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When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put the ways of childhood behind me. For now we see only a reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known.

1 CORINTHIANS 13:11-12
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ONE

Apple Grove, Kansas

May 1885

Rebecca! The laundry will not hang itself. ‘An idle brain is the devil’s workshop.’ ”

Rebecca jerked upright, pulled from her daydream by her grandmother’s sharp voice. She cast a guilty glance toward the house, where Maummi stood in the open doorway, black skirts billowing around her ankles, her arms folded across her crisp white apron. Her stern expression was visible all the way across the yard.

“Sorry, Maummi.” The automatic apology came with halfhearted sincerity. It seemed as though she was always apologizing for something lately.

Wet clothing swayed on the half-empty clothesline that stretched between the barn and the well house. Rebecca stooped and selected a black dress from the basket at her feet. She shook the garment with a snap before hanging it on the line beside Papa’s trousers, aware that her grandmother had not returned to her chores in the kitchen but stood watching from the doorway. A breeze rustled the leaves of a nearby apple tree and blew the sweet scent of blossoms Rebecca’s way. The strings of her kapp lifted in the wind and danced around her shoulders as the full wet skirt blew into her face. Quickly, she clipped the dress onto the line before it could blow away. If a clean garment touched the ground, Maummi would make her wash it again.

“When you are finished there, come and help me in the kitchen,” her grandmother called. “I want you to make snitz pie for Emma’s table. A treat for the little one.”

The reminder of their plans to visit her sister and brother-in-law’s farm for the midday meal brightened Rebecca’s mood considerably. The day was warm enough that she could romp outdoors with her nephew after the meal. At nearly three years old, little Lucas was a precocious bundle of energy, and Emma, who was expecting another child in a few months, was only too happy to turn him over to Aunt Rebecca for a spell.

One day I’ll have children of my own.

Her daydream returned with the thought. She lifted Papa’s shirt from the basket, but in her mind it belonged to a tall, handsome man whose dark eyes lit up when he came in from the fields at the end of the day. She could see him there, just rounding the barn, his gaze searching for hers. He would catch sight of her, and his stride would lengthen as he hurried across grass that waved gently in the Kansas breeze. When he reached her, he would thrust aside the laundry, gather her in his arms, and—

“Rebecca!”

With a jerk, she tossed the shirt across the line. “I’m hurrying, Maummi.”

She brushed a crease out of the shirt, her hand lingering on the damp fabric. If only her one true love were more than a memory. She could see him so clearly in her mind’s eye, sitting tall atop his horse, the brim of his oblong, Englisch hat shading his eyes from the glaring sun. Four years had passed since she last saw Jesse, and yet she remembered every detail. Not a single day had gone by that she hadn’t thought of him.

A clean apron followed the shirt on the line. Of course, the Jesse in her mind was a little different from the real one. Hers was dressed in Amish trousers, suspenders, and a proper round-brimmed straw hat. Jesse becoming Amish was a matter of expediency because she could only marry an Amish man. Papa had already lost one daughter to the Englisch, and he wouldn’t stand for the second one to leave the church as well. Once Jesse understood that, he wouldn’t mind becoming Amish.

The sweet-smelling breeze whisked away a wistful sigh as Rebecca clipped a pair of Maummi’s bloomers on the line. Sometimes she worried her dreams were nothing but fancy. What if Jesse had forgotten all about her in the four years since their adventure on the cattle trail, the one where Emma had met her husband, Luke? After all, Rebecca had been little more than a child then, and Jesse a handsome cowboy, a man.

And oh, what a man!

A familiar tickle fluttered in her belly. She had given her heart to that drover, and time had not diminished the strength of her affections. If only he would return to Apple Grove and see that she was now a full-grown woman of seventeen. One look at her, and he would realize God had made them for each other, of that she was certain. He would join the church and they would marry, and he would help Papa on the farm until the day Papa decided to hand the reins over to him.

That’s what true love did.

Rebecca turned and gazed at the house, the place where she had been born and lived her entire life. One day it would be hers and Jesse’s, and they would fill it with children. They would build a dawdi haus for Papa right next door so she could care for him in his old age.

She hung the last apron on the line and picked up the empty basket. The hem of her black dress brushed the grass as she crossed the yard toward the house. Her plans had been laid in painstaking detail over four years of wishing and hoping and straining her eyes toward every Englisch stranger on horseback who passed by on the road.

But Jesse did not come. Fact was, no one had heard from him since he returned to Texas a few weeks after Emma’s wedding. Even Luke, who had been his best friend, hadn’t heard from him in years.

A wave of desolation threatened, but Rebecca brushed it aside. From the first time she laid eyes on him, she had known Jesse was hers. God would not give her a love this strong if He didn’t mean for them to be life mates. One day Jesse would come to her. But how much longer would he make her wait?

With the empty basket balanced on her hip, she skipped up the stairs and into the house.
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“What about Daniel Burkholder?” asked Emma. She handed a basket of warm biscuits to Rebecca and nodded toward the laden table, where fragrant ribbons of steam wisped from bowls heaped with food. “Katie Miller told me he fancies you.”

Rebecca stood at Emma’s kitchen window, admiring the sunlight-drenched green grass in the well-kept yard surrounding her sister’s house. Poppy mallows dotted the untended field between the house and the road, their purple blooms swaying in the ever-present breeze. She located the men in the opposite direction, standing near the back fence, their heads turned toward a herd of cattle that grazed in the field beyond. Luke was saying something to Papa, whose round-brimmed straw hat bobbed as he listened. At their feet, Lucas squatted in close inspection of something on the ground.

Wishing she could be outside with the men instead of inside the hot kitchen, she turned her back to the window and arranged her features in a scowl. “He smells constantly of onions. I can’t bear him.”

“You like onions,” Maummi said. Her sharp knife sliced through a plump red tomato on the cutting board.

