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Chapter 1


Every piece of fabric held a memory.

Amelia Beiler paused in her sorting of scraps to finger a piece of purple cotton. Sometime last spring in a moment of resolution, she’d cut it up into squares, but she knew every mark. This piece had lain under Enoch’s suspenders—the cotton was worn down to the weft threads and half the dye had rubbed away. It had been his favorite shirt—the one she’d made for him in the weeks before their wedding ten years ago. The collar had never sat properly around his neck, so he couldn’t wear it to church, and the side seams had a maddening way of twisting to his left. But every time he put it on he’d kissed her and said, “You’ve wrapped me in love, Liewi,” and worn it to work in the pallet shop.

She’d learned a thing or two about sewing since then. And about love.

Her lips wobbled and, swallowing hard, she set the scrap aside. It was really only good for the rag bag. But maybe she’d make a quilt just for herself out of such pieces. After all, the things in the rag bag tended to be what you loved the most and wore out, didn’t they? Then she could be wrapped in love, too.

It had been eleven months since the buggy accident had taken him away, but the tears still lived close to the surface where the silliest things would make them well up. The song of the wrens in the trees that woke them on summer mornings. The way his drinking glass still sat next to the kitchen sink, unused, because she always used the glass in the bathroom. His straw hat on the spindle of the rocking chair, as though he’d just hung it there. The wrens still sang and woke her up, and the boys used the glass and the hat, but the fact that Enoch was missing from all of them was enough to make the mourning begin all over again.

Genunk.

She could stand here feeling sorry for herself all day, or she could get all these scraps and squares into her basket and get over to Carrie’s. Because it was Tuesday afternoon, and she, Emma, and Carrie would have two blessed hours all to themselves to plan the next quilt. The boys were in school, the pallet shop would run itself without her—she always left David in charge on Tuesdays, never Aaron—and Emma’s sister-in-law was probably already at the Daadi Haus to spell Emma and give her a bit of a rest from caring for her parents.

Two hours. In that amount of time, you could plan a square, visit and catch up, and remind yourself that you were a woman with a soul that needed feeding.

Amelia laced up her sturdy oxfords—no sneakers on this blustery day on the bare end of October—and wrapped her knitted shawl over her chest, tucking the ends into her black belt apron. She checked that her hair was tucked neatly into her Kapp by habit and that its three straight pins—one on the top and one on each side—were in order by feel. A pan of cinnamon buns and two jars of applesauce went into her carry basket, wrapped in plastic and towels. Then she left the house and let herself out the back gate into the fallow field that separated the last of the five- and ten-acre places on the edge of town from the big farms that spread themselves along Edgeware Road.

The air smelled of wood smoke and crab apples, spiced with the tang of frost. Amelia breathed deeply and set her thoughts on Carrie and Emma and their two hours. If they saw her tear up, they got distressed and fussed with cups of coffee and worried voices. That wasn’t what she wanted for their time together. It was sacred to everything light and good, and she wouldn’t bring a rain shower in with her if she could possibly help it.

Enoch would understand. He had loved a good laugh and the small moments that God gave a person to appreciate His gifts.

Five minutes’ fast walk across the field and a hop across the creek that formed the east boundary of the Stolzfus farm brought her within sight of Emma, who waved from the front porch of the sturdy little Daadi Haus as if she were on a train leaving for Philadelphia. She disappeared inside and a moment later ran out the back as Amelia passed the big farmhouse where Emma’s sister Karen lived with her husband, John, and their young family. Like Amelia, Emma had a shawl wrapped tightly around her and a big bag suspiciously weighted at the bottom with the rounded shapes of canning jars.

“Hallo,” she said as she joined Amelia. “Do you have all your squares ready? I tell you, I’ve been looking forward to this for days. Our quilting frolics are the only good thing about this time of year.”

Amelia opened the access gate between the Stolzfus place and Moses Yoder’s pasture and closed it behind the two of them so they wouldn’t accidentally let his cows out. “The only good thing? I’d think that finishing up a winter’s worth of canned fruit, pickles, and vegetables would be a wonderful gut thing. It took me twice as long this year because of having to run the pallet shop. I had to get the boys to help me wash jars and cut beets and apples—otherwise I’d be standing in front of that stove yet.”

“All right, two good things.”

“And what’s wrong with fall? It’s my favorite season, with all the colors and things slowing down a bit. Well, except for the—” She stopped. “Oh.”

“Ja.” Emma kicked a stone out of their path. “Wedding season.”

The remains of the Yoder cornfield brushed at Amelia’s ankles, sad and brown. “You shouldn’t let it bother you, dear.”

Emma hauled the strap of her tote bag up onto her shoulder. “That’s like telling our creek it shouldn’t run downhill. I am what I am, and I get tired of hearing about it, is all.”

“You make it sound like you’re some kind of strange creature with five legs. There are worse things than staying leddich.” Like being a husbandless mother with two energetic boys and a business to run. Mothering wasn’t the problem—she loved her boys and loved making a home for them. The problem was having to do a man’s work on top of it—work for which she had little training and less talent.

“You haven’t had Bishop Daniel introduce you as ‘the senior single’ lately, then, or you wouldn’t say so.”

Amelia squelched the urge to giggle. She would never hurt Emma by so much as a smile, but—senior single? Daniel Lapp had a gift for saying exactly the wrong thing. This wasn’t the first time she’d wondered if, by letting the lot fall where it had, the Lord was testing him…or the rest of the church.

“You’re right,” she said at last. “That would be a trial. What did you do?”

“What could I do but smile and hope the woman won’t remember me?”

“You might want her to remember you if she has a brother or son in his thirties, with