his head, but he managed to swallow a full cup of the liquid. She left his side feeling better about his condition. Moses came in as she put the kettle back on.

				“The stock is taken care of. I’ve stoked the fire in the shop. I can finish most of the work that Levi had planned for today. How is he?”

				“He took some tea. Do you think we can get him upstairs?”

				“It would be easier to bring one of the cots down here and move him onto that.”

				“That’s a good idea, Moses. I’ll let you do that while I get the laundry started. I need to get your sheets out on the line so you have someplace dry to sleep tonight.”

				“I can always sleep in Grace’s or Levi’s room.”

				“Won’t Atlee feel better knowing you’re close by?”

				“I reckon you are right about that. I’ll go get the cot.”

				Between the two of them, they got Levi moved to a more comfortable bed close to the fire. It didn’t make him happy. He fretted for the next hour, more concerned about Sarah than about his own comfort.

				“You must go home, Sarah. I don’t want you to become ill because of me.”

				She tucked his quilt more tightly around him. “I’m a grown woman. I’ll go home when I want to and not before.”

				“I wondered how soon that remark would come back to haunt me.”

				“Rest and don’t worry about me. I feel fine. It is up to God if I catch your flu. Now hush. I will hear no more about leaving. Atlee is sick, too. Who will take care of him with Moses in the shop all day?”

				Levi said, “I will see to the boy’s needs.”

				Sarah was tired of arguing with him. She stepped back and raised her hands. “Okay, I was about to take some soup up to him, but you can do it.”

				“Finally, the woman is minding me. Praise the Lord.” He pushed his covers aside and sat up.

				When he didn’t go any farther, Sarah said, “The soup is in the kitchen.”

				He teetered on the side of the cot. Closing his eyes, he lay back with a moan. “I can’t do it.”

				“I told you so.”

				“You’re laughing at me. You’re always laughing at me,” he muttered wearily.

				“Nee, I have never laughed at you, Levi.”

				He opened his bloodshot eyes and stared at her. “Yes, you have.”

				“When?”

				He started coughing again. She brought him a drink of water. He took a sip and lay back with his eyes closed.

				She should let him sleep, but his comment bothered her. “When did I laugh at you, Levi? If you thought I was, it wasn’t on purpose and I’m sorry.”

				“It was on purpose. You wanted me to kiss you...and then you pushed me in the creek. Everyone saw. Everyone laughed.”

				She recalled the day vividly. She was saddened to realize he thought she had acted deliberately. She reached down and brushed a lock of hair from his forehead. He needed a haircut. She was pleased to note his skin felt cooler.

				“You startled me, Levi. That’s why I pushed you away. I didn’t mean for you to fall in the water. I’m sorry the others laughed, but I wasn’t laughing.”

				He rolled on his side away from her. “I want to sleep now.”

				“All right. I’ll be here if you need me.” He didn’t answer.

				She left him alone and took a bowl of soup up to Atlee. She was pleased when he managed to eat most of it. She hoped Levi would be able to take some later.

				With Moses working in the carriage shop, Sarah got busy on something she had been dying to do for days—putting Levi’s house to rights.

				She re-washed all the dishes in the cupboards. As she suspected, some of them had had only a cursory cleaning. After that, she scrubbed down the kitchen walls and counters. She was getting ready to mop the floor when she heard the door open. Expecting Moses, she was surprised to see Nettie Imhoff and her aunt Emma coming in.

				She rushed to stop them from entering. “There is sickness in the house, ladies. It would be best to visit another time.”

				Nettie set a large basket on the kitchen table. “My son Elam told me as much. Knowing that Levi is a bachelor, I came to see if I could be of use. I stopped by Emma’s place and asked her to join me.”

				“Men are no good at taking care of themselves or anyone else when they’re sick,” Emma declared.

				“You look like you could use a stout cup of coffee. I can do that much.” Nettie untied her bonnet, hung it along with her coat on the peg by the door and smoothed her apron.

				“That sounds lovely.” Sarah kept her voice low so she wouldn’t disturb Levi.

				Nettie glanced at the cot in the other room. “How is he?”

				“A little better, I think. I was very worried this morning. Atlee is sick, too, but his fever isn’t nearly as high as Levi’s.”

				Nettie said, “My friends in Sugarcreek wrote that this flu has been harsh, but it only lasts a few days. Levi and his brother will be better in no time.”

				Sarah felt the unexpected sting of tears in her eyes. “I’m silly to fret, but with Christmas coming I can’t help but worry that something bad will happen again. Jonas, my parents, Bethany, they were all taken from me at Christmastime.”

				Emma drew her into a comforting hug. “God has given you far too much grief for one so young, but do not doubt His mercy.”

				Sarah sniffed and wiped her eyes. “You’re right. I must lean on His strength.”

				“What can we do to help?” Nettie asked.

				“Until Levi or Atlee need something, I’m trying to put this house in order.”

				Emma frowned at the grimy floor. “The house is missing the mistress.”

				“I can’t give Grace high marks in housekeeping. Levi seems to be the only one in the family who likes an orderly existence. The twins are slobs.”

				The older women chuckled and Sarah smiled. It was good to have them here. She hadn’t realized how scared she had been. Having Levi laid up brought back so many bad memories of her husband’s illness and death.

				“A strong cup of kaffi first, then we clean,” Emma declared. She glanced toward the living room and lowered her voice. “While the men are stuck in bed and can’t mess it up before we’re finished.”

				With the three of them working, they were able to scrub the kitchen floor, strip and air the beds, wash a half dozen loads of laundry and clean the bathroom, all before two-o’clock in the afternoon.

				Sarah blew out a weary breath as she hung the last sheet on the line. She glanced down the rows of bed linens, shirts, pants and socks flapping in the breeze. Thankfully, the day was sunny. She’d be able to gather them in a few hours and begin the process of ironing, mending and putting them away. She’d forgotten how much work it was to do laundry for more than one person. She was tired, but in a good way.

				At least her string of suitors wouldn’t come looking for her over here.

				Her aunt and Nettie left after exacting a promise that Sarah would send for them if she became ill or the Beachy brothers didn’t recover as expected.

				Levi refused any supper, but since he was keeping liquids down, Sarah left it at that. Atlee was feeling better while Moses came in looking worn to the bone. Sarah laid a hand on his forehead. “Are you feeling ill now?”

				He shook his head. “It was a busy day, that’s all.”

				“Levi will be pleased when he learns how you stepped in to take his place. I’ve left some soup on the stove and there is fried chicken staying warm in the oven. Just put the leftovers in the refrigerator.”

				He sniffed the air. “What’s that funny smell?”

				Sarah tried not to laugh. “Pine cleaner.”

				“Oh.”

				“Moses, I’m sorry about tossing water on you this morning.”

				He grinned. “I reckon Atlee and me played enough jokes on you that I had a little payback coming. Just remember what I said about pranks.”

				“It’s only funny the first time?”

				“Ja.”

				“I’ll see you first thing in the morning. Don’t be afraid to come get me if either of them get worse.” She glanced once more toward Levi’s bed. He would be fine. She had to have faith. So why didn’t she?

				* * *

				Levi wasn’t sure if he was still among the living, but he decided he must be when he rolled over and every muscle in his body protested.

				Daylight streamed in through the window on the east side of the house. What time was it? How long had he been asleep?

				He sat up in bed and discovered he could do it without getting dizzy. He was definitely on the mend. Maybe it had been Sarah’s tea.

				He realized he was thirsty. Rising, he made it as far as the kitchen. There was a pitcher of orange juice and several glasses on the table. He sat down and poured himself a drink. It tasted wonderful.

				“You need a haircut.” Sarah was standing behind his chair. He should have known she was in the house. When was the last time one of the twins made fresh-squeezed orange juice? Before he could form an answer, she was running her fingers through his hair.

				His ability to speak vanished altogether. He stopped breathing. It was the first time a woman who wasn’t his sister or his mother had touched him like this.

				“I never realized you have such nice curls.” She tugged gently, testing the length and thickness of the hair he battled into smooth submission with a brush each morning. His scalp prickled, and gooseflesh rose on his arms. A shiver raced through his body.

				She stopped. “Are you cold?”

				He wasn’t, but he lied. “A little.”

				“Do you want to move closer to the stove?”

				“Nee.” He could already feel the heat building in his body. Did she realize how her touch affected him? He hoped not. He prayed not.

				She said, “How foolish of me. A haircut can wait until you’re feeling better.”

				Even if he had been at death’s door it wouldn’t have mattered. All he wanted was for her to keep her fingers in his hair. He managed to say, “I reckon a haircut is past due. Might as well get it over with. If you don’t mind the chore.”

				“I don’t mind at all. Let me get a towel.” She seemed delighted with his capitulation. She left the room humming and returned a few moments later with a large white towel under her arm, scissors and a comb in her other hand.

				Setting her tools aside, she shook out the towel and put it around his neck, fastening it behind him with a safety pin. Taking up the comb, she studied him for a moment. He glanced at her from beneath his lashes.

				Her blue-green eyes narrowed as she assessed his head. She tilted her face first one way and then another. She ran the comb through his hair. It caught on a tangle and he winced.

				“I’m sorry.”

				“It’s all right.” He prepared to withstand a few more pulls for his hair was matted from his fever.

				She started combing again, more gently. “Levi, can I ask you something?”

				“Ja.”

				“Yesterday, you said... Oh, never mind.”

				“I accused you of laughing at me. I know you weren’t. You were only trying to help.”

				“That’s true, but you said when we were in school that I...that I asked you to kiss me. Why did you say that?”

				“It was a long time ago. Can we just skip it?”

				“I want to know what I did that gave you that impression.”

				“Impression? You wrote me a note. It said to meet you by the creek if I wanted to kiss you. What other impression was I going to get?”

				She stopped combing his hair. “I did not.”

				Anger rose in him. “Now you’re saying I’m a liar?”

				Taking a seat beside him, she faced him without flinching. “I don’t know a more honest man than you, Levi Beachy. You must believe me when I say I did not write you such a note.”

				“If you didn’t, why were you waiting under the willow tree?”

				Her eyes widened, and she sat back with a stunned expression on her face. “She wouldn’t have.”

				“Who?”

				Her eyes narrowed. “Did the note say exactly where I would be?”

				His anger drained away. He was tired, and he wanted to lie down again. He didn’t want to rehash the most embarrassing event of his youth. “Does it matter?”

				“I guess not, but I think I know what happened. My sister was a prankster equal to or better than your brothers. When school let out that day she said she had a surprise for me. I was to wait by the willow tree and keep my eyes closed. Then you came, and I forgot all about her surprise.”

				Sarah rose to her feet and resumed combing his hair. “I’m sorry she made you a pawn in her game, Levi. Bethany never thought how her actions would affect others.”

				All this time he had blamed Sarah, and she hadn’t had anything to do with his humiliation. What a fool he had been. What a fool he still was. “I’m sorry I fell into her trap so easily.”

				“We were kids. It happened. It wasn’t a bad kiss, you know.”

				Embarrassment made him want to sink through the floor. Why did she have to admit that now?

				She stopped combing and bit the corner of her lower lip. “I need better light.”

				He started to rise, but she laid a hand on his shoulder. “Just scoot your chair a little closer to the window.”

				The legs of the chair grated on the wooden floor as he shifted closer to the light. She pressed her hand to his chest to stop his forward movement. “That’s fine.”

				When his poor heart started beating again, Levi realized with a jolt what Gideon had recognized weeks ago.

				Levi cared about Sarah. Not just as his responsibility, not because she had been Jonas’s wife, but because she was a warm and vibrant woman. As much as he wanted to deny it, his heart would no longer be silent.

				He was falling foolishly and hopelessly in love with Sarah, and she treated him like a brother.

				She stepped behind him and carefully pulled the comb through his hair again. The rasp of the teeth over his scalp, the tugs when she encountered tangles, none of those small discomforts mattered, because each time she smoothed them away with her other hand. She started humming again.

				No matter how he felt, he knew she would never return his feelings. She had loved her husband. Levi was a poor substitute for a man such as Jonas. It was pure foolishness to think anything else.

				He would never embarrass her with unwanted displays of affection. He was good at keeping his feelings hidden. He would remain her friend as he had promised Jonas he would.

				She ran her fingers through his hair again. “I haven’t done this in a while. I hope I remember how. Are you sure you’re not too tired to do this?”

				If he said yes, she would stop. He should send her away. He opened his mouth to do so, but couldn’t speak the words. Instead, he said, “I’m fine.”

				She said, “Here goes.” He heard the snip of the scissors.

				Levi closed his eyes and gave himself up to the forbidden luxury of her touch.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twelve

				She was making a terrible mistake.

				Sarah knew it even before she began cutting locks of Levi’s hair. Her barbering skills were adequate to the task, but what about her self-control?

				Her desire to do this small, wifely task had seemed so innocent when it first occurred to her. Now, with her fingers entwined in Levi’s curls, she admitted her motives were far from innocent. She wanted more than to run her fingers through his hair. She wanted to know what it would be like to be held in his arms, to be kissed by him.

				How had this happened?

				In the space of a few weeks she had come to see Levi as much more than the neighbor and friend that he had been for five years. Her plan to uncover the man behind his shy exterior was meant to help her find the right kind of woman for him. The real Levi was a man with a quiet soul, a big heart and a wonderful sense of humor...someone who thrilled her with the simple touch of his hand.

				And he was courting her friend, Leah.

				That was exactly what she had hoped would happen. Only now, she wanted to undo what she had done. She wanted to keep the man she had uncovered to herself.

				How selfish she was. This wasn’t about what she wanted anymore. Levi had become more important to her than she ever expected. She cared deeply about him.