“To eat, yes, but not to smell. When he brought me home in that tiny buggy of his after church one Sunday, I nearly choked.” She set the biscuits on the table and stood back to examine the spread, her hands on her hips. “Emma, you have enough food for a barn raising.”

Turning from the high work counter, Maummi paused a moment to run a hand lovingly over the giant hutch that dominated the room, and then she focused on the table. “ ‘The path to a man’s heart winds through his stomach,’ ” she quoted with an approving nod. She fixed her gaze on Rebecca and gave a little sniff. “You would do well to take this to heart, granddaughter.”

Rebecca turned away before her grandmother could see her eyes rise to the ceiling. She’d never enjoyed kitchen work the way Emma did. The pie resting on the corner of the second work counter bore evidence of her lack of cooking skill. The top crust bubbled unevenly because she hadn’t properly slit the crust to vent the steam, and the rim around the crust had browned nearly black because she forgot to watch it in the oven. However, Maummi had stood at her elbow to direct the mixing of every ingredient, so she hoped the taste would make up for its appearance.

“Emma already has Luke’s heart. They are married, aren’t they?”

“Catching a man’s heart is only the beginning.” Maummi slid thick tomato slices onto a plate with the edge of her knife. “Keeping him happy is where a dull wife fails.”

Rebecca chose to ignore the veiled reference to her as dull and instead dropped her gaze toward her sister’s bulging belly. “Luke appears to be happy.”

A blush colored Emma’s cheeks as her hand cupped her stomach in a gesture common to every pregnant woman Rebecca had ever seen. Her time was at least three months off, but already she looked nearly as big as she was when Lucas was born. Even so, she was beautiful as always in her loose-fitting blue gown and with her braided hair wrapped around her head.

Rebecca ran a hand down her own black skirt and battled a surge of envy. When Emma left the church to marry Luke, she had left behind the prescribed Amish black dresses and kapps. Though Rebecca tried not to begrudge her sister the ability to wear beautiful colors, she couldn’t help wondering what it would be like to don a pretty dress and maybe a matching bonnet like those she saw ladies wear on the infrequent times when Papa allowed her to accompany him into Hays City for supplies.

The thought flooded her with guilt. Bishop Miller would accuse her of vanity.

And he would be right.

“We were talking about you, not me,” Emma chided. “So Daniel smells of onions. What of Samuel Schrock?”

“He’s too young. He’s barely past his sixteenth birthday.” Rebecca avoided her sister’s gaze by adjusting the placement of a plate at the long table. “Besides, he’s taken with Amy Bender. I saw them walking together after church last Sunday.”

“There’s always Amos Beiler,” Maummi said as she set the plate of tomatoes on the table.

Rebecca didn’t bother to hide her eye-roll this time, nor did she suppress a loud groan, which made Maummi cackle.

Emma’s brow creased with compassion. “Poor Amos, raising those children on his own. They need a mother, and he needs a wife.”

“He isn’t raising them on his own. Mrs. Keim tends them while he works the farm, and his sister-in-law is teaching the girls to cook and keep house.” Truth be told, the oldest Beiler girl at nine years old was a better cook than Rebecca, but she saw no reason to say so.

“I know, but that’s not the same as having a mother.” Emma’s gaze slid toward Maummi. “Or a grandmother.”

Their mother had died when Rebecca was a baby. Maummi was already living with them, having moved to Apple Grove with Papa and Mama and young Emma to help establish the farm in a new Amish district. Rebecca tried for a moment to imagine what her life would have been like without Maummi. The idea wasn’t worth considering. With a rush of emotion, she crossed the room to stand beside the older woman, and she smiled as she touched her grandmother’s sleeve with a gentle gesture.

“You’re right. It’s not the same.”

Maummi’s lips turned up slightly in acknowledgement of the rare display of affection. As a rule, the Amish showed their care for one another through hard work and service, not through physical gestures, but Maummi prolonged the contact by lingering a moment before moving away to pick up a bowl of sauerkraut salad from the counter.

“Well, perhaps Amos will find a wife soon.” Emma cast an anxious eye over the table. “Everything is ready. I hope Papa will favor my beef-and-noodle casserole.”

Emma tried so hard to please Papa, as though food could overcome the pain of having his older daughter leave the Amish way of life. Not that he ever said a word, but Rebecca had seen the hurt in his eyes when he watched his grandson at play, and she knew he deeply regretted the fact that Lucas was being raised in a different faith.

“At least they are Christian,” Maummi had said more than once.

And they are happy. Anyone can see that in Emma’s face when she looks at Luke.

“I’m sure he will love it,” Rebecca assured her. “Do you want me to call them in?”

Emma nodded as she bent over the table to lift the cover from the butter dish. “Oh, Maummi, I am supposed to pass along a greeting. Mr. McCann stopped by last week.”

Rebecca stopped halfway to the door. McCann was the cook on the cattle drive where Emma had met Luke and she had met Jesse.

“Him. He didn’t know a spice from a weed until I taught him.” Maummi waved a hand in feigned dismissal, though Rebecca saw a spark of interest in her hooded eyes. “Happened to be nearby, did he?”

“He was on his way south to join a cattle drive. He’d been cooking for a restaurant over in Abilene, but he said he missed the trail. And the way things are going, with ranchers fencing the open ranges, he said he didn’t think there would be too many more cattle drives for a cowboy to take advantage of.” Emma removed another lid, this one covering a dish of apple butter. “He stayed for supper and entertained us with tales of life in town and news of some of the old team. Remember Charlie? He married and bought a place in Arizona territory last year. Griff moved down there to help him get set up.”

Excitement raced along Rebecca’s spine. These men were all friends of Jesse’s.

She adopted a casual expression. “Did he mention anyone else? Like…” She swallowed, and schooled her voice. “Like Jesse Montgomery, maybe?”

Emma glanced up. “Yes, he did. Luke asked, of course, and Mr. McCann said he’d heard that Jesse had settled over near Lawrence. He wasn’t sure what he was doing there.” She shook her head. “Luke could hardly believe it. He thought Jesse would never leave the trail as long as there was a trail to drive a herd across.”