				She drew the comb through Levi’s hair, measuring with her fingers and cutting away the excess. What would he do if she told him how she felt? Probably fall out of his chair. In five years he hadn’t given the least hint that he saw her as anything more than his dear friend’s widow.

				Should she ask him about Leah? It wasn’t any of her business.

				What if he married Leah and they began happily raising their children next door to her? Could she watch from her kitchen window and not be jealous of their happiness? She wasn’t sure.

				Would it be better if he moved away? Or would not seeing him be worse? Would he finally follow his dream of living where he could see the Rockies from his front porch each morning? She was torn between praying for his happiness and praying for her own.

				She drew his hair upward, snipping the long ends and letting them drop to the towel around his shoulders. She worked slowly, but she was finished all too soon. She plucked one perfectly formed crescent from the towel and slipped it into her pocket. She would keep it as a memento of today.

				When he was gone or married, she would be able to remember the texture of his hair beneath her hands and how she longed to press a kiss to his brow.

				She stood behind him with her hands resting on his strong shoulders, relishing the feel of his strength beneath her palms.

				After a few moments, he asked, “Are you finished?”

				His voice was rough and raspy. She chided herself for keeping him sitting here while she indulged in a sad fantasy. “I’m finished. I didn’t give you many bald spots.”

				“Lucky for me, I get to wear a hat.”

				She started to turn away, but he captured her hand and held it tight. The air around them became charged with electricity. She stopped breathing, waiting for him to speak.

				She heard footsteps on the stairs before he could say anything. One of the boys was coming down. Levi released her hand, and she moved quickly to fetch the broom leaning in the corner of the kitchen.

				“Guder mariye.” Atlee entered the kitchen wearing a threadbare blue robe over his pajamas. His hair was disheveled and he looked tired, but his eyes were bright and his color was better.

				“Good morning, Atlee. How are you feeling?” Sarah unpinned the towel from Levi’s neck and began sweeping up the loose hair on the floor. She was careful not to meet his gaze. Her stolen time with him was over. She had to come back to the real world.

				Atlee sat beside Levi at the table. “I’m a little better. Brother, how are you?”

				“I think I’ll live.”

				Sarah cringed at his jest. Life was short and precious and could be snatched away in an instant. Please, Lord, grant him long full years here on earth before You call him home.

				“Where is Moses?” Levi looked toward the stairs.

				Atlee yawned and propped his elbows on the table. “He went out to take care of the stock about an hour ago. I reckon he’s working in the shop. Delbert Weaver brought in his buggy late yesterday. His door was snapped clean off when a pickup sideswiped him. Moses is going to put a new one on this morning. Delbert said his son was hurt pretty bad. He might loose his arm.”

				“Which son?” Sarah asked. They had gone to school with several of Delbert’s children.

				“Roman. They took him to a hospital in Cleveland.”

				“How awful.” Roman was only a few years younger than Sarah.

				Levi shook his head sadly. “He was the star of our school’s baseball team and a fine fellow. We must pray for his healing.”

				It would be a sad Christmas season for someone other than herself. She needed to put her own fears and worries aside and stop being selfish in her grief. “I must see if we can organize a quilt sale to help pay his hospital expenses. I have two quilts I can donate.”

				Levi smiled at her warmly. “I can’t sew, but I can donate a set of wheels.”

				Atlee said, “We could hold an auction here after Christmas.”

				Sarah nodded. “What better way to celebrate the great gift God bestowed on mankind than to help someone in need?”

				Levi met her gaze. His eyes were filled with an emotion she couldn’t read.

				Atlee sat up straight. “What’s for breakfast, Sarah? My bellybutton and my backbone are getting to be best friends.”

				Levi dropped his gaze. What would he have said if they had been alone?

				“I’ll have oatmeal and bacon in a few minutes. Levi, what would you like? Toast? Poached eggs?”

				“I reckon I’d like to lay down in my own bed for a bit. Thank you, Sarah, for everything.” He smiled at her, but it was a smile tinged with sadness.

				When he had gone upstairs, Atlee brushed a loose piece of hair from the tabletop. He had an odd expression on his face. He glanced at her several times, but couldn’t seem to find a way to speak his piece.

				“Is something on your mind, Atlee?”

				“We had a letter from our grossmammi the other day.”

				“Is she enjoying Grace’s visit?”

				“I reckon. Grace is staying until the week after Christmas. Sarah, you haven’t really been matchmaking for Levi, have you?”

				Embarrassment flooded her face with heat. “What gave you that idea?”

				“Grandma wrote that one of Grace’s friends was matchmaking for him. Moses and me thought it might be you.”

				So that was how Levi found out. She sighed deeply. “I admit I was trying to help, but Levi has no need of a matchmaker.”

				“Course not. He’s not the marrying kind.”

				“You may be mistaken about that.”

				“What do you mean? Is Levi is seeing someone?”

				“I shouldn’t say. When he is ready to wed, he will tell you.”

				“Nee. Who would marry my brother?”

				“A very blessed woman, if you ask me.”

				Sarah suddenly glared at Atlee and shook a finger at him. “You must not play tricks or jokes on them, Atlee. Hearts are not playthings.”

				He held his hands in the air. “All right. We won’t, but it would help if we knew who she was.”

				“I will not say, but if you open your eyes, you can put two and two together. You know who your sister has been seeing, don’t you?”

				“That wimp, Henry Zook.”

				“He is not a wimp. He is your sister’s choice. She may wed him one day. You must respect that.”

				“Okay, but the only woman Levi has been around much is you. Is he courting you?”

				An intense sense of loss settled in her chest. “Nee, he is not. I believe he has been seeing another.”

				“Wait, do you mean Leah Belier? The teacher?” His voice shot up an octave.

				Perhaps now the boys would realize Levi’s life no long revolved around them. “It is for Levi to say, not me. How do you want your oatmeal?”

				“Oatmeal is oatmeal.” His dejected tone made her smile.

				“Not when you add brown sugar and cinnamon or raisins. Would you like to try it?”

				“Levi can’t be serious about the teacher. That would be awful. If she came to live with us it would be worse that being in school again. She has eyes in the back of her head. She’d make us toe the line day and night.”

				“Someone should.”

				He stayed silent, but he wore a belligerent expression that gave her pause.

				“I’m sorry I said anything, Atlee. Levi may not be serious about anyone. But if such a thing does happen, you must be happy for him no matter who his choice is.”

				Sarah noticed a lock of hair against the table leg that had escaped her broom. Leaning down, she plucked it from the floor and added it to the one in her pocket. Tonight, she would press them between sheets of tissue paper and place them in her Bible. Then she would pray for Levi’s happiness and not for her own.

				* * *

				Levi made a rapid recovery. Sarah didn’t come to his home again after she cut his hair. He would not soon forget those moments together, the feel of her hands, the whisper of her breath, the scent of her body so close to his. It had taken all the willpower he possessed not to take her in his arms and declare his love.

				Would she have been repulsed by his actions, or would she have accepted his advances?

				He wasn’t half the man Jonas had been, but maybe Sarah could love him just a little. She didn’t have to love him the way she had loved her husband. He could accept that. He would spend a lifetime trying to make her happy and keep her safe.

				He didn’t know what answer she might have given him. He lacked the courage to act.

				 He saw her only briefly the following day when she stopped in at the shop to tell him she wouldn’t be able to work until after Christmas.

				He understood, but he missed her and found himself spending most of the day looking out the window toward her house. At least two more men dropped by to visit her. Levi’s punishment for his little joke was having to watch and wonder what was going on inside her home until each man left. Just because he lacked the courage to declare his feelings didn’t mean another man would have such trouble. He prayed for courage and the chance to learn how she felt about him.

				On Sunday evening, Levi joined his family at the home of his cousin Rebecca and her husband, Gideon. His grandfather Reuben and Reuben’s wife were there, as well. Levi’s grandmother died before he was born. Lydia was his grandfather’s third wife. She had a sour disposition, but she was a mighty good cook.

				The day was cold with occasional snowflakes drifting down from gray skies. The weather suited Levi’s mood.

				The company was good, as was the plentiful food. His grandfather’s stories of holidays past had everyone chuckling. When the meal was over, Reuben stepped outside to smoke his pipe. Levi joined him. Few Amish smoked, but the occasional use of a pipe by an elder was permitted.

				His grandfather’s snow-white hair held a permanent crimp around his head from the hat he normally wore. His beard, as white as his hair, reached the center of the dark gray vest he had buttoned over his white shirt. His sharp eyes looked Levi up and down. “You are better?”

				“I am.”

				“Gotte es goot. I heard those rascally brothers of yours played a pretty good prank on Daniel Hershberger and his new wife.”

				“I knew the story would get around quick. The twins rigged the seat to tip over backwards when the carriage started moving.”

				“So it is true? Daniel and Susan went rolling down the street with their feet in the air?”

				Levi suppressed a grin. “Kicking like a pair of mad babies.”

				Reuben pulled his pipe from between his teeth and laughed out loud. “I wish I might have seen it.”

				“It was right funny, but what they did was no laughing matter. Had Daniel’s horse run out into traffic, someone could have gotten hurt, or worse.”

				“True enough. What have you done about it?”

				“I told the boys they had to find work elsewhere,”

				“Did you?” Reuben looked surprised. He took a drag on his pipe and blew a ring of smoke in the air.

				“Was I wrong?”

				“That’s not for me to say, Levi. You’ve dedicated your life to raising those boys. Many admire you for it, some call you foolish. A man rarely has the luxury of knowing if his decision was right or wrong in this life. How did they take it?”

				“Better than I hoped.”

				“Have you thought about separating them?”

				“What do you mean?”

				“I’m thinking it might be good for them to get along without each other for a time. Your cousin Mark from over in Berlin could put one of the boys to work on his dairy farm. Leah Belier told Lydia her cousin was looking for help in his construction business in Sugarcreek. He and his family are staying with her until tomorrow if you want to talk to him about it.”

				“The twins have never been away from each other.”

				“Unless they plan to remain old boys all their lives, that will have to change eventually.”

				“I will think on it.” He would ask Sarah for her opinion. She had a knack for handling the boys.

				A shriek came from inside the house. They hurried in to find Lydia beating the floor with a broom. The twins were doubled over with laughter.

				Atlee said, “It’s just a plastic spider.”

				“The look on your face was priceless.” Moses caught sight of Levi’s stern face and smothered his grin.

				“Oh, you evil boys. I hate spiders, and you know it.” Lydia left the room with a huff.

				“You’re lucky my wife didn’t take that broom to your backsides.” Reuben sent a speaking glance at Levi.

				He knew what his grandfather meant. It was time the boys learned to go their separate ways. He would speak to his cousin Mark and to Leah’s cousin.

				He nodded. “I reckon you are right. It’s time we should be leaving. Gideon and Rebecca, it was a mighty good meal. Merry Christmas to you all. Grandfather, please tell Lydia I’m sorry for her fright. The boys will be over this week to cut and stack a cord of wood for her.”

				The expressions on the boys’ faces changed from amusement to outrage. Levi fixed his gaze on them and added sternly, “And they will be happy to do it.”

				Reuben grinned and patted the boys on their shoulders. “You will find many changes in store for you in the next few weeks. If I were you boys, I’d be on my best behavior.”

				Moses glanced from his grandfather to Levi. “What is that supposed to mean?”

				Levi said, “We’ll talk about it after supper tonight. It’s time to go.”

				To his surprise, the twins didn’t pester him for an explanation on the way home. When they arrived at the house, he waited until the boys got out, then he said, “I’ve got to see someone. I’ll be home in a couple of hours.”

				“Where are you going?” Atlee asked.

				“To Leah Belier’s place.”

				The twins exchanged hard glances with each other. Levi snapped the lines against his horse’s rump and drove away. It was four miles to Leah’s home. He would have plenty of time to wonder if he was doing the right thing before he reached her house. He half hoped her cousin would be gone by the time he arrived.

				* * *

				Sarah had been waiting for Levi to come home. When she saw them pull up, she hurried to put on her coat, gathered her gift and headed out the front door. But by the time she reached her front gate, Levi was turning the corner at the end of the street. The twins were standing in their front yard watching him leave.

				Disappointed, she decided her gift might as well be given to the twins. She walked toward them with a large package wrapped in white butcher’s paper in her arms and said, “Good evening to you both. I have a little something I thought you might like.”

				Atlee looked at her brightly. “What is it?”

				“It’s a smoked ham. I thought you might enjoy it for supper or keep it for Christmas dinner.”

				Amos Fisher had stopped by with it earlier. She didn’t think he would mind if the Beachy family enjoyed some of his generosity. It would take her ages to finish so much meat.

				“Where is Levi going?” She hadn’t intended to show such interest, but she couldn’t help herself.

				“He’s going to see his girlfriend,” Moses grumbled.

				“We don’t know that Leah is his girlfriend,” Atlee said, quickly.

				Moses rolled his eyes. “I’m pretty sure he’s not taking reading and writing lessons. Thanks for the ham, Sarah.”

				“Du bischt wilkumm,” she replied, handing it to him.

				They were welcome to the ham even though she had hoped to make Levi smile when she told him where it came from. Amos Fisher had only one hundred and ninety-nine sows left now. Tonight, Levi wouldn’t be smiling at her joke. He’d be smiling at something Leah said or making her laugh.

				Sarah sighed and looked at Moses. “Are you going to the winter picnic at Leah’s place on Saturday?”

				“Are you?” Atlee asked.

				“I’m not sure. My brother and his family are coming to visit. It depends on when they leave. What about you?”

				Moses scowled. “That’s a party for old folks. We don’t want the gang thinking we’re part of the goody-goody crowd. We’re going to the hoedown at Ezra Bowman’s farm.”

				“I heard Sally Yoder mention it. Ben Lapp seemed to think it might be a wild party.”

				“That’s the best kind,” Atlee said with a grin.

				“You boys will be careful, won’t you? I’ve heard that some of the kids in that gang drink and do drugs.”

				“We’ll be careful. We don’t need to drink to have a good time,” Moses assured her with a twinkle in his eyes.

				“That’s very sensible.”

				“We don’t need to, but it helps!” Atlee yelled.

				The boys dashed up the steps and into the house before she could say anything else.

				She curbed her need to scold them and held tight to the knowledge that most Amish boys gave up their wild teenage ways and became good husbands and fathers. She would pray that Levi’s brothers soon discovered worldly pleasures weren’t as satisfying as leading a quiet, plain life with their loved ones and friends close at hand. It would break Levi’s heart if they strayed from the Amish way of life and were lost to the wickedness of the world.

				Sarah looked up to heaven. “Lord, what those boys need is a sign from You to make them see the error of their ways.”

				When she thought of all Levi had done for them and how little they seemed to care, she frowned. “I dearly wish I could see You deliver it.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirteen

				Levi got his wish. Leah’s cousin had already gone by the time he reached her home. She gave Levi her brother’s address in Sugarcreek and encouraged him to write and ask about a position for one of the boys. Like Levi’s grandfather, she thought spending some time apart would be good for them.

				Over the next several days, Levi saw little of Sarah. Her family had arrived and she was kept busy with her houseful. On the Monday before Christmas, he had a chance to become reacquainted with her brother when he came by the shop.

				Vernon was several years older than Levi, but he remembered him from school. “You’re the boy my sister shoved in the creek, aren’t you? I heard about that from the girls.”

				The reminder wasn’t as painful as it once had been. “I reckon I deserved it.”

				“It was Bethany’s doing. She thought it was a pretty good joke, but I don’t think she ever told Sarah. Poor Sarah, she felt so bad. She always thought she was the reason you left school before graduation.”

				“My dad needed me in the shop.”

				“I thought that must be it. That last year of school was a waste for me. I wanted to be out and working. I thought I’d be working in the mill alongside my father. Instead, I married a woman with a dairy farm. Luckily, we have her nephews who help us or we wouldn’t be able to come for this visit. Cows never take a day off.”

				Levi smiled at the boy hanging on Vernon’s leg. “What’s your name?”

				“Merle.”

				“Nice to meet you. How old are you, Merle?”

				“Five. I’m gonna go to school next year.” He was dressed exactly like his father, with dark pants, a dark coat and a wide-brimmed black hat.

				“Are you enjoying your visit with your aunt Sarah?” Levi asked.

				“She’s gonna take me fishing today,” the tyke announced proudly.

				Leaning down, Levi propped his hands on his knees and said, “I’d stand clear when she tries to cast if I were you. She’s not very good at it.”

				“I heard that,” Sarah said from the doorway.

				He saw her approaching with a woman he assumed was her sister-in-law and two little girls.

				Vernon introduced his wife, Alma, and his daughters Rosanna and Phoebe. Rosanna, who looked to be about eleven or twelve, stood quietly by her mother’s side. She reminded him of Sarah at that age. Phoebe was a few years younger. She hung back behind her mother’s skirts and clutched a blank-faced doll.

				Alma said, “I can’t wait to do some of my Christmas shopping. What a treat it is to stay in town. Vernon, are you sure you’ll be okay with the kinder while I’m gone?”

				“Don’t worry about us. Come, children, let us hitch up your aunt Sarah’s buggy for Mother so she doesn’t have to walk the streets with her arms full of packages.” He herded the kids out the door.

				Alma said, “Sarah, I forgot my shawl in the house. I’ll be right back.”

				Levi found himself alone with Sarah. The ease with which he’d once spoken to her deserted him. He wanted nothing more than to take her in his arms and hold her close. He needed to know how she felt about him. He needed to know if there was any hope for him. Could she love him even a little?

				The questions he wanted to ask stuck in his throat. Fear made him keep silent.

				When her family left the shop, Sarah crossed her arms and smiled after them. “I can’t believe how much those children have grown since I last saw them. Rosanna has put off her eahmal shatzli.”

				The eahmal shatzli or “long apron” was the traditional dress of young Amish girls. When a girl was allowed to “put it off” and wear the short apron and cape like her mother, it was a sign that she was moving into womanhood.

				Levi said, “She looks like you did at her age.”

				“She’s much prettier than I was and so bright. She reminds me of Bethany.”

				“Sarah, I need to speak to you,” he blurted out in a rush.

				From outside, Alma called, “Sarah, I’m ready.”

				The door opened and young Walter Knepp came in. The teenager looked around and asked, “Where are the twins?”

				Sarah took a step closer to Levi. “You look so serious, Levi. What’s the matter?”

				He couldn’t do it. Not with people watching and waiting on them. He needed to find a time when they wouldn’t be interrupted.

				“Never mind. It can wait. Enjoy your shopping trip. Walter, the twins are at the harness shop chopping wood for their grandfather.”

				Walter left but Sarah remained. “Are you sure it can wait?”

				He nodded. “I’m sure.”

				“Okay.”

				She started to leave but paused at the door. “We’re going to eat at the café tomorrow evening. Would you like to join us? The twins are welcome, as well.”

				He felt as if a weight had fallen off his back. “I’d like that.”

				Her eyes sparkled with delight. “Wonderful.”

				* * *

				Sarah had been right about one thing. Having children in the house kept her from dwelling on the sadness of holidays past.

				Rosanna was a quiet child, but Merle never walked if he could run and he ran as often as possible. Her fishing trip with him to Elam Sutter’s pond was half a success. She had a nice visit with Katie Sutter, and Merle caught four fish but none that were big enough to keep, much to his disappointment.

				The following evening, Levi was waiting beside her gate when they came outside. Sarah looked around. “Where are the twins?”

				“I decided not to risk spoiling your brother’s visit by subjecting his family to them.”

				“So you didn’t invite them?”

				“Nope. I decided not to spoil my evening by subjecting myself to them.”

				“They aren’t that bad, Levi.”

				“That’s what you think.”

				As her family piled in her buggy, Sarah found herself wedged between Levi and the children in the backseat while her brother drove through the quiet streets of town. Along the way, they enjoyed the Christmas lights and display in the English homes and businesses.

				“Oh, how beautiful,” Rosanna said when they passed the stately pine in the center of the town square. It was covered with multicolored lights and bore a shining silver star on the highest branch.

				Phoebe turned to her father. “Why can’t we have a tree like that at our home? We have big pines.”

				Vernon shared a knowing glance with his wife and then said, “Sarah, do you remember asking Father that question? Why don’t you tell Phoebe what her grandfather had to say about the subject?”

				Sarah smiled softly at the warm childhood memory. “We were traveling to visit Aunt Emma, and we passed by this very tree. It was smaller then and so was I. I said, ‘Papa, why can’t we have pretty trees like the Englisch?’”

				“What did he say?” Merle asked.

				“He said that when our Lord and Savior was born, no one decorated a tree for him. No one put fancy lights on the roof of the lowly stable. Jesus came to us quietly, in a plain and simple way. We have no need of glowing lights to remind us of His coming, for His light is bright and strong in each of our hearts. And when Jesus looks down from heaven to see how we are celebrating his birth, He looks for the simple light that shines from inside us, where it counts. All those of us who keep His light in our hearts make a more beautiful display to His eyes than any English tree.”

				Vernon looked at his daughter. “So, Rosanna. Do you want God to see lights in our pine trees or do you want him to see the light in your heart.”

				“I want Him to see the light in my heart,” Rosanna answered quietly.

				“Me, too,” Phoebe said.

				“Me, three,” Merle chimed in.

				“Me, four,” Sarah added. Levi took her hand and gave it a squeeze. She had let the light of God’s love grow dim in her heart. The sorrows of the past could not be forgotten, but they could be endured.

				Sarah couldn’t remember when she’d had a more enjoyable evening. The food was excellent and made better by the fact that she didn’t have to cook or clean up afterwards. She had pork roast so tender it fell apart when she put her fork in it. The green beans were steamed to perfection and the sweet potato fries were delicious. She didn’t have room for dessert when she finished her meal. Levi had no trouble putting away a slice of peach pie topped with vanilla ice cream.

				As they were getting ready to leave, Elam and Katie Sutter came in with their family. Seeing Levi, Elam stopped by the table with his infant son in his arms. The chubby baby sported a pearly white bottom tooth when he grinned at Merle and Phoebe’s baby talk.

				Levi looked to Elam. “Are you getting more sleep these days?”

				“Finally.”

				The men grinned at each other and Elam left to join his wife and children in a booth at the back of the room.

				Sarah’s heart warmed as she imagined Levi with a child of his own. He’d learned some hard lessons raising his brothers and sister. Sarah suspected he would do things differently with his own son or daughter, for the better.

				Vernon covered his mouth and coughed deeply, then he grimaced and rubbed his chest.

				Alma looked at him with concern. “Are you sick?”

				“I’ve got a scratchy throat, that’s all.”

				Levi said, “Take care of yourself. There’s a nasty flu bug making the rounds. I had it myself, and it wasn’t fun.”

				He glanced at Sarah, but she couldn’t tell what he was thinking. She looked away, afraid he would see how much that time alone with him had meant to her.

				On the way back to the house, Sarah wished she lived miles from the inn instead of a dozen blocks. If she did, she’d be able to sit snuggled beside Levi for hours. As it was, they reached their destination all too quickly. Watching him walk home, she began to miss him before he was even out of sight.

				Whenever Levi was near, she only wanted to keep him near. When he was away from her, all she wanted to do was to see him again.

				The intensity of her feelings frightened her. How long could she keep them hidden if he loved another? How could she keep them from growing stronger?

				Later, when she was ready for bed, Sarah knelt beside her mattress and prayed. She prayed that her feeling wouldn’t grow into love.

				She slept poorly, but it was the only rest she would get for many hours. Before dawn, there was a knock on Sarah’s door and her sister-in-law came in.

				Sarah sat up in bed. “What’s wrong?”

				“It’s Vernon. He’s very ill. Can you come help me?”

				* * *

				“It sure seems quiet over at Sarah’s place. Has her family gone home?” Atlee stood at the workbench looking out the window.

				Levi stopped working. “Their buggy was still parked beside Sarah’s barn when I fed our horses this morning.”

				Atlee said, “Merle is normally up and about this time of the day. Usually, he’s running back and forth along the fence hitting the pickets with a stick. It beats me why he gets such a thrill out of it.”

				Levi rose from his stool at the counter and moved to the window. Movement at Sarah’s kitchen window caught his eye. It looked as if Sarah’s sister-in-law was crying and Sarah was comforting her. He said, “I think I’ll go over and see if everything is all right.”

				He left the shop and hurried across the street. Sarah’s front gate squeaked when he opened it. He would have to tell Atlee or Moses to oil it. Sarah opened the door before he reached it. Merle stood at her side.

				“Is everything all right?” Levi asked.

				“Papa is sick and we have to be quiet,” Merle told him solemnly.

				Sarah said, “I think it’s the same flu that you had. So far, none of the rest of us are sick. What did you need?”

				“Nothing. Atlee noticed Merle wasn’t out banging on the picket fence. I wondered if everything was okay.”

				“Mamm says I can’t make noise so Daed can sleep.” Merle looked sorely disappointed.

				“What can I do to help?” Levi asked.

				She smiled, but she couldn’t hide the fear in her eyes. “I am low on some medicines. Could you go to the drugstore for me?”

				“Of course.” He came inside while Sarah wrote up a list of things she needed. He wanted to hold her close and offer his comfort, but he didn’t dare. He didn’t know if she would welcome his attention. If only he had spoken before. As soon as he was granted another chance, he would accept it gladly. He couldn’t bear not knowing how she felt.

				After fetching her supplies, he returned as quickly as he could. He handed them over. “Would you like me to sit with Vernon for a while? You look tired.”

				“I didn’t sleep well. I’m not worried about me. I’m worried about Alma. She’s four months’ pregnant, and it hasn’t been an easy pregnancy for her. This stress isn’t good for her or the babe. If we can’t get Vernon’s fever down in a few hours, I will send for the doctor.”

				“I’ll be close by if you need me.”

				Her grim expression lightened. “I never doubted it for a minute. Can I ask you one more favor?”

				“Anything.”

				“Can you take Merle with you for a few hours? He’s restless.”

				“Sure. Atlee and Moses can take him to the park. I imagine he’d like the slide and the swings. They can take the girls, too. It’s a cold day, but if they dressed warm, they should be okay.”

				“That’s a great idea. I’ll make sure it’s okay with Alma, and I’ll send them over when they’re ready. Thanks for stopping by, Levi. You’re a good friend.”

				He reached out and grasped her hand. “We’re more than friends, Sarah. I hope you know that.”

				Panic flashed in her eyes, but she quickly subdued it. “Best friends,” she said and withdrew her hand.

				He had to leave it at that.

				An hour later, Phoebe and Merle arrived at the shop. Levi looked out the door. “Where is Rosanna?”

				Phoebe said, “She wanted to stay home even though Mamm says she can’t be in Papa’s room because she might get sick, too.”

				Atlee and Moses came forward when Levi beckoned to them. Moses said, “I can’t believe we have to babysit. What if somebody from the gang sees us?”

				Levi frowned at him. “You’ll live. Do not forget all Sarah has done for us. This is the least we can do to ease her burdens.”

				Although the twins grumbled about being stuck with a pair of babies, they left the shop with the children happily tagging along behind them.