Lawrence! Rebecca’s pulse kicked into a gallop and her head went light. Jesse, her one true love, was in Kansas. On the other side of the state from Apple Grove, true, but Lawrence was a far sight closer than Texas.

A nagging thought tugged at her soaring heart. If he lived in the same state as she, then why hadn’t he come to her? He knew where she lived. She set her jaw and tilted her chin. Perhaps he needed a reminder.

“Rebecca?”

Emma’s voice drew her from her ruminations. She realized her sister and grandmother were both watching her with curious expressions.

“Are you going to call the men in?”

“Yes. I will.”

Rebecca turned toward the door, a plan—devious to be sure—already forming in her mind.

If the cow would not come to the water, she would herd him there.


TWO

Lawrence, Kansas

Colin Maddox stepped out of the Lawrence post office and onto Massachusetts Street with the letter he’d been waiting for. It had been all he could do to casually tuck the missive in his vest pocket, but postmistress Betsy Lanham’s prying eyes saw far too much, and her tongue wagged like a rattler’s tail. If the news was bad, she’d see it in his face, and if the letter said what he hoped it did, he’d have a hard time not shouting. The town would know the letter’s contents soon enough and a few brows would lift.

He started across the dusty street, pausing to let a wagon pass by. Across the way an elderly woman exited the general store, a basket swinging from her arm.

“Afternoon, Sheriff.” She greeted him with a regal dip of her head.

Colin tipped his hat with a smile. “You’re looking mighty fetching today, Miz Watkins. Is that a new bonnet you’re wearing?”

“Why, yes. Yes, it is, Sheriff.” A weathered hand rose to hover around the feathers topping a narrow-brimmed hat while her eyelashes fluttered. “Do you like it?”

“I do indeed. Allow me to assist you with that.” He took the parcel-filled basket from her and escorted her a few steps to her small wagon. He set the basket in the back and helped her up onto the bench.

“Thank you. It’s good to know there are still gentlemen in Lawrence. Not many young men these days are mindful of an old lady.” A hard glint sparked in her eyes. “They are taken by the drink and given over to slovenly living.”

Colin didn’t have the time or the inclination to enter into what was sure to become another heated conversation. The emerging temperance movement had the women in town worked into a lather. If they had their way, there was bound to be a war on liquor, and the men in town didn’t cotton to the idea.

“Old lady?” He gave her his most charming smile. “I don’t know who you might be referring to, ma’am. The only lady I see here is as spry as a young prairie rabbit.”

The glint became a sparkle, and Mrs. Watkins raised a gloved hand to cover a giggle. “Sheriff Maddox. I do declare, you are a charmer.”

He tipped his hat again and took a backward step. “You have a nice afternoon, now. Be careful going home. The town is bustling with business today.”

A wagon rolled past, followed by two strangers on horseback. With another girlish giggle, Mrs. Watkins flicked her reins and the wagon rattled off. Colin watched for a moment and then continued on his way, nodding pleasantly at the townspeople he passed. The letter felt like a boulder in his pocket. His future lay inside that envelope.

He reached the jailhouse without further delay, and the noise of the busy street dimmed when he closed the door behind him. With a glance toward the three empty cells, he rounded the desk and lowered himself into his chair. Pulling the letter out of his pocket, he stared at his name in a slanted scrawl across the front.

Sheriff Colin Maddox
Lawrence, Kansas

He turned the envelope over. It was sealed by an uneven blob of wax with no imprint. Unbroken, he noted, though he wouldn’t have been surprised to find that the letter had been opened and read. At times Betsy wasn’t able to corral her curiosity and had been known to announce pertinent facts when she handed a piece of mail to the owner. She would have done the same with this one if he hadn’t made a point of meeting the train and following the mailbag to the post office.

He realized he was stalling. Open the letter, Maddox. It’s no big deal. The letter will either confirm or deny your dream.

He shook his head to dislodge the thought. The Lord had confirmed his dream a dozen times over. This letter would only establish the timing.

Slipping a finger beneath the paper’s edge, he broke the wax seal and unfolded the single sheet of paper.

Sheriff Maddox,

I am pleased to accept the town’s offer of employment at the terms specified in your letter. I will arrive on 24 May on the five twenty train from Chicago.

Regards,

Patrick Mulhaney

Colin leaned back in his chair and let the news sink in. Mulhaney had accepted the offer to become the new sheriff of Lawrence. Colin’s days in the job were numbered.

He fingered the badge pinned to his leather vest while his gaze circled the empty jailhouse. For more than two years this job had consumed every minute of his life. The small room containing his bed and the few possessions he’d accumulated lay just through the doorway on the other side of the far cell. His deputies all had homes to go to, but something had always stopped him from putting down roots in this town. Something or Someone.

Well, Lord. I guess this seals it. In a few weeks I’ll be working solely for You.

In eighteen days, Colin would hand over his badge, pack his bags, and put the town of Lawrence and all of its problems behind him. He would head west until he felt the Lord nudging him to stop.

And then his real life’s work could begin.

An uncontrollable grin took possession of his lips. Before he could stop himself, he launched out of the chair, snatched his hat off his head, and tossed it high in the air.

“Waaaaahooooo!”

His joyful cheer rang in the room as his hat fluttered to the floor. Stepping lightly enough that a passerby peeking through the window might accuse him of dancing, he rounded the desk and stooped to pick it up. All he had to do was make it through the next eighteen days without anything major happening. No gunfights. No robberies. No horse thieves to track down.

Lord, I’d sure take it as a favorable sign if You could see Your way to making sure things go smooth from here on out. The people in this town are good folks, by and large. They can behave themselves for a few weeks, with a little help.