				Levi waited, but Sarah didn’t come get him that morning. He figured Vernon must be better. Sarah wouldn’t hesitate to involve the doctor.

				The twins returned with two tired children just before noon. When questioned, Levi discovered his brothers actually enjoyed spending time with the little ones. Merle was so taken with Moses that he asked if Moses would take him to the park again tomorrow.

				Moses ruffled the boy’s hair. “Sure, kid. Why not?”

				Late Friday morning, Levi stopped in to check on Sarah again. She looked worn to the bone and more worried than ever. She offered him a seat at the kitchen table and a cup of coffee.

				He asked, “Is Vernon worse?”

				“No, but Alma has made herself sick with worry and work. I went to the Wilsons’ down the street and used their phone to call the doctor. He’s with Alma now.”

				“Is it the babe?”

				Sarah nodded. “I can’t bear to think of her losing her baby. Why can’t we have one Christmas with something joyous to remember?”

				The sound of the doctor’s footsteps coming down the stairs had Sarah out of her seat. Her hands were clenched tightly together.

				Dr. White came in the kitchen. A tall, dignified man with silver hair, the elderly physician was well past eighty, but still practiced in the community that he loved with the help of a partner. “I won’t beat around the bush. She needs rest. She needs to stay in bed for a week at least. I’m going to send my granddaughter-in-law, Amber, over to give you a break, Sarah.”

				“Danki, Dr. White.”

				“Don’t mention it. Alma is worried about her other children. Is there someone in the family who can keep them for a while? I think it would ease her mind and help her rest.”

				“I’m sure my Aunt Emma will be happy to take the children for a few days.”

				“Good. Call me if anything changes, Sarah.”

				Levi walked him outside. The doctor asked, “How are you? No lingering ill effects from your bout with this mean virus?”

				“I feel fine.”

				“That’s great. I hear there is a winter picnic out at Leah Belier’s home tomorrow. I remember what fun they could be.”

				“You’re welcome to come.”

				“No, these bones are too old to sit on hay bales around a bonfire. You young people go and enjoy yourselves while you can. See if you can get Sarah to go. She needs a break. She doesn’t say anything, but I can tell she’s under a lot of strain. It can’t be easy having her only remaining sibling ill and lying in the same room where her husband died. For some reason, she thinks she is to blame because she invited them.”

				“I thought Vernon was getting better.”

				“Oh, he is, but I’m not sure Sarah can see that past the painful association she has with past events. It isn’t rational, but for her it is a very real fear.”

				Levi shook his head. “I doubt she’ll go to a picnic. I plan to stay home, as well. Someone should be close by if she needs help.”

				“You’re probably right. I’ll stop in at the Wadler Inn and ask Naomi Wadler to put the word out that Sarah could use an extra pair of hands.”

				The doctor settled his gray fedora on his head and glanced at the gray overcast sky. “My old bones think it’s going to snow. They’re usually right.” He nodded to Levi and walked briskly up the street toward his clinic.

				Levi was preoccupied with thoughts of Sarah as he entered the shop. The twins were working on a banged-up courting buggy that had ended up in a ditch when the driver should have been paying attention to the road and not the girl beside him.

				Levi looked at the clock. It was getting late.

				He spoke to the boys. “I’ve got to get going. Leah Belier is expecting me. If Sarah needs anything, I know she can count on you until I return.”

				Moses tipped his head to the side. “You’ve been seeing a lot of Leah lately. Is there something you want to tell us?”

				“Not right now. Maybe later.” He didn’t want to say anything until he heard back from Leah’s cousin about a job for only one of them in Sugarcreek.

				“What does that mean?” Atlee asked.

				“It means I may have news to tell you later but I don’t have anything to say about it now.”

				Moses tipped his head toward the door. “Come on, Atlee, let’s get the buggy ready for Levi while he gets cleaned up, or he’ll be late for his date.”

				“And she may not wait.” Atlee chuckled at his rhyme, but Levi just shook his head.

				Moses said, “Leah hates it when people are late.”

				When Levi came out of the house a half hour later, his horse and buggy were waiting outside the front door. The twins were nowhere in sight. He caught sight of Sarah back by her barn slipping a headstall on her gray. Where was she headed?

				He walked toward her. As much as he wanted to take her in his arms, he knew his timing couldn’t have been worse. She had too much on her plate at the moment. She didn’t need to hear his lovesick utterings. If only he could manage some time alone with her, then he might find the courage to tell her how he felt.

				“Sarah, can I give you a lift somewhere? My horse is ready to go.”

				She turned around with a grateful sigh. “I need to take the children out to my Aunt Emma’s farm. Naomi Wadler and Amber are sitting with Alma and Vernon so I thought I would go now and be back before dark.”

				Her aunt’s farm wasn’t exactly on the way to Leah’s place, but he didn’t mind the detour. Not if it meant spending time with Sarah. “I’ll drive you out.”

				“Really? But where were you going?”

				“To help Leah set up for the winter picnic. I honestly don’t mind going a little out of my way.”

				“That’s hardly a little out of your way.” She bit her lip.

				“Okay, I don’t mind going a lot out of my way. I’ll drop you off and pick you up in a few hours. You can fill Emma in on what’s been happening and not have to rush off.” Would she accept? It might give him the opportunity he’d been hoping for. Time alone with her.

				“All right. I’m so tired, I was worried I’d fall asleep and who knows where old Gray would take us. I’ll go get the children.”

				Levi could barely contain his excitement. Without the children in the buggy, he and Sarah would be alone on the ride home. He’d have a chance to tell her how his love for her had grown and discover if she could return those feelings.

				His hands were ice-cold when they finally got underway. He wanted to blame it on the rapidly deteriorating weather, but the truth was he was as nervous as a man could be. Merle was excited about the trip. Rosanna put up a weak protest. She didn’t want to leave her mother. Phoebe was quiet and held tightly to her doll. Sarah kept up a running conversation in an effort to reassure the children.

				He put his horse into a fast trot. The sooner he delivered Sarah and the children to her aunt, the sooner he could finish his work at Leah’s and be back in this same buggy for a leisurely ride home with Sarah at his side.

				The snow quickly changed over to sleet, and then back to snow as they traveled. The road became slippery, even for his surefooted mare. A half hour later, they were rounding a curve on a steep hillside when Levi felt something shift in the buggy beneath him.

				The horse felt it, too, and cocked her head to the side. Her move carried the vehicle to the shoulder of the road. Sarah grasped his arm just as the buggy lurched sharply.

				In horrifying slow motion, the buggy tipped over and tumbled down the ravine. He heard Sarah scream his name and then everything went black.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fourteen

				Levi pressed a hand to his aching head. He winced when he felt the lump above his right eye. The sound of whimpering slowly registered in his foggy brain. He tried to sit up, but someone lay sprawled across his chest. Forcing his eyes to focus, he realized it was Rosanna.

				He moved her gently to the side. “Rosanna, are you hurt?”

				“Yes.”

				“Where, honey?”

				“My face hurts.”

				He sat up and looked. She had a knot forming on her cheekbone that would turn into a bad bruise and a nasty gash on her chin. The good news was that it had stopped bleeding. He searched for the other children. Where were they? Where was Sarah?

				The buggy lay smashed against a tree at the bottom of a steep hillside. Snow was quickly covering the splintered wood. A large black shape moved off to one side. He realized it was his mare. She was on her knees and struggling in the tangled harness.

				“Sarah!” he shouted into the night.

				“Levi?” came a weak reply. It was Merle.

				Levi crawled toward the sound. He found the boy sitting on what once had been a door. “Merle, are you okay?”

				“I’m scared.”

				“I’m scared, too. Where is Phoebe? Where is Sarah?”

				“I don’t know. What’s wrong with your horse?”

				“I’ll see to her in a minute. I have to find the others. Sarah!” he shouted as loud as he could.

				“She’s with me.” The voice belonged to Phoebe and it came from up the hillside.

				Levi took the boy in his arms and carried him back to Rosanna. “Stay here.”

				He quickly worked his way up the steep slope where he found Phoebe sitting beside Sarah who lay sprawled sideways across the hill.

				To his relief, she was breathing.

				Thank You, dear Lord, for sparing her.

				He looked at Phoebe. “Are you injured, child?”

				“My hand hurts real bad.”

				“Let me see.” She held it out. She had two dislocated fingers. His stomach took a wild flop, but he knew what he had to do. He searched around and found her doll nearby.

				“Phoebe, I want you to bite down on your dolly’s legs as hard as you can. Will you do that for me?”

				“I don’t want to bite her.”

				“This is important. She’s going to help make your hand better, but you have to close your eyes and bite hard. She won’t mind. She wants to help.”

				“Do as he says, Phoebe.” Rosanna called from below.

				Phoebe bit down on her doll and he quickly jerked her fingers back into place. She screamed and then fell back.

				Rosanna struggled up the hill toward her.

				Levi said, “She’s okay. She just fainted.”

				He turned his attention to Sarah and lifted her gently in his lap. “Sarah, speak to me,” he begged.

				Her kapp was missing, and there was blood covering the side of her face. After a moment, her eyes fluttered open. Relief made him giddy.

				Thank You, God. I will never again miss the chance to tell this woman how much I love her.

				Sarah gazed up at him. Slowly, she raised her hand and touched his face. “You’re alive.”

				“We all are.”

				“The children?” She tried to sit up, but he wasn’t willing to let her go.

				He glanced over his shoulder. Phoebe was sitting, supported between Merle and Rosanna. “They’re banged up, but nothing too bad as far as I can see. What about you? Tell me where it hurts.”

				“I’m not sure.” She touched her head and winced. Squinting, she moved her hand in front of her face and stared at her fingers. “Is that blood?”

				Pellets of sleet mixed in with the snow stung Levi’s face. He needed to get her and the children to shelter. “Do you think you can stand? We need to get out of this weather.”

				“I’ll try.”

				He lifted her to her feet but she crumpled against him with a cry of pain. “My knee. It won’t hold me.”

				He lowered her to the ground. “Which one?”

				“The right one. This is all my fault. I shouldn’t have invited them to visit. I knew something bad would happen.”

				“Sarah, you didn’t cause this.”

				“You don’t understand. Everyone I love is in danger.”

				She must have hit her head harder than he thought. She wasn’t making sense. He sought to soothe her. “Don’t fret. The children are going to be fine.”

				With gentle fingers, he examined her leg. Her knee was already swelling. “I can’t tell if it is sprained or worse.”

				She looked at her nieces and nephew huddled together. “If you can help me to the buggy, Levi, I’ll wait here while you take the kinder to safety.”

				“I’m not leaving you.”

				“I’ll be fine. Just take care of the children. Please, Levi.”

				“This is going to hurt.” He slipped his arm beneath her knees and lifted her. She clutched his shoulders and bit her lip but didn’t cry out. He carried her to the wreckage of the buggy. It was useless as a shelter. He lowered her to the snow-covered ground. There was no way he was going to leave her here alone. He looked at the children. They would all have to go together.

				Leaving them briefly, he moved to his horse. She had stopped struggling and lay quietly on the ground. “Easy, my girl. I’ll get you loose.” He managed to unbuckle and lift the harness from her. She surged to her feet, but limped heavily as she managed a few steps. She wouldn’t be able to carry Sarah or the children.

				He searched for a suitable place to leave her and found it beneath a leaning cedar. Leading her slowly, he tied her under the makeshift canopy knowing she would be safe until he could return for her.

				Moving back to Sarah and the children, he surveyed what they had and what they would need. The first thing was to get up the hill to the roadway and hope they could flag down a passing vehicle. It was unlikely this time of day and in this weather. Barring that, they would simply have to walk to the home of Sarah’s aunt.

				He said, “Rosanna, I need you to unbuckle one of the long lines from my horse’s bridle.”

				To his relief, she quickly did as he asked. When she came back with the leather strap he said, “Now, I want you to make three loops for handholds about three feet apart.”

				“Like this?” she asked as she tied the first one.

				“Ja.”

				“I’m cold,” Phoebe whined.

				Merle said, “I want Mama.”

				Sarah said, gently, “Darling, Levi is going to take you to Aenti Emma’s. I want you to do as he tells you.”

				Rosanna held up the rein with three loops in it. “Is this right?”

				He took it from her. “Couldn’t have done better myself.”

				He tied one end around his waist, and then squatted so he was eye level with the children. “I want each one of you to put your hand through a loop. Rosanna, I want you on the end so that the little ones are between us. If everyone holds on, no one can get lost. Okay?”

				The children nodded. He looked at Phoebe. “I need your apron to make a bandage for your sore hand. Is that okay?” She nodded. He fashioned a makeshift sling and some padding for her arm. It was the best he could do.

				Rosanna quickly fastened the loops around her sister’s good hand and then placed one over Merle’s.

				Levi moved to pick up Sarah. She tried to push him away. “You can’t carry me all the way to my uncle’s farm. I will only slow you down.”

				“Sarah, the longer you keep talking, the longer these children have to stand here in the cold.” He scooped her up in his arms and ignored her hiss of pain. It couldn’t be helped.

				He stared up the hillside. It would be a steep climb at the best of times. At night, in the snow, with Sarah in his arms, it was going to be a nightmare.

				He looked at the children lined up behind him. “Ready?”

				They all nodded. Levi began making his way up the slope with careful steps. The wet snow made the climbing treacherous. It wasn’t any easier for the children behind him. Each time one of them slipped and fell, he felt the jerk on the line at his waist. He struggled to keep his feet.

				His arms ached with the strain, but he didn’t stop. By the time they reached the top and the roadway, everyone was out of breath and panting. Merle began crying.

				“The hard part is over, dearest,” Sarah said with her face buried in Levi’s neck. Her voice had grown weaker.

				The steep part was over. Levi wasn’t sure they were past the hard part. “This way,” he said, and started walking.

				They had only gone a little ways when Rosanna called out, “Can we rest now?”

				“Sure.” Levi dropped to one knee, allowing Sarah’s weight to rest on his leg and give his aching arms a much-needed break. She still had her face buried against his neck. If the children weren’t present, he would have kissed her and professed his love again and again.

				That would have to wait until they were all safe, but the sun would not set tomorrow before he found a way to be alone with Sarah and make his feelings known. Did she care for him at all? He prayed that she could find it in her heart to love him a little.

				He struggled to his feet. “Time to go.”

				Merle refused to get up. “I can’t go on. I’m tired. I want my daed to come get me.”

				“Great,” Levi muttered as he sank to his knee again. He couldn’t carry Sarah and drag the children, too.

				“They are scared, Levi. Talk to them. Take their minds off what they have to do.” Sarah’s voice was weaker. He worried about the blow to her head. How serious was it?

				He said, “Merle, I heard you’re quite a fisherman. Is that true?”

				“Ja,” came the small reply.

				Levi rose to his feet and hefted Sarah to a more comfortable position. “What’s the biggest fish you’ve caught?”

				“I caught a four-pound bass at our pond.” Merle’s voice grew stronger. “It was a whopper.”

				Levi cocked his head to the side and said in mock disbelief, “Four pounds? Nee, not a little fella like you.”

				Merle rose to his feet. “I’m stronger than I look.”

				Levi hid a grin. “I believe you. Girls, what about you?” He started walking. The children moved close to his side.

				Rosanna said, “I caught a six-pound blue cat down at the river.”

				“Are you sure it was a blue catfish and not a channel cat? Merle, did you see it?”

				“It was a blue cat all right.”

				“Some channel cats can look blue.” Levi kept a slow pace, even though his mind screamed at him to hurry for Sarah’s sake.

				Merle said, “Channel cats have spots on their sides.”

				Levi asked, “Did it have spots, Rosanna?”

				“Not a one.”

				Phoebe said, “I caught a pumpkin seed.”

				“You did?” Levi pretended to be impressed.

				Merle looked up at Levi. “It wasn’t very big.”

				“But it was real pretty,” Phoebe insisted.

				Levi said, “I reckon it was. I think pumpkin seeds are about the prettiest fish around. What about you, Rosanna?”

				“I saw a goldfish in a store once. It was beautiful. It had a long tail that looked like a ribbon.”

				“You don’t say?”

				“I saw it, too.” Merle jumped in to support her claim.

				Phoebe said, “I’m cold. Can we stop now?”

				“Not yet, Phoebe. We still have a little ways to go.”

				“How far?” she demanded.

				“Look up ahead. I see a light in the window. Do you see it?”

				Phoebe said, “I don’t see anything.”

				“I do,” Levi insisted. It was an exaggeration on his part. He couldn’t see more than twenty yards through the snow, but he knew a light was shining in the darkness, waiting to guide them to safety.

				“Is it a Christmas candle?” Rosanna asked.

				He smiled down at her. “That’s right. It’s a Christmas candle in your aunt’s window. It’s meant to remind all of us that Christ is the light of the world.”

				Merle said, “Christmas is God’s birthday.”

				“It’s His son’s birthday. We did a play about the birth of Jesus for our school program,” Rosanna told them.

				Levi’s aching arms couldn’t hold Sarah any longer. He said, “Let’s rest a moment.”

				He dropped to one knee again. Please, Lord, give me the strength I need.

				“I’m so sorry this happened. I can stay here while you go on.” Sarah’s voice was weak, her words slurred together.

				He redoubled his resolve and struggled to his feet. “I was just giving the kids a break. Rosanna, tell us about your play while we walk.”

				Phoebe said, “I was one of the angels.”

				Sarah’s arm slipped from around his neck. “Stay with me, Sarah. Did you hear? Phoebe was an angel in her school play.”

				“I know.” Relief flooded him at the sound of Sarah’s voice.

				“Who did you play, Rosanna?” she asked.

				“I played the innkeeper’s wife.”

				Merle said, “I’d be Joseph if I was old enough to go to school.”

				“You will be old enough one day, Merle.” Levi squinted to see ahead of them. Was it his imagination? No, there was a light.

				“Are we there yet?” Phoebe asked.

				“We are. This is the lane and up ahead is your Aunt Emma’s house. Can you see it?”

				“I see it.” Rosanna’s voice brimmed with relief.

				“Me, too.” Merle dropped his loop and ran ahead.

				When Levi and the girls arrived, Emma and her husband were at the door. Emma quickly stripped the wet coats from the children and wrapped them in quilts while her husband helped Levi carry Sarah to the sofa.

				When she was safely surround by her family, Levi said, “She needs a doctor. She hit her head pretty hard. May I use your buggy?”

				Abe patted Levi’s shoulder. “You get out of that wet coat and warm up, son. I’ll fetch the doctor.”

				Levi gave his coat to Emma and sank into Abe’s chair.

				“Levi?” Sarah called his name and raised her hand. He was on his knees beside her in an instant.

				He took her cold hand in his. “What, Sarah?”

				“I’ve never heard you talk so much in all the years I’ve known you. You were wonderful. You saved us all.”

				“Rest, Sarah. I’ll be right here if you need me.”

				“I never doubted it for a moment.” She closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep. Levi closed his eyes, too, and gave thanks to God for sparing the life of the woman he loved.

				* * *

				Sunlight was streaming through the window when Sarah opened her eyes. The room in which she lay was vaguely familiar. A sharp headache pounded behind her eyes. Slowly, the events of the previous night came back to her and she realized she was in her aunt’s home.

				She tried to sit up but the effort was too much. It made her knee hurt insanely. She grimaced and lay back. Memories of their horrid mishap flashed through her mind. Levi and the children had come so close to death. Once again, the ones she loved had been made to suffer. She folded her hands and bowed her head.

				Thank You, Lord, for sparing Levi and the children. Please, God, I won’t love him if only you’ll keep him safe. I’ll be happy for him and Leah, I promise. Have pity on me. Don’t make me endure another loss.

				“Are you awake, child?” her aunt asked from the door.

				Sarah opened her eyes. “I am. How are the children?”

				“Their cuts and scrapes have all been tended. They are fine, but Merle seems to be particularly upset. He says he won’t go back inside a buggy.”

				“The poor child. And Levi? He was so sick only a week ago.” Only bad things had happened to him since her feelings for him had begun to change. She couldn’t cause him more pain. She wouldn’t.

				“Levi seems fine for a man who didn’t get a wink of sleep for worrying about you. He did put away a good breakfast this morning. That’s always a sign a man is feeling well. He wants to see you when you’re awake. Shall I send him in now?”

				Could she face him without revealing her love? Somehow, she had to. “I will see him.”

				Her aunt went out. The door opened again and Levi peeked in. “How are you?”

				“Oh, look at your poor face. You have a black eye.” It was all her fault. If he had gone straight to Leah’s home, none of this would have happened. Why did everyone she love end up getting hurt?

				“I’ve had worse than this.” He dismissed her concern.

				He might pretend it didn’t bother him, but Sarah knew better. It must hurt as much as her knee. How had he found the strength to carry her so far?

				Don’t think about how much you want to be held in his arms again.

				She stared at the quilt pattern on the bed. “What happened last night?”

				“We lost a wheel and tipped over in the worst possible spot. But we are all alive to tell the tale. God was merciful.”

				God had shown mercy last night, but what about next time? She couldn’t bear the thought of losing Levi. It would be painful to see him happy with Leah, but she could live with that if he was safe.

				He moved closer and pulled a chair to the side of her bed. Her heart started beating like crazy.

				He took her hand and gazed into her eyes. “I’m so thankful you are safe, Sarah. Last night, when I came to in the buggy and couldn’t find you, I thought I would never have the chance to tell you this. I love you, Sarah.”

				Her eyes flew open wide. “No, you don’t.”

				“I know my own heart. I do love you. What I don’t know is how you feel.”

				Terrified. Wonderful. Sad. If only I could love you in return, but I don’t dare. My heart is breaking, but you can never know that.

				She looked out the window. “You’re simply feeling guilty about the accident. You don’t love me. You are in love with Leah.”

				“Leah? Why would you think that?”

				She looked at him and saw astonishment written on his face. “I saw you kiss her.”

				He shook his head. “I don’t know who you saw kissing Leah, but it surely wasn’t me.”

				Had she been mistaken? No, she had seen Leah in his arms. “The day you sold her a new buggy, I saw you holding her in the shop. She was in your arms. You were about to kiss her. And that’s fine. She is a wonderful woman.”

				“She had a cinder in her eye. I was trying to get it out. I wasn’t going to kiss her. The thought never crossed my mind. It is you I wish to kiss, Sarah Wyse. If you can love me even half as much as you loved Jonas, I will spend my life trying to make you happy. Say that you will marry me.”

				Sarah froze. She couldn’t draw a breath. Here was what she had longed for and what she feared. For a few wonderful seconds she thought that happiness could be hers again, but she forced that dream out of her heart. He’d almost been killed last night. As much as she wanted to return his love, she knew what she had to do.

				She closed her eyes. She couldn’t love him. If she did, he might be the next to die. Dying herself would be easier than losing him.

				Please, Lord. Don’t do this to me. Levi needs a woman who will love him without doubt and without fear. I’m not brave enough.

				She turned her face away. “I don’t love you, Levi.”

				The moment the words left her lips she knew they were a lie. She did love him. With all her heart.

				Silence hung thick in the air. He let go of her hand. She heard his chair scrape back. What had she done?

				At the sound of the door opening, she looked to him. “Levi?”

				He paused without looking back.

				“We can still be friends, can’t we? Like it was before?” Oh, how she needed to have him near. It wasn’t enough, but it was something.

				He left the room without answering. When he closed the door, she burst into tears.

				She was still sobbing when her aunt came in a short time later. Murmuring, “There, there.” Emma gathered her close and held her until her tears finally ran dry.

				Emma put a hand under Sarah’s chin and lifted her face. “You refused him?”

				Sarah sniffed. “How did you know? Did he say something?”

				“Nothing needed to be said. I could tell from the way the light died in his eyes that you sent him away. I thought...I hoped that you had found love again, Sarah. I’m rarely mistaken about these things. Do you love him?”

				She couldn’t utter the lie a second time. “Yes.”

				“Then why send Levi away?”

				“God has shown me His plan for me. He took Jonas from me. He took my sister and my parents. I must live alone. It is His will.”

				“Nonsense!” Her aunt scowled at her.

				“What if I accepted Levi and he died, too? You don’t understand.” Sarah was too tired to explain herself.

				Emma said, “I understand fear. I understand regret. I understand that it is hard to trust that God knows best. Yes, you have suffered great losses, Sarah. No one can deny that, but to think God wants you to spend your life without love is to say that He doesn’t love you. Surely you believe in God’s love.”

				“Of course I do.”

				“He loves you beyond all understanding.”

				“I know that.”

				“So you say, but do you truly believe it?”

				Did she? Or did she doubt God’s love? Was that why it was so hard to trust that He would bring love back into her life?

				She shook her head. “I’m tired, Aenti. I’d like to try and sleep now.”

				She wanted to close her eyes and let the darkness swallow her. She didn’t want to think, didn’t want to feel.

				“Very well.” Emma rose from the side of the bed.

				At the door, she turned back to Sarah. “If you don’t believe God wishes you to be happy, why has Levi stayed beside you all these years? Think about that. Don’t let fear rule your heart and ruin your life. Give it to God.”

				After her aunt was gone, Sarah turned gingerly to her side. Outside the window, the snow was still falling. She hated the snow.

				Why had Levi stayed? Was that part of God’s plan for them? If only she could believe it.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifteen

				Levi stepped down from Adrian Lapp’s buggy. “Thanks for the lift.”

				“Not a problem. I’m happy to help. Mamm said they would bring the children back later this afternoon. Dr. White wants Sarah to rest her leg another day before trying to come home. He won’t have any trouble keeping her and Alma in bed. There will be a half dozen women here to help take care of them by tomorrow night.”

				“That’s good.” The mere mention of Sarah’s name sent a stab of pain though Levi’s chest so sharp that he wanted to look and see if he was bleeding. She didn’t love him. Not even a little.

				He walked into his house and stopped in surprise. Grace stood at the kitchen sink peeling potatoes. She turned to smile at him and shrieked, “Levi! What happened to you?”

				He heard his brothers pounding down the stairs. Moses said, “It must have been a hot date. You were gone all...night.” He stopped dead in his tracks and his voice trailed away at the sight of Levi’s face. Atlee bumped into him from behind.

				Grace sped into action. “Sit down, Levi. Let me get some ice for you. Do you need to see a doctor?”

				Could Dr. White reach inside him and put his shattered heart back together? If so, he’d go for treatment in a minute. “It’s only a black eye, Grace. I didn’t think you’d be home for another week.”

				“I learned what I needed to know so I came home. What happened to you?” she asked again as she gathered ice cubes from the freezer. The twins had come to stand on either side of him but they were surprisingly quiet.

				“The left front wheel of the buggy came off when I was going around the hill out on Paint Road. The buggy swerved off the road, flipped over and rolled down the hill. I got off lucky. Sarah and the kids were banged up pretty good.”

				“Sarah and the kids were with you? Why? What were you doing on Paint Road?” Atlee demanded. His face had turned ashen.

				Levi sat down and accepted the towel full of ice that Grace handed him. “I was going to drop them off at Emma Lapp’s place so the children could stay there until their parents were well. The buggy is a complete loss.”

				Atlee went to look out the window. “What about Dotty? Where is she?”