Surely eighteen uneventful days wasn’t too much to ask, was it?
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Rebecca rolled the handcart to a smooth stop and set the handles down softly. Nestled on a pile of straw inside, Lucas had fallen asleep with the suddenness common to young children. An afternoon spent romping with Aunt Rebecca had tired the little boy out.

She glanced toward the chairs they had placed beneath a huge shade tree after the meal, where Maummi sat with her chin on her chest. The gentle buzz of her snore bore evidence that Lucas wasn’t the only one who could use a nap this lazy afternoon.

Emma heaved herself heavily out of her chair and crossed the grass toward them, her gait bearing signs of the expectant mother waddle.

“I expected this would happen. He was too excited to nap this morning.” She bent over to pluck a piece of straw out of the boy’s silky hair.

The tenderness of Emma’s smile stirred up a longing deep in Rebecca’s breast. Someday she would look down on her own child with that same love shining in her eyes. She closed her eyes for a moment, imagining what her and Jesse’s son would look like. Dark hair with a touch of curl, like hers. Blue eyes and strong jaw, like his.

She opened her eyes and turned a glance on her sister. “You are so fortunate, Emma.”

“Why do you say that?”

Rebecca spread her hands wide to indicate their surroundings: the house, the nearby fields, Lucas. “Your life is perfect.”

Emma shook her head. “From the outside it may look so, but life is definitely not perfect. I love our home, and the Lord has blessed us with plenty. We have food and warmth and a beautiful home.” Her expression became wistful when her gaze strayed toward the barn, where Papa and Luke had disappeared after the meal to work on a broken piece of farm equipment. “But ours is an isolated life. We have few neighbors. The nearest church is in Hays City, and most of the people there live in town. No one comes calling with a pie or a basket of apples to share over a cup of coffee. Not like at home.”

By home, she meant Apple Grove. Rebecca had to admit that the friendliness of neighbors was one thing she loved about the Amish community in which she’d lived her entire life. Though the farms were spread out, there seemed to always be someone to visit, someone to lend a hand when needed.

She peered closely at her sister’s face. “Are you not happy, then?”

Emma’s eyes lit with joy. “Oh, yes! I would prefer having a family or two nearby, but I wouldn’t trade what Luke and I have for anything in the world.” Her gaze flew again toward the barn, and a tiny smile played at the corners of her mouth. “Our home is built on love. It is all I ever dreamed of.”

Gazing at her sister’s face, a sense of longing bloomed in Rebecca. Was anything in life more needed than love? She stooped and plucked a wildflower out of the grass at her feet. “You asked earlier if I fancied anyone. Well, there is someone.”

Though she didn’t care to look Emma in the face, from the corner of her eye she saw her sister’s smile widen.

“I knew it! You’re in love. I could tell by the way you found fault with Daniel and Samuel. Who is it? Do I know him?”

“Yes, you know him.” The flower’s tiny purple petals rested like silk between Rebecca’s fingers. “You’ve met him.”

“I have?” The smile wavered. “What is his name?”

She pulled a petal off and let it flutter to the grass. “I’d rather not say.”

The flower was snatched out of her hand. Startled, Rebecca looked up into Emma’s grinning face.

“Playing coy, are you? Very well, then. At least tell me if this boy returns your affections.”

“He’s not a boy,” Rebecca said. “He’s a man. And I…I don’t know.” Her gaze fell away. “I hope he does.”

I hope he remembers me at all.

“He has not given any indication of his feelings?”

Reluctantly, Rebecca shook her head.

“Hmm.” Emma’s eyes narrowed. “Well, if you truly love him—”

“I do,” she hurried to say. “With all my heart.”

Emma’s gaze softened. “Then you must go to him, Rebecca, and find out if he loves you in return.”

Rebecca risked an upward glance. “Do you really think so?”

Her sister rested clasped hands on her bulging belly and turned a tender glance toward the little boy sleeping in the handcart. “Never let true love pass, dear sister.”

The certainty in Emma’s tone strengthened Rebecca’s resolve. A smile emerged. Find him and tell him of her love. She was old enough now. He was far older, but age didn’t matter.

Her resolve strengthened, Rebecca smiled. “Thank you, Emma. You have helped.”

Emma reached out to give her a brief hug. “Isn’t that what big sisters are for?”

“It is,” Rebecca admitted. “Thank you again.”

She just hoped Emma would feel the same when she learned that Jesse Montgomery was the man who held her heart.


THREE

Winding her way carefully between rows of tender green plants toward the place where her father was staking tomatoes, Rebecca called, “Papa, I brought you a glass of cider.”

Three days had passed since her decision to find Jesse. She could barely sleep nights for thinking of the adventure awaiting her. Lawrence wasn’t that far away, even if it was farther than she’d ever ventured, but love beckoned like a lighthouse in the fog. She performed her daily chores distractedly, torn between two plans. The first involved leaving Apple Grove under the cover of darkness. A daring move, to be sure, but this way she wouldn’t have to defend her decision to anyone. She could explain her absence in a note and be well on her way before anyone read it. That’s what Nathan Yoder did when he left the church. Only she wouldn’t be truly leaving. Just taking a short break.

The second plan was less appealing. She could confess her feelings to Papa and ask for his help. But what if he said no?

If Papa or Maummi or even Bishop Miller refused her permission, then she couldn’t go to Lawrence without defying them, something she clearly didn’t want to do. In a week or two she would return with Jesse, and if she had acted in an openly defiant manner, she would be subject to the bishop’s reprimand.

By Tuesday she had known that she had to make a decision. If she waited much longer, she would lose her nerve completely.

Papa straightened from his task and watched her approach, removing the kerchief tucked in the waistband of his trousers to mop his forehead beneath his hat.

“Danki, daughter.” The cool cider disappeared in one long draught. “Hard work and bright sunshine parch a man’s throat.” He handed the empty glass back to her and bent again to the plants.

“Papa, may I ask you a question?”

“Asking is free.” He focused on his hands and the twine he wound carefully through the branches of a young plant.