				“Jonathan Dresher came and got her with his horse ambulance. He’s going to try to save her, but her front left leg is messed up pretty good. She’ll never pull a buggy again.”

				“No!” Atlee grasped his hair with both hands.

				Moses hadn’t said a word. He sat down beside Levi. “How bad were the children hurt?”

				“Rosanna’s pretty face will have a jagged scar across her chin. She was badly bruised. Phoebe has bruises galore and two dislocated fingers on her hand.” He shuddered when he thought about his crude fix for her.

				“What about Merle?” Moses asked quietly.

				Levi shook his head. “A few bumps and bruises on the outside, but he started screaming bloody murder when we tried to put him inside a closed buggy. Finally, we gave up. Ben Lapp is bringing him home in his courting buggy. Merle won’t get into anything else.”

				Moses folded his arms on the table and laid his head on them. “We did it. We rigged the wheel to come off.”

				Levi placed a hand on his brother’s head. “I know. This morning, I went back for our horse. I found the axel nut on the roadway where the wheel dropped off. I saw at once it was the one for the wrong wheel.”

				Moses looked up with tears in his eyes. “I’m so sorry, Levi. I didn’t mean to hurt anyone.”

				“Why did you do it?”

				Atlee said, “We didn’t want you to court Leah Belier. We thought if you stood her up for a date she might get mad and not go out with you anymore. The road to her place is long and flat. We thought the wheel would just drop off and you’d have to walk home.”

				An amazed bark of laughter broke from Levi. He shook his head. “That was a really stupid reason made all the more idiotic by the fact that I’m not courting Leah Belier.”

				“But you’ve been taking her for rides in your buggy. You’ve never taken a woman riding before.”

				“I was helping a friend. I’m not sure either of you would understand that.”

				He looked at Grace. “You are free to marry the man of your choice. Choose wisely, little sister.”

				He glanced at his brothers. “You boys have a decision to make. I’m moving to Colorado. I’ll be leaving the day after Christmas.”

				“You don’t mean that.” Grace stared at him in shock.

				“What about us?” the twins demanded.

				Levi sighed. “You may come with me, or you may stay here. If you stay here and run the repair shop, you will have to negotiate a new contract with Sarah. She is well within her rights to refuse you.”

				“Was Sarah hurt?” Grace asked

				“She injured her knee and can’t walk. She also has a concussion.” He rose to his feet.

				Grace grabbed his hand. “I’m so thankful you were not badly injured for I dearly love you, brother. Please, don’t leave Hope Springs.”

				He was badly injured, but not all wounds were as visible as his black eye. “My mind is made up. Atlee and Moses, I forgive you for the harm you have done me. I must go and pack. I don’t need any help. I’d like to be alone for a while.”

				He walked up the stairs, leaving stunned silence behind him.

				* * *

				Sarah used the crutches the doctor had given her to make her way into her house. Her aunt and uncle had taken the children home the day before. Inside, Vernon was pacing the floor. The moment he saw her, he rushed to her, took her by the shoulders and kissed both her cheeks. “Praise God for His mercy.”

				“How is Alma?”

				“She was a wreck, but once the children arrived, she went straight back to bed as the doctor had ordered. She is reading them a story now.”

				The front door opened and Grace Beachy walked in. Her eyes were puffy from crying. She threw her arms around Sarah. “I’m so sorry for the pain my family caused you.”

				“It’s all right. I’m glad you are back.” She was happy to see her friend. It meant she wouldn’t have to work in the shop with Levi any more. Things could get back to normal.

				Levi would soon realize he didn’t love her. They could be friends again. Tears stung her eyes at the thought.

				“Sarah, Levi is leaving Hope Springs. He’s moving away,” Grace said between sniffles.

				Sarah’s heart dropped to her feet. “What?”

				“He told us he is leaving town for good. His bus leaves at four o’clock the day after Christmas. We’ve tried to talk him out of it, but he won’t be swayed. What are we going to do without him?”

				“Where is he? I can’t let him do this.”

				“He’s in the shop.”

				Her brother said, “Shouldn’t you be lying down? The doctor said to rest that knee.”

				“I will. After I’ve spoken with Levi.”

				He couldn’t leave. How would she repair the damage she had done to their friendship if he moved away? He had to stay. She couldn’t bear it if he left.

				She hobbled across the street on her crutches, pulled open the door and went in. He was standing in front of the workbench sorting his tools. He didn’t glance up. “What do you want, Sarah?”

				He must have seen her crossing the street.

				“Grace tells me you’re leaving.” She still couldn’t believe it.

				“I am.” He didn’t look at her.

				Why wouldn’t he look at her?

				Tears gathered in her eyes, but she blinked them back. “Are you really going to Colorado?”

				He carefully wrapped his tools in a length of canvas. “Ja.”

				She didn’t want him to go. She needed him. Her life would go back to being empty with nothing but work to fill the lonely hours if he were gone.

				You mean so much to me, Levi. Please turn around and look at me.

				He didn’t. Suddenly, the truth sank in. She had lost him. Her fear had robbed them both of a chance at happiness. A tear slipped down her cheek. “I hope you’ll be happy there.”

				He threw down his tools and raised his face to heaven. There was such sorrow in his expression. “How can I be happy if I’m not near you?”

				“Then why are you leaving?”

				He turned to face her. The pain in his eyes cut her like a knife. “Not so very long ago, I told myself that I could be content if you loved me just a fraction of the way you loved Jonas. But I was fooling myself, Sarah. I’m a selfish man. If you cannot love me every bit as much or more than you loved Jonas, then I must go. I can’t be satisfied watching you through the window anymore. I love you, but if you don’t love me, leaving is all that is left.”

				“I care for you, Levi. You know that.”

				“But do you love me?”

				How could she make him understand? “I want to.”

				He closed his eyes and turn away. She couldn’t let him go. “I want to love you, but I’m afraid, Levi.”

				He turned back to her. “What is it you fear? Surely you know I would never hurt you.”

				“I’m afraid you’ll die,” she whispered the words, as if saying them aloud would give them power. She covered her face with her hands.

				“What do you mean?”

				“Everyone I love dies. You and the children were almost killed because of me.” She tried to leave but stumbled on her crutches. He caught her and held her in his arms.

				“Oh, Sarah.” His voice softened. “The wreck wasn’t your fault. My brothers rigged the wheel to come off.”

				She tried to turn her face away from him. “How it happened doesn’t matter.”

				“You’re right. I’m going to die. We are all going to die, Sarah. Not loving someone won’t prevent that.”

				“It’s all I can do. You have to be safe.”

				“You can’t keep me safe any more than you can take the moon out of the sky. All you can do is make living bearable for me. Sarah, one day of knowing your love would make my entire life worthwhile, no matter how short or how long.”

				“Don’t say that.”

				“Don’t speak the truth? How can you ask me to lie? I love you, Sarah. How many times must I say it? God planted this love in my heart. He allowed it to grow into something strong and enduring. It will not die even after I’m laid in my grave. I will love you through eternity, as God is my witness, I will.”

				She broke down and sobbed.

				* * *

				Levi couldn’t bear the sight of her tears any longer. He gathered her into his arms and held her tight. Her hands grasped his coat as if she were afraid to let go.

				“Don’t cry, liebschen. Please, don’t cry so.”

				She pressed her face into his neck and he cupped the back of her head to keep her close.

				“Did you know that Jonas made me promise to watch over you until you remarried?”

				She shook her head, but didn’t speak.

				“He did. Two days before he died, he made me promise to see you happily wed before I left town. He knew I wanted to go west. You know what else I think he knew? I think he knew that I was in love with you years before I knew it myself.”

				“Really?” She drew back to look up at him.

				“I believe that.”

				“He was always thinking of others. I loved that about him.”

				“I love him, too, you know.”

				“Maybe he hoped I would eventually see the fine man hidden behind the shy boy who could barely speak to me.”

				Levi shook his head. “We are a sad pair, you and I. I was afraid to speak for fear of looking the fool. You’re afraid to love because it may bring you more loss. Neither one of us trusted God enough to lay our fears at His feet and ask what He wished of us. I found my voice because of you, Sarah.”

				“You found it because you wanted to help the children. You’re right about one thing. I need to give over my burden and trust in His mercy. I’m just not sure I can.”

				“Yes, you can. Close your eyes and feel His love. I feel it and it gives me comfort.”

				“Levi, when did you know you loved me?”

				He sighed. “I knew it the day you gave me a haircut. You could have plucked out my hairs one by one and I would have endured it without a peep. I’ve never wanted anything as much as I wanted your touch.”

				“But what if in a few months or a few years you discover Leah or Sally is the woman God wants for you?”

				“You’re right. I should test my feelings.” He smiled at her and then lowered his face and kissed her.

				* * *

				Swept away in the glorious sensation of his lips on her, of his body pressed against hers, Sarah gave herself over to delight. She never wanted it to end. She wanted Levi to hold her forever and she wasn’t afraid. This was so right. Her doubts slipped away as she gave her fear over to God.

				Levi drew back a few seconds later. Her mind was still spinning. “Shall we test this some more?” he asked.

				She nodded and lifted her face to his. The second kiss was every bit as wonderful as the first. More wonderful, because she knew what was coming.

				When he drew away again, he was as breathless as she was. “Tell me now that you don’t love me.”

				He kissed her again before she could answer. When he drew away, she raised her arms to pull his head down to her and buried her fingers in his curls. Her crutches fell away, but she didn’t need them. Levi was holding her up.

				He placed a kiss on her forehead. “Say it, Sarah.”

				He placed another kiss on her eye. “Say it.”

				He nuzzled her cheek with his mouth a fraction of an inch from her wanting lips. “Say it, Sarah. I need to hear it.”

				“I love you, Levi Beachy.”

				“I knew you did.”

				A great weight lifted from her heart and she knew this was part of God’s plan for her life. She smiled at Levi. He bent toward her and she raised her face for his kiss.

				A long time later, she sighed and snuggled against him. He asked, “Are you cold?”

				“Not a bit. I could stay here for hours.”

				“Your family will be missing you soon.”

				“I know, but can’t we stay a little longer?” She never wanted this closeness to end. How blessed she was to have this second chance to love and be loved.

				He looked over his shoulder. “I’m afraid we’re about to be interrupted. My brothers are coming this way.”

				She took a step back and gave a small cry of pain.

				He grasped her to keep her from falling and held her close. “Is it your knee?”

				She nodded. “I reckon I’ve been up on it too long.”

				He wrapped his arm around her waist. “Lean on me. I will help you back to your house, unless I need to carry you.”

				She kept her face pressed against his shoulder. Breathlessly, she said, “I think you had better carry me.”

				He swung her up into his arms. “This is getting to be a habit.”

				She nuzzled his neck. “It’s a habit I quite enjoy.”

				Levi stared into her eyes so full of love for him. “Tomorrow is Christmas Eve.”

				Sadness filled her eyes briefly, but it faded as she looked up at him. “I know.”

				“You haven’t asked me what sort of gift I might like.”

				“Let me guess, a new rod and reel?”

				“Not even close. All I want is your answer to a very important question, but I want it today, before Christmas. Will you marry me, Sarah Wyse?”

				She bit her lip, then nodded. “I will.”

				He swung her around as joy pushed aside the last doubt from his heart. When she shrieked, he stopped and kissed her again. “Thank you. That is truly the best Christmas gift I have ever received.”

				“How soon are we moving to Colorado?” she asked with a grin.

				He looked at her in surprise. “Just like that you’re willing to go to Colorado? To leave all your friends and family? It might be years before we can come back for a visit.”

				“I know it will not be an easy thing, but I want you to follow your dream. You follow it. I will follow you.”

				“The decision is that simple for you?”

				“I reckon it’s as simple as can be. I want you to rise each morning and see God’s glory in the mountains from our front porch.”

				He no longer needed to run away from the woman he couldn’t have. “I’ve changed my mind about that.”

				“Really? Why?”

				“Because God, in His goodness, has delivered to me something more beautiful than the highest mountains. I won’t even have to walk out on my porch to see it. My beautiful wife, my best Christmas gift, will be lying beside me in our bed each morning when I open my eyes. Wherever you are, Sarah Wyse, there is my heart, my dreams, my very life.”

				He bent and kissed her once more.

			

		

	
		
			
				Epilogue

				When Sarah woke the morning of her wedding, she was tired but happy. Rushing to her window, she saw the sky outside was overcast with low gray clouds. The threat of snow hung in the air.

				She crossed the room and opened her cedar chest. She took out the blue dress she had made with loving care years before. Her wedding dress. It would be the dress she would be buried in. She chose to wear it again for one simple reason. For Jonas.

				He was the reason that she and Levi had fallen in love. If he hadn’t asked Levi to stay and watch over her, Levi would have gone to Colorado and she might never have grown to love him. By wearing her first wedding dress, she was acknowledging her first husband’s love and caring.

				Her sprained knee had healed well enough in the two weeks since the accident that she could stand for small amounts of time and walk short distances. She was determined to stand unaided at her own wedding.

				When she finally stepped down from her buggy at her aunt’s house, she couldn’t believe how nervous she was. Faith and Grace accompanied her. Sarah clenched her hands together and drew a deep breath.

				“What’s the matter?” Grace asked.

				“My hands are like ice. I have butterflies the size of geese flopping around in my stomach.”

				Grace shook her head. “I can’t believe you’re nervous. You’ve done this before.”

				Faith gave her a hug. “I understand exactly how you feel.”

				Sarah knew that was true. Faith was also a widow who had found a new love in their small community.

				“I think I’m more nervous than when I married Jonas. I don’t know why I’m scared. I want nothing more than to spend the rest of my life with Levi.”

				Faith gave her a tiny push toward the front of her aunt’s house. “That will not happen if you stand out here all day.”

				Sarah said, “Wait. It’s starting to snow.”

				Grace looked up. “It is.”

				Flakes as large as duck down began floating to earth. They clung to Sarah’s coat and settled around her feet. More and more followed until the air was thick with them.

				Faith said, “We should go in. Everyone is waiting.”

				Sarah held out her hand and smiled at the white flakes sticking to her mittens. She looked out over the farm. The tall pine trees were catching the powdery fluff in their needles. She smiled at Grace. “Hear how quiet it has become? Isn’t it beautiful?”

				“Yes, it is,” Faith agreed.

				Jonas had loved the way snow turned the world into something clean and bright. Perhaps he had arranged this for her, a new start to her new life.

				She said, “I used to hate the snow. There was snow on the ground when Jonas died, but from this day on, snowflakes will always remind me of my wedding day. I’m ready now.”

				Inside her aunt’s home, the walls had been pushed back to open up the downstairs rooms. Benches were arranged in two rows, men on one side and women on the other just as they were for regular preaching services.

				Levi, looking remarkably handsome in his new black suit, white shirt and black bow tie, waited beside his brothers at the front of the room. The look in his eyes said everything she wanted to hear. Her nerves quieted and she walked toward her place at the front of the house beside Levi.

				Sarah reached for Levi’s hand. He gave her fingers a quick squeeze. Soon they would be joined as husband and wife.

				As Sarah stood before Bishop Zook with Levi at her side, she knew the questions that would be asked of her.

				Looking at them both, the bishop said, “Do you confess and believe God has ordained marriage to be a union between one man and one woman? And do you believe that you are approaching this marriage in accordance with His wishes and in the way you have been taught?”

				She and Levi said, “Yes,” in loud, clear voices.

				Turning to Levi, the bishop asked, “Do you believe, brother, that God has provided this woman as a marriage partner for you?”

				“Yes.” Levi smiled at her and her heart beat faster.

				The bishop then turned to her. “Do you believe, sister, that God has provided this man as a marriage partner for you?”

				“Yes, I do.”

				“Levi, do you also promise Sarah that you will care for her in sickness or bodily weakness as befits a Christian husband and do you promise you will love, forgive and be patient with her until God separates you by death?”

				“I do so promise,” Levi answered solemnly.

				“Sarah, do you promise the same, to care for Levi in bodily weakness or sickness, as befits a Christian wife? Do you promise to love, forgive and be patient with him until God separates you by death?”

				The question gave her pause. She knew it was coming, but she was still unprepared for the shaft of fear that hit her.

				Would she someday be called upon to watch Levi die? Could she go through that agony again?

				“Sarah?” the bishop prompted gently. He was waiting for her answer. The sympathy in his eyes said he understood her hesitation.

				She focused on Levi. He was waiting, too.

				Taking a deep breath, she nodded. She would be blessed to care for this man no matter how many or how few days were given to them. She raised her chin and said, “I promise.”

				The bishop smiled and nodded. He took her hand, placed it in Levi’s hand and covered their fingers with his own. “The God of Abraham, of Isaac, and of Jacob be with you. May He bestow His blessings richly upon you through Jesus Christ, Amen.”

				She smiled brightly at Levi as he squeezed her hand. That was it. They were man and wife.

				When the ceremony ended, the festivities began. Levi had but a moment to realize he was the luckiest man alive before he was quickly led away by his groomsmen. Looking over his shoulder, he saw Sarah being shepherded away by his sister and Faith Lapp.

				The women of the congregation moved to the kitchen and started getting ready to serve dinner. The men arranged tables in a U-shape around the walls of the living room.

				In the corner of the room facing the front door, the honored place, the Eck, meaning the corner table, was quickly set up for the wedding party.

				When it was ready, Levi took his place with his groomsmen seated to his right. Sarah was ushered back in and took her seat at his left-hand side. It symbolized the place she would occupy in his buggy and in his life. Her cheeks were rosy red and her eyes sparkled with happiness. They clasped hands underneath the table. She was everything he could have asked for and more.

				There would be a long day of celebration and feasting, but tonight would come, and she would be his alone.

				Moses elbowed him in the side. “Put your tongue back in your head bruder, you look like a panting dog. Greet your guests.”

				Still unable to believe how blessed he was, Levi released Sarah’s hand and began to speak to the people who filed past.

				The single men were arranged along the table to his right and the single women were arranged along the tables to Sarah’s left. Later, for the evening meal, the young, unmarried people would be paired up according to the bride and groom’s choosing.

				Levi leaned over. “You will have a chance to sharpen your matchmaking skills this evening.”

				“My skills are sharp enough. I found you a wife, didn’t I?”

				“Ja, and a right fine wife she is.”

				“I wonder who would do for Joann?”

				“Look for a fellow with his own fly rod and a full tackle box.”

				Sarah rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Men are so limited in their thinking when it comes to matters of the heart.”

				“Are you saying I don’t have matchmaking skills?”

				“Let us see. Who do you want to pair with Amos Fisher?”

				“Leah. I think she could make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear.”

				“No. Leah needs someone quite special. I’ll have to think on that one. Oh, I see Roman Weaver coming this way.”

				The pale young man stopped in front of them. He wore a sling. A thick cast covered his right arm. Sarah had heard he would never recover the full use of it. He said, “I wanted to thank you and your brothers for helping my family with my hospital bills.”

				“It was our pleasure, Roman,” Sarah assured him.

				“You would do the same for us,” Levi added.

				As Roman walked away, Sarah said, “I wonder if he and Joann know each other?”

				“Ah, Sarah, one thing I know for sure. My life will never be boring with you by my side.”

				She smiled brightly and his heart turned over with happiness. “Say it again, my wife.”

				“Levi.” She blushed and looked to see who might have noticed.

				“Say it, Sarah, please.”

				She didn’t even pretend to misunderstand. Leaning close, she whispered in his ear. “I love you, Levi Beachy, for now and for always.”

				It was exactly what his heart needed to hear.

				* * * * *

				Keep reading for an excerpt of Montana Dreams by Jillian Hart!

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				I hope you have enjoyed A Hope Springs Christmas. I was happy to help widow Sarah Wyse and Levi Beachy find the love they so richly deserved. I’m a big believer in love. Not just the love that makes a person go weak in the knees when they kiss. That kind of love is a wonderful way to start a relationship, but the love that grows over time and endures trials and challenges, that’s the love I want my characters to find.

				A Hope Springs Christmas is the seventh book I’ve written about the Amish in this fictional town. I feel as if I’ve come to know them, their funny quirks and their deep abiding faith. I hope you feel as if you know them, too.

				Will there be more Hope Springs stories? I hope so, because Leah deserves to find her one true love, and I know that Joann could hook a winner if she used the right bait. Mary Shetler had such a troubled start to motherhood. She needs to find a young man who can see past her mistakes and be a father to her child. And Sally? That girl has secrets and doubts that she hides behind her endless questions. She’ll need a strong man of faith to match her strong will. I’m not sure who it will be. I do know this, love springs eternal in Hope Springs, Ohio.

				

				Blessings,

				Patricia Davids

			

		

	


Questions for Discussion


	Sarah used her devotion to her job to keep from facing the sadness she felt each holiday season. Are the holidays difficult for you or someone you know? What can you do to help?


	Grace was so worried about how her family would manage without her that she put her own happiness on hold. Do you sometimes feel smothered by the demands of your family? How can you make time for yourself?


	Sarah discovered something she didn’t know about Levi in chapter three. What was it? Why was it important?


	Was Sarah right or wrong in her attempt to show the twins she disapproved of their behavior toward Henry? Should she have left it to Levi? What was it about his relationship with his brothers that began to change when Sarah refused to have them over to lunch?


	Levi believes Gideon is mistaken when he suggests Levi is harboring deeper feelings toward Sarah. Have you seen two people you sense are falling in love? What gives them away?


	Levi doesn’t feel he fits in with the people around him at the church service even though he’s known them all his life. Was it because he had to grow up too soon? What is one way we can foster a feeling of togetherness in people so that they don’t feel excluded in our churches?


	The stunt the twins pulled with Dan and Susan Hershberger was funny, but it could have turned to be a tragedy. Have you ever done something you thought would be funny only to have it backfire? What happened?


	Do you know a prankster like the twins? What would you like to say to them?


	Sarah worked hard at matchmaking for Levi, but to no avail. Have you ever tried your hand at matchmaking? Have you set up a family member or friend with someone you thought they would like? How did it go? Would you try again?


	I love fishing. I would choose fishing over almost any activity. What is your favorite pastime? Are you a quilter? A baker? What would you do if you were faced with engaging in an activity you didn’t like, but had to do it for a friend?


	Sarah was afraid to love again because she feared losing that person. Have you or someone you know suffered the “death” of love through divorce or loss of a spouse? How difficult is it to overcome the doubts that follow such an event? How does a person begin to believe in love again?


	The gathering of women for a quilting bee or frolic is one of the iconic images we think of when we think of the Amish. Are the quilts made by many hands less valuable than the quilts made by a single person? What determines the value of a quilt in your eyes?


	What passage or phrase in this story resonated the most with you? Why?


	Which characters would you like to revisit and why?


	What did you like the most about this story?
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				Chapter One

				“You always were good for nothing, girl.” Her father’s bitter voice grumbled through the small, unkempt house. “Get the lead out of your lazy butt and fetch me something to eat. I’m gettin’ hungry.”

				Millie Wilson straightened up, mop handle clutched in one hand, closed her eyes and prayed for strength. The Lord had to help her because she wasn’t sure she could do this without Him. The call in the middle of the night, a doctor’s voice on the other end of the line, her father’s collapse and terminal prognosis. If only there had been anyone—anyone at all—to take over his care. “I have to go to the market, Dad.”

				“You should have thought of that earlier,” he barked from the other room.

				And I came back, why? She swished the mop into the sudsy bucket, wrung it out and scoured the last patch of kitchen floor. Marginally better, but it was going to take more than one pass over. She didn’t want to think how long it had been since the floor had a proper cleaning—it would take a scrub brush and a lot of elbow grease to get out the dirt ground into the texture of the linoleum—a job for another time. Her back ached just thinking of it.

				“Millie?” A knock echoed above the hum of the air conditioner. A familiar face smiled in at her, visible through the pane of glass in the door. The foreman tipped his Stetson and rolled the tobacco around to his other cheek while he waited for her to open the door.

				“Hi, Milton. What’s up?” She squinted in the bright summer sun.

				“We got problems. Paychecks bounced. Again.” Milton paused a moment to gather his spit, turn aside and spew a stream of tobacco juice into the barren flower bed. “The boys aren’t going to stand for this. They’ve got rent due and mouths to feed.”

				“I know.” Why didn’t this surprise her either? She rubbed her forehead, which was beginning to pound. “I’m overwhelmed here. I haven’t even thought about Dad’s finances.”

				“They’re a shambles, that’s what.” Milton shook his head, his weathered face lined with a mixture of grief and disgust. “Work is scarce in this part of the county. No one wants to walk away from a job right now. I know Whip is sick, but if he doesn’t take care of his workers, then we can’t work for free. Those cows need to be milked no matter what.”

				“Give me a day to problem solve. Can you ask everyone to wait? I’m here now, I’ve been here for two hours. Let me figure out what’s what, and I’ll do everything I can to make good on those checks.”

				“We appreciate that, Millie. I know you’ll do your best by us, but I don’t know what the boys will go for.” Milton tipped his hat in a combination of thanks and farewell before he ambled toward the steps. “Keep in mind that if things don’t get better...”

				“I hear you.” Someone had to do the work, and it took a team of men to do it. As Milton headed off back down the driveway, Millie wondered if she remembered how to run a milking parlor. That part of her life seemed a world away, nearly forgotten. Probably intentionally.

				“Put ice cream on that list, girl, and get a move on.” In his room, Pa must have hit the remote because the soundtrack from a spaghetti Western drowned out every other noise in the house and kept her from arguing. The pop of gunfire and the drum of galloping horses accompanied her while she upended her mop bucket over the sink, stowed the meager cleaning supplies and made a mental grocery list.

				Time to blow this place. She grabbed her purse and the big ring of farm keys. She called out to her dad, not sure if he could hear her over the blaring television and hopped out the front door.

				“Mom.” Simon looked up, pushed his round glasses higher on his nose with a thumb and held out a handful of wildflowers. “I picked them for you.”

				“You did?” Just what she needed. One look at her nine-year-old son eased the strain of the tough last couple of hours. Love filled her heart like a tidal wave as the black-haired boy with deep blue eyes ran across a lawn that had gone wild. Blossoms danced in his fist as he held them up to her.

				Better than roses any day. “Thank you. They’re wonderful. I love them.”

				“I thought you needed something, you know, to make you smile.” He shrugged his shoulders, his button face puckered up with worry. “You’ve frowned the whole time, ever since you said we had to come here.”

				“Really? Oh, I didn’t mean to. Sorry about that, kiddo.” She took a moment to admire her bouquet of yellow sunflowers, snowy daisies, purple coneflowers and cheerful buttercups. “These certainly should do the trick. Am I smiling?”

				“Yeah. Much better.” When he grinned, deep dimples cut into his cheeks, so like his father’s that it drove straight to her heart.

				It was one pain that would never fade. She’d stopped trying to make it disappear years ago. There was just no use. Once, she’d loved Simon’s father with all the depth of her being. Losing him had shattered her. Ten years later and she still hadn’t found a way to make her heart whole.