She had rehearsed the conversation again and again in her mind, but now that the time had come, she had to force the words. Gathering her courage, she assumed an even tone. “When did you know you were in love with Mama?”

His hands froze at their task. Papa rarely spoke of his deceased wife, whether due to Amish reticence concerning discussions of emotions or because memories of her loss were so painful, Rebecca had never been sure.

The silence that fell between them magnified the bird chatter coming from the branches of a nearby tree. She stood still awaiting his answer, her fingers tight around the empty cider glass. Papa’s hands began to move again, and he finished tying the length of twine with a loose knot. He might decline to answer, and if so, she would have to try a different approach.

Finally, he straightened. His gaze did not rest on her face but fixed on the house behind her, the house he and Mama had built together when they moved to Apple Grove. The corners of his mouth moved ever so slightly upward into a mere semblance of a smile that was as distant as his eyes. Then he fixed on her face.

“Always,” he said simply.

Warmth flooded her heart. It was the answer she had hoped for, on several levels. “Then you know what it is like to love truly and deeply?”

“I do, daughter. Why do you ask?” He glanced at the sun. “It is hot and I wish to have this work over.”

“I am in love, Papa. Deeply, hopelessly in love.”

The almost smile faded, and deep lines creased his forehead. “In love? Who is the young man?”

Rebecca lowered her gaze. “I would rather not say.”

That was her right. Many Amish young couples courted and planned marriage in secret, often not telling their families until mere weeks before the wedding.

“You are young for such things.”

Ah, that was the response she had expected. In his eyes, she was still a small child. “But wasn’t Mama younger than me when you met her?”

Consternation colored his features, and then his expression turned sheepish. “It is a different matter for daughters than for mothers.”

“Only for the papas,” she told him, a blush warming her cheeks. The discussion was going better than she’d hoped, but it was still awkward. Discussing emotional matters with Papa left her feeling ill at ease.

“He is Amish, this young man?” Papa’s glance became searching. “He lives by the Ordnung, ja?”

She had anticipated this question too. Of course Papa would ask it, given the fact that his older daughter had married outside the church. No, Jesse was not Amish, but in the true sense of the word, Rebecca was not Amish either because she had not yet attended the classes and been baptized. If her plans progressed as they should, Jesse would return to Apple Grove with her, they would both attend the classes in the fall, and then they would be baptized. Four years had passed, and Jesse had a lot of settling down to do, but by now she was certain he had grown into a fine, upstanding man. One Papa would admire.

Or would he? Would Papa accept this cowhand, or would he insist that she find a husband among the sons of the families in their own Amish community? There were so many unanswered questions, but none deterred her quest.

She said truthfully, “He hasn’t completed the classes yet.”

“Hmm.”

Papa clasped his hands behind his back, his eyes moving as he searched her face. She stood straight and returned his gaze without flinching.

“What would you have me do?” he asked.

Panic flickered inside Rebecca. This moment was even harder than she had anticipated.

Take me to Lawrence to find Jesse and help me convince him to come home to Apple Grove with me.

That was the response she had rehearsed, but now that the time had come, and now that she stood looking into Papa’s soft brown eyes, she couldn’t force the words from her mouth. If she confessed the depths of her feeling, he might insist that she forget her plans and stay home. Or he might dismiss her emotions as a schoolgirl’s fancy, which would be even worse. He saw her as a child. How could he believe that her love was that of a full-grown woman?

She broke eye contact. “Nothing. I am merely curious about you and Mama. You so rarely speak of her.”

The frown on his face deepened. “It is not good to speak when pain overtakes the words.” He stood still a moment, watching her, and then he gave a nod before returning to his task.

Gripping the empty cider glass in her hand, she turned toward the house. A coward, that’s what she was, but still a determined one. Plan one had failed, but she still had the second.

She determined not to consider how Papa and Maummi would react when they read the letter she planned to write. Instead, she focused on the warm reception they were sure to give her when she returned to Apple Grove with Jesse.

Then Papa would see her as the woman she had become while he was preoccupied with tomato plants.


FOUR

Now, Angus, you can’t go around destroying people’s property.” Judge Tankersley leveled a stern look on the defendant. “You’re going to have to make restitution.”

Sitting on a chair on the front row of the courtroom, Colin studied the man standing in front of the judge’s wide desk. A night in a jail cell had done a considerable amount to improve Angus Burrell’s attitude. The sheriff rubbed a hand across his jaw, which had taken a wild blow from his prisoner’s fist in the course of the arrest. Angus stood steadier on his feet this morning, though the smell of sour whiskey saturating the air was enough to make a man’s eyes cross.

The door in the back of the courtroom opened. Colin glanced over his shoulder and suppressed a moan. He knew it. A man couldn’t belch in this town without these three there to lecture him. The women entered the courtroom and took seats in the row of empty chairs beside Mrs. Evans. The deep scowls on their faces were set in stone this morning.

Struggling to remain upright, Angus gripped the corners of the judge’s desk. “Rest-ee-tooo-shun? What’s that mean, Tank?”

The judge peered at the defendant over the top of a pair of spectacles perched on the bridge of his beaklike nose. “That means, Angus, that you’re going to have to pay Mrs. Evans for that window you broke in the front of her milliner’s shop.”

“But I don’t have no money, Tank. You know that.”

A woman’s disapproving voice spoke from behind Colin’s head. “You would have plenty of money but for your habit of frequenting that establishment of sin.”

Colin rubbed his fingers across his forehead and avoided the judge’s suddenly harsh expression.

“Mrs. Diggs, I’ll thank you to keep your opinions to yourself in my courtroom,” Tank said, his voice stern.

“’Tis more than mere opinion.” Annie Diggs’ voice gained volume as she warmed to her subject. “’Tis a proven fact that whiskey leads to slovenly, disreputable living and violence, which this man proved well enough last night.”

Tank leaned across the desk and leveled a glare on her. “Madam, if you cannot silence your tongue for the duration of this court session, I’ll have you removed.”

Colin slid lower in his chair. He knew who would be asked to strong-arm Annie and her scowling companions from the courtroom.

Angus turned, his movements slow, to face his accusers. His bloodshot glance slid quickly away from Annie to rest on Mrs. Evans. “I’m right sorry about your winder, ma’am. I didn’t do it a’purpose. I had maybe one or two more’ns good fer me, and things got a little out of control.” He affected an unsteady bow.

One backward glance at the ladies’ frowning faces informed Colin the apology failed to meet its mark.

The judge continued. “Angus, how long will it take you to come up with fifteen dollars?”

“Fifteen dollars! Tank, I’ll have to sell a coupla m’ hogs to pay that. And that’s if ’n I can find somebody to buy ’em.”

“Well, get working on it. When you get the money, give it to Mrs. Evans.” His gavel came down with a crack. “Case dismissed.”

The ladies indulged in a communal outraged gasp. Chairs scraped across the floor as they rose to their feet as one.

“That’s all?” Annie demanded, her eyes snapping fire beneath her tightly wound hair. “Outrageous!”

Tank stood, placed his hands on the surface of his desk, and thrust his bulldog face forward.

Here it comes. He’s going to order me to arrest her for contempt.

Colin rose to his feet and turned toward the women. “Now, Annie, hold your peace. Miz Evans will get a shiny new window, and Angus will go home and sleep it off.” He spread his arms wide and started herding them forward like chickens. “You ladies go on home now. Court’s over.”

Apparently Judge Tankersley had decided not to push the matter and was heading toward the side door. Wisely, Angus was beating a hasty retreat on Tank’s heels.

Annie drew herself up to her full, not-inconsiderable height, her shoulders stiff beneath her lace collar. “The man broke the law, and he is permitted to go free? An outrage, that’s what it is. Or does the judge not realize there are laws against consuming liquor in Kansas?”

The door clicked closed behind him, and Colin relaxed. At least he wouldn’t be arresting a pack of women today.

The ladies stood ramrod straight, awaiting an answer. He kept his smile in place by sheer willpower. Things could get tricky. The truth was, liquor had been outlawed in Kansas for four years now, but that was a law few wished to see upheld, especially not the owners of some of the most successful businesses in town.

Especially not when a few of them were numbered among the town’s most prominent citizens.

Mayor Bowerstock himself was one of the owners of the Lucky Dollar Saloon, and if the rumors were to be believed, so was Judge Tankersley, though he kept that quiet. And because those two gentlemen were the law in Lawrence, with the consent and turned heads of the town council, men like Angus had little to fear from the justice system.

Which was exactly the reason Colin was counting the days until the new sheriff arrived. It was time to let someone else dance at the end of the council’s string.

“Now, Annie, you know I can’t speak for the judge.” He gently shooed the women toward the doorway. “Why don’t you ladies go home and make yourselves a nice cup of tea.”

Annie’s chin lifted. “Don’t be condescending, young man.”

“No, ma’am. Wouldn’t think of it.”

The women allowed themselves to be directed toward the exit. The ruffles that flowed from their bustles shook with every step of their booted feet.

Mrs. Evans turned on the threshold, her sweet old-lady eyes searching his. “Sheriff, is the rumor true? You’re not leaving our fair town, are you?”

So, word had finally seeped out. Amazing it had taken three whole days to spread across town.

“Yes, ma’am. That rumor’s true enough. The new sheriff will be here in a couple of weeks.”

Fifteen days exactly, and every one of them waiting to be marked off on the jailhouse calendar.

Annie shoved her head back in the doorway to level a glare at him. “Let us hope the new sheriff will have a stiffer backbone than the current one. We need someone to stand up against the lawbreakers in this town.”

Colin touched his hand to his hat in a polite gesture. “Yes, ma’am.”

That was unlikely, because Mulhaney had been handpicked by the mayor from a list of possible candidates, but the sheriff saw no reason to dash her hopes.

With a ferocious sniff, she marched away.

Mrs. Evans waited until Annie was out of earshot to kindly pat his arm. “I like you, Sheriff. You’re between a rock and a hard place, but you’re doing a fine job. I’ll miss you.”

His smile was genuine this time. The petite widow went along with the crowd because she was lonely, but she only followed, never led the rebellion.

“Why, thank you, Miz Evans. I appreciate your kind words.”

He stood in front of the courthouse, watching the ladies march down the street, the hems of their heavy skirts raising puffs of dust with every step. The temperance movement was gaining strength among the women of Lawrence, and he saw storm clouds on the horizon. The more of them who joined with Annie Diggs and her outspoken group of ladies, the more like thunder their fair voices sounded.

[image: image]

Clouds raced across the night sky. As the horse plodded down the worn path between open fields, one moved across the moon and plunged Rebecca’s surroundings into darkness. The wind blew the chill of night directly into her face. Perched on the bench seat of Papa’s buggy, she pulled her cloak more tightly around her shoulders and squinted. Thank goodness Big Ed remembered the way to Emma’s house, as well he should. She, Maummi, and Papa had visited only three days ago. Her heart stuttered at the thought of her father and grandmother back home in Apple Grove, tucked warmly in their beds. In a few short hours they would wake for the day and find her note.

Would Papa be furious? She’d never seen him even mildly angered, except for the time she’d helped tie four cats’ tails together. The childish prank earned her a month of complete silence, an impossible task to be sure. Would he come after her? No, she didn’t think so. He would respect her wishes because that was the kind of man he was, but he would be hurt, and though she had assured him in her letter there was no reason to worry, he would.

Her determination wavered.

I’ve often been accused of youthful fancy. Is going after the man I love yet another foolish act?

She was a woman now, with womanly thoughts. She would never willingly hurt Papa or Maummi, but she must explore life while she could. Rumspringa came only once before the time of commitment to the Ordnung began.

When I return with my future husband, they’ll understand. And they’ll forgive me. Amish forgive their own.