				Being back home in this little corner of Montana made her wonder. Just how much would she remember—things she couldn’t hold back? She sighed, thinking of how young she’d been, of how truly she’d loved the man and, yes, it hurt to remember. She ran a hand along her son’s cheek—such a sweet boy—and kept the smile on her face.

				Simon was what mattered now.

				“Guess what?” she asked. “I need a copilot.”

				“I’m on it.” Simon leaped ahead, dashing toward the old Ford pickup. “Where’re we goin’?”

				“To the grocery store, unless you want to eat stale crackers and dried-up peanut butter for supper.”

				“Not so much. Can we have pizza?” He yanked open the black truck’s door. The rusty old thing squeaked and groaned as he scrambled behind the steering wheel and across the ripped bench seat. “It could be the on-sale kind. Want me to see if we got a coupon?”

				“That would be a big help.”

				She eyed the truck warily. It had been a long time since she’d driven a pickup. Totally different from her compact car and she had to adjust the seat, the mirrors and dig for the seat belt—it was buried in the crumbs, hayseed and grain bits that had accumulated in the crack of the seat over what had to be decades.

				“I’m on it.” Simon slipped his hand into the outside pocket of her handbag, extracted an envelope and began sorting through her coupon collection. His forehead furrowed in concentration. His cowlick stood up straight from the crown of his head in a lazy swirl.

				Just like his father’s.

				Stop thinking about that man. She had enough to contend with without borrowing heartache. She refused to wonder what had happened to the man. The love she had for him was long dead and buried. Did he still live around here or had he moved? It wasn’t as if she’d kept in touch with anyone in the valley, so she’d never heard a scrap of the news since her father had thrown her out of the house when she was nineteen.

				“Found it!” Simon’s triumph was drowned out by the roar of the badly timed engine. He waved the coupon while she dug out his seat belt, too. “I hope they have the pepperoni kind at the store.”

				“Me, too.” She couldn’t help trying to smooth down the ruffle of hair, but his cowlick stayed up stubbornly.

				“Mom?”

				“What?” She wrestled the truck into Drive, which shouldn’t be so hard with an automatic, and nosed the pickup down the driveway.

				“How long do we gotta stay here?” He tucked the coupon in the front of the fat envelope.

				“I don’t know. I wish I did, believe me.” Gravel crunched beneath the tires as she fought the pickup around a curve. “I want to go home just as much as you do.”

				“I miss my friends.”

				“Me, too.”

				They smiled together as the pickup bumped down the last stretch of driveway. Cows grazed behind sagging fences. Across the county road, moss glinted on the barn’s roof, which happened to be missing more than a few shingles. As she cranked the steering wheel to the right hard, manhandling the rattling truck onto the pavement, she wondered just how long Dad had been letting things slide and why no one had looked her up to tell her. She may have moved out of state, but she wasn’t that hard to find.

				Amber fields whipped by, grass bronzing in the hot summer sun.

				“How come Grandpa doesn’t share his TV?”

				“That’s just the way he is.” Her mother had a small set in the kitchen, but it was not there now. She had no idea where it went or what had gone on around here in the last ten years. One thing was for certain, a lot of things had changed. The farm was no longer top-notch, money was apparently wanting and her father? The robust man he’d once been had withered away.

				“I know we’ve got to get by and you’re not working or anything.” Simon took a deep breath. “But how am I gonna watch my shows?”

				“That’s a good question. I’ll try and figure something out, okay?”

				“Okay.” He stared off down the road. “Maybe we won’t be here long.”

				“Maybe.” Simon didn’t know that they would be leaving only after her father died. Sorrow burned behind her eyes, which was unexpected considering how she’d once loathed her dad with every fiber of her being. She checked her rearview mirror for traffic out of habit—of course, there was none, not on this rural road—and flicked her gaze to the pavement ahead. Farmland spread around her like a patchwork quilt in irrigated greens, dried ambers and barn roofs glinting in the sun.

				One more corner and they zipped past the little row of rental houses, bright with new paint, where her one-and-only love had lived. Was he still there or had he moved on to bigger and better things? Maybe he’d left town entirely—that’s what she dearly hoped. The last thing she wanted was to run into him, face-to-face. Pain seared her heart, tender after all these years.

				Why did it still hurt to remember Hunter McKaslin? She didn’t know—it was a mystery she might never solve.

				“Did you go to school there?” Simon asked, pointing toward a squat gray block building hugging the outskirts of town. The windows were dark. Students wouldn’t fill those classrooms for another month.

				“Yes, I did. I jumped rope in that courtyard. And see that last door right there? That’s the library where I spent every rainy recess.”

				“It looks awful small, Mom.”

				“Welcome to life in Prospect, Montana,” she quipped. “Where everything is small.”

				“This is the main street?” Simon scratched his head, looking around with a wrinkled nose and a slight look of dismay. He’d been asleep on the drive from the Bozeman airport. Milton had met their plane, a tiny prop that lurched and swayed with every gust of wind. She dreaded getting back up in the air for her return trip.

				“I know it doesn’t look like much, but it’s the quality and not the quantity that counts,” she said of the town.

				“What does that mean? More is better, Mom. You know it is.”

				“I was talking about the people. That’s what makes the difference anywhere.” She swung into a lot, yanking hard on the wheel. Boy, did she miss power steering. It was all she could do to grapple the big truck into a parking space. At least she hoped she’d managed to fit between the lines. Who knew? She was afraid to pop open her door and take a look. Good thing there was plenty of room in the nearly empty lot. The engine shuttered to a stop, she tossed the keys into her purse and unbuckled.

				A hot, dry wind puffed over her as she led the way into the store. The grocery hadn’t changed much. It was still family owned, sporting fading posters in the front wall of windows, and the automatic doors gave a long pause before they wheezed arthritically open.

				Just get in and get out, she thought as Simon tromped alongside her. If she hurried, then maybe no one would have time to recognize her and see what had become of her.

				“I’ll grab a cart!” Simon leaped forward to pick apart the wire carts and took charge of one, steering it by its red handlebar. He stopped dead in his tracks when he looked around. “This is it?”

				“I’m afraid so.” They were used to a large chain store in Portland bursting with selection. This little place had ten aisles—short aisles—and hadn’t been remodeled since she’d left town. The fifties decorating scheme added charm, but it didn’t come close to impressing her son. She smiled and rubbed his shoulder encouragingly. “Maybe their pizza selection isn’t too bad. See the refrigerated cases along the back wall? Why don’t we go check ’em out?”

				“Okay.” Leading the way like an intrepid explorer who just discovered the terrain was much more perilous than expected, Simon shoved the cart ahead of him.

				“Millie? Millie Wilson? Is that you, dear?” An elderly voice quivered with excitement.

				Millie skidded to a stop. Up ahead of her, Simon did, too. He turned around with curiosity bright in his dark blue eyes. So much for getting in and out of here without running into someone she knew. “Mrs. Hoffsteader, how are you?”

				“Fine, just fine. I can’t believe my eyes. Little Millie, all grown up. I almost didn’t recognize you.” The white-haired lady tapped up with her loaded cart, her cane hanging on the handlebar. Her smile turned serious. “I suppose you’re back in town to help with your father.”

				“Yes.” She nodded at Simon, letting him know to go ahead without her. Not only was the pizza case in plain view, but she was a little afraid of Myra Hoffsteader’s sharp gaze. What if someone recognized Simon’s dimples and dark blue eyes a shade lighter than his father’s?

				“Whip has his faults and he’s the hardest man I’ve ever met, but I hate to think of anyone ill.” Compassion wreathed the woman’s lovely face. “It has to be hard for you, too.”

				“I’ll be fine. Wherever I am, I’m not alone.”

				“No, God is watching over us all, and that’s the truth.” Myra’s gaze narrowed, perhaps eager to bring up a certain subject. “He’s still in town, you know.”

				“H-Hunter?” She gulped for air, nearly choking over the name she hadn’t spoken aloud in so long that it felt foreign on her tongue. The one name she’d once loved most of all.

				“In fact, there he is, walking this way.” She nodded her silver head in the direction of the front windows where a tall, wide-shouldered man stalked across the parking lot, his Stetson brim tipped to hide the sun. All she could see of his face was the firm, unyielding line of his mouth and the square manly cut of his jaw.

				Hunter. Her heart rolled slowly in her chest, flipping upside down. Hunter, here, after all this time. And so close. She stumbled a few steps back. Her first instinct was to run. She cast her gaze down the aisle where Simon stood in front of the glass doors, fist to his chin in thought.

				There was no reason why Hunter would suspect, she told herself. But those words didn’t comfort her. “Mrs. Hoffsteader, it’s been good seeing you, but honestly, I don’t want to be standing here when Hunter walks through that door.”

				“I understand, dear. He broke your heart.” Sympathy softened her voice. “I suppose you’ve got a lot on your plate tending your father. That’s enough adversity for a girl to deal with. You go on now.”

				“It was good running into you.” Millie backed down the aisle, taking refuge between the tall shelves of cooking oils on one side and spices on the other. “I’ll see you Sunday?”

				“Absolutely. I’ll keep an eye out. We’re having a church picnic. Rumor has it that you are a Christian now. Be sure to come.”

				“I’ll try.” She glanced toward the door—it whooshed open, meaning Hunter was almost in sight, so she took off. No way would he recognize the back of her as she skedaddled down the aisle.

				“They had pepperoni.” Simon smiled, dimples flashing, holding up the box. “It’s the large size, but that’s okay. The coupon covers it.”

				“Good boy.” She glanced at the price tacked inside the case, but it was hard to concentrate with her heart drumming a thousand beats a second.

				“I found a coupon in there for cookie dough.” Simon’s gaze slid sideways to the rolls of premade tubes sitting in bright yellow packages. “It’s okay if we can’t afford it, but they just look good.”

				“Yes, they do.” Impulsively she yanked open the door and snagged a roll of chocolate chip, Simon’s favorite. She heard a man’s boots thud nearby, a gait she’d know anytime and anywhere, it was sewn into the fabric of her being.

				Hunter. His step hesitated directly behind her. Her blood pressure rocketed into the red zone. He tugged at her like a black hole’s gravitational field—a force she had to resist. Her palms went slick. She slowly set the dough tube in the cart. Maybe if she didn’t make any sudden movements, he wouldn’t look her way. Let him go on with his shopping without noticing her. That way she wouldn’t have to look him in the eye and feel her heart break all over again.

				“Mom?” Simon grasped the bar and gave the cart a shove. “What’s next?”

				“Uh—” She stared at Hunter’s reflection in the glass refrigerator case. He was tall enough to steal a woman’s breath, well-built in a country sort of way—those were solid muscles beneath his T-shirt. His dark hair, still thick, tumbled over his forehead. Her fingers remembered the silken feel of those locks. If he wasn’t wearing that Stetson, his hair would stick up just a hint at the crown, where a cowlick whirled.

				She swallowed hard, feeling a bump against her elbow. Simon. She saw her reflection, too. Not the youthful girl she’d been when Hunter had loved her, when the most handsome man in the county had chosen her as his girlfriend. Time and hardship had worn their way onto her face. Faint creases marked the corners of her eyes, the plane of her forehead and bracketed her mouth. No, she was so not the girl she’d been.

				That wasn’t the reason she didn’t answer her son right away. What if the sound of her voice drew Hunter’s attention? She pointed to the dairy case. Simon turned the cart with a rattle and headed toward the egg cartons lined up in the next case over.

				There was a thump behind her as something landed in Hunter’s cart. Wheels squeaked and boots knelled on the tile. Thank the heavens above, he walked away in the opposite direction. Thank You, Lord.

				Relief blasted through her. She risked a glance over her shoulder just as he turned down the next aisle, his attention on his shopping. Iron jaw, granite features, he’d become a man who looked harder than she’d remembered—the father of her son.
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A little English girl brings joy to the Amish community of Hope Springs at Christmastime. Read on for a preview of Amish Christmas Joy by Patricia Davids.





Leah Belier added a box of crayons to her basket as she shopped with her friend, Joann Weaver, in the small grocery store in the village of Hope Springs, Ohio.

“Are you taking up art in your spare time?” Joann asked with a grin.

“Nee. I noticed Emmy Chupp borrowing colors from the other students this afternoon. She loves to draw. I decided to get her some more.”

“For Christmas?”

“That’s still four weeks away. She needs them now. I’ll get her colored pencils as a Christmas gift.”

“That’s sweet of you.”

A new box of twenty-four crayons would cheer the shy child who liked to draw. Leah added some peanut butter and jelly to her basket. A few extra groceries might come in handy with lunches. She would stop in to see the family after school tomorrow. If it looked like they needed more help, she would let Bishop Zook know. No man’s family went hungry in their Amish community. Caring for one another was a duty, not a chore.

She carried her purchases to the front of the store. The Englisch owner, Mr. McGregor, ran her items over the scanner.

“Afternoon, ladies. I hope all you plan to come to the Christmas Parade. Since this is our first year, we want it to be a success. My kids are building a float for the store. Should be grand.”

“We are looking forward to it,” Joann said.

“Good. Leah, my wife and I were just saying how much we’re looking forward to your school Christmas program this year. Are the children getting excited?”

“Indeed they are. You and your wife are always welcome.”

“My wife had the lights and decorations up the minute Thanksgiving was over, but it’s watching your Amish students put on their plays and sing their songs so wonderfully that brings the true meaning of Christmas to my heart.”

“I’m glad, for that is the purpose of our program.”

The outside door opened. Leah saw an Englisch fellow come in. There was something vaguely familiar about him. He glanced her way.

Her breath caught in her throat. It couldn’t be Caleb Mast, could it?

Prodigal son Caleb Mast is back, and he’s brought the daughter he never knew he had. Pick up Amish Christmas Joy wherever Love Inspired books are sold.
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