The issue settled in her mind, she flicked the reins to encourage Big Ed into a faster pace.

It wasn’t long before Emma’s house loomed ahead, a dark structure faintly visible in front of an even darker landscape. The final stop before her adventure truly began.

The windows were black at this time of night. Correction. Early morning. Judging by the position of the obscured moon in the sky, midnight had passed some hours ago. She’d made good time crossing the ten miles from Apple Grove to Emma and Luke’s ranch, and thankfully she had encountered no one.

The buggy rolled to a halt near the house. Rebecca hopped down, looped Big Ed’s lead over a handy branch, and hurried up the porch steps to the door, the wind battering at her back. She raised her hand but hesitated before her knuckles rapped on the wood. Luke and Emma were sure to put up a fuss about her actions. They would urge her to put her plan out of mind and go home. But she needed their help.

I will convince them that I am a woman now and my mind is set. They have no right to rob me of my rumspringa.

She knocked as hard as she could. The sharp sound echoed inside the house. When, after a moment, she heard no response, she pounded with her fist.

“Emma.” The wind tugged at the brim of her bonnet, securely tied beneath her chin. “Emma, please wake up!”

Finally, she heard a noise from the second floor inside. A moment later feet pounded on stairs. Satisfied, Rebecca lowered her hand and waited for the door to open.

When it did, her breath whooshed out of her chest in a rush. Instead of her sister’s face, a gun barrel came forward and stopped inches from her nose. Her eyes crossed to focus on it and then rose. On the other side of the rifle she glimpsed her brother-in-law’s angry face, though her gaze instantly pivoted back to the metal instrument of death pointed directly at her.

“Whoever you are, you’d better have a good reason for—oh.” The barrel lowered and Luke squinted at her. “Rebecca? What in tarnation are you doing here at this time of night?”

“Rebecca?” Her sister’s voice sounded from behind him, and in the next minute she hurried into the room wrapping a dressing gown around her round belly. “What’s wrong? Is it Maummi? Has something happened to Papa?”

For a moment Rebecca couldn’t answer. She rested a hand over her thumping heart and forced her stunned lungs to draw in a breath. “They are both fine,” she finally managed. “May I please explain?”

Luke stepped aside. “Of course. Come in before you catch a chill.”

Rebecca entered the room and stepped to one side while he closed the door. When he had moved to his wife’s side, she faced them. Confronted by two expectant gazes, her courage flagged. What if they refused to help?

Then I’ll go on anyway. I’ve come this far on my own.

Straightening her shoulders, she raised her chin and spoke calmly. “I have decided to go to Lawrence and bring Jesse back to Apple Grove.”

Two jaws went slack.

“Jesse Montgomery?” Luke’s eyebrows crooked toward the center of his forehead. “The Jesse who helped drive a herd to Kansas?”

“Shhh!” Emma place a finger over her lips. “You’ll wake Lucas.”

Rebecca lowered her voice. “The same. He is my one true love, and I will have no one else for my husband.”

Luke snorted.

Emma rested her hand on his arm. “Why would you want to bring Jesse to Apple Grove?”

“Because we—or, at least, I fell in love with him, and I’m reasonably sure he loves me too.”

“Jesse?” Luke laughed. “Rebecca, you’re talking nonsense. Jesse is a friend, but he would be the last man on earth I’d want you to marry. He has a lot of settling down to do.”

“Which I’m sure he has done.” She lifted her chin. “It’s been four years. He must surely have tamed his wild side.”

“Jesse?”

Emma gave her husband a look full of unspoken communication. “Luke, why don’t you go back to bed? I will handle this.”

With obvious reluctance he left the room. Emma stepped forward and took hold of Rebecca’s arm.

“Come warm yourself by the kitchen stove. I’ll fix a pot of tea.”

Rebecca followed her to the table and slid into a chair while the lamp was lit. A warm, yellow glow illuminated the room and cast long shadows from the high-backed chairs onto the walls. When they were seated around the shiny clean surface, Emma entwined her fingers on the table in front of her and said simply, “Tell me.”

“I don’t know why you find this so surprising. I spoke of my love three days past,” Rebecca reminded her. “I’ve adored Jesse since the moment we met. You yourself told me I must find him and see if he returns my love.”

“I said you must find Jesse?”

“You said I must find my love and express my feelings.”

“I didn’t know you were speaking of Jesse. I thought you were in love with an Amish man.”

“She would never tell you to go after Jesse.” Luke returned to the kitchen with a blanket wrapped around his shoulders.

Emma frowned. “I thought you went back to bed.”

“Not when your sister’s talking about going after Jesse.” He pulled up a chair and sat down.

“Jesse might be Amish one day.” Rebecca set her jaw. “Don’t laugh, Luke. Love can work miracles in a man.”

“Rebecca, I believe you think you have feelings for Jesse, but they’re not real.”

“How can you say so? Jesse is your friend.”

“He is my friend, but I know him. He would disappoint you. Jesse isn’t the kind of man to change.”

“I refuse to consider the notion. He is a good man.”

Emma shook her head. “You did not notice the way he drank too much, fought too much, and led a most unseemly life. This is the man you would favor to be your children’s father?”

“Enough time has passed that he has settled his wild side.”

“Some men never manage to settle their wild side, Rebecca.” Luke reached for a cup. “I’m going to make a pot of coffee. I don’t want to injure your tender feelings, but the last time I spoke with him, Jesse didn’t return your affections.”

“That’s because I was only a child when he saw me last,” she replied, drawing upon reserves of calm. “I’m not a child any longer.”

“No, you’re not,” Emma agreed. “You’re a young woman who is capable of putting childish fancies behind her. There are many good Amish men who would make you a fine husband—and while you traipse across the state looking for Jesse, what of Papa and Maummi? Because you are here under the cover of night, I assume you did not tell them of your intentions.”

That was a weak point in her plan to be sure, but she felt it was unfair of her sister to call attention to it so early in the conversation. She firmed her lip against a tremble. “I left a note.”

“Saying what? That you hope they won’t worry about a seventeen-year-old girl traveling across Kansas alone to confront a man who has never given the slightest hint of romantic feelings for her?”

Tears prickled behind her eyes. Emma spoke the truth, but need she say it so harshly?

She tilted her head firmly upward. “I told them I am traveling to Lawrence on rumspringa and that I will return.”

Her sister drew in a slow breath and leaned back in her chair, her eyes focused on Rebecca’s face. “Many do not indulge in rumspringa. And most of those who do continue to live at home.”

“Just because you didn’t take one doesn’t mean I can’t.” Rebecca folded her arms across her chest. “I am not many or even most. I insist on experiencing rumspringa my own way. I’m of age, and I may do as I wish.”

Her sister’s eyes narrowed. “There’s a difference between the thing that is permitted and the thing that is wise. As Maummi says, ‘The beginning of wisdom is the knowledge of folly.’ ”

The very idea of her sister quoting one of Maummi’s proverbs was outrageous. With an effort, Rebecca prevented herself from snapping a reply. “Is it folly to follow one’s heart?” She held her sister’s gaze. “As you did?”

White teeth appeared and clamped down on a rose-colored lip. Rebecca indulged in a private smile. She’d aimed for Emma’s own experience with love and hit her mark.

Luke held up a hand. “Rebecca, we haven’t seen hide nor hair of Jesse in almost four years. Who knows where he is by now? Have you considered that he might be married? And he wasn’t fond of the Amish.” His glance slid sideways toward his wife. “Except for your family.”

Rebecca knew Jesse thought the Amish way was strange, but that was then.

“People can change, Luke. Four years ago he wasn’t ready to settle down. For all you know, he’s ready now.”

“For all you know,” Emma said, “he might have already settled down and have two or three children!”

Rebecca sat back slowly, letting the words sink in. She hadn’t considered offspring. Jesse was several years older than she. What if he had married? The idea pricked her mind like a burr, painful where it touched.

“If you know he’s in Lawrence, write him a letter,” Luke set the coffeepot on the stove to perk. “Tell him how you feel and invite him for a visit. He can stay with us and meet Lucas. And he can call on you at home.”

“That’s a wonderful solution.” Emma nodded enthusiastically. “That way Papa and Maummi won’t worry.”

Might a letter work? Rebecca lowered her gaze to her lap and studied her clasped hands. It would be a sensible way of finding out if Jesse had already chosen a wife without embarrassing herself in person. He would reply with the grim news, and she could nurse her wounds in private.

But if he hadn’t married—and she couldn’t believe that his feelings didn’t run as deep for her as hers did for him—then he might discount a letter. It would be much more difficult to ignore a living, breathing woman, especially one declaring eternal love.

“No,” she answered, her tone unbending. “I shall go to Lawrence with your help or without it. You married your true love. I shall at least have a chance with mine.” She held Emma’s gaze without blinking and saw the moment her sister’s resolve cracked.

“Oh, Rebecca! You are so willful!”

Rebecca crossed her arms. “As are you.”

Sighing, Emma said softly. “Then go. Often one does not learn until they have felt the sting of rejection.”

Luke frowned at his wife. “You’re not serious.”

“She’s old enough to do as she wishes, Luke. We can’t forbid her to leave.” Emma held Rebecca gaze. “She is entitled to rumspringa if she chooses. And I believe she will go on her own, with or without us.”

How unsettling to be the subject of a husband-and-wife discussion as though she weren’t sitting across the same table. Rebecca intruded upon the conversation. “I am going.” She held up a hand to forestall Luke’s objection. “I’ve already decided.”

Exasperation flooded her sister’s face. “Then why did you come? What help do you ask of us?”

“Well, two things. First, the loan of a horse. And second…” She lowered her gaze. “To ask that you return Big Ed and Papa’s buggy. I…uh, borrowed them, and I hate to leave him without a way to take Maummi to church on Sunday.”

“Borrowed” was so much nicer a word than “stole.” And far more accurate too, because she fully intended to return both.

Emma laid a hand on Luke’s arm. “May we speak in the other room?”

A private look passed between them, and then Luke helped his wife to stand.

“You’re still wearing your outdoor things,” Emma said. “Hang them on the peg by the door and make yourself at home.” She left the room in front of her husband.

Rebecca shed her cloak, trying to discern the soft voices drifting from the other room. Emma was doing most of the talking, with the occasional low rumble of Luke’s voice cutting in. Rebecca removed her bonnet and fiddled with the kapp beneath it, tucking in a stray strand of hair here and there. As minutes went by, the muscles in her stomach tightened. She’d meant what she said. She would go to Lawrence with or without the help of her sister and brother-in-law. But the loan of a horse surely would make the trip shorter and easier on the feet.

Finally, they returned. Her gaze flew to Emma’s face, and her knotted insides loosened a fraction at the tiny smile she saw there.

Luke spoke. “You may not borrow a horse.” His voice was adamant, and Rebecca’s heart sank. Then he went on in softer tones. “But if you’re determined to follow through with this crazy plan, I will take you to the train station in Hays City in the morning. The railway agent will keep an eye out for you. A train ride to Lawrence will be faster and much safer for a young woman traveling alone. And I’ll return the buggy and horse to Jonas for you.”

She didn’t bother to hide the jubilant smile that broke at his words. Emma also smiled at her husband, though hers held a trace of worry.

“Then it is settled, and I pray God’s blessing upon your… adventure, however foolish.” Emma folded her hands and rested them on her belly. “Now we will get a few hours’ sleep. Morning will come before we know it. Luke, will you take care of Big Ed? Rebecca, make yourself comfortable in the spare room.”

Rebecca scooted her chair neatly beneath the table, hardly able to contain her excitement. Sleep? How could she, when tomorrow she would board a train—a train!—and by nightfall would arrive in Lawrence.
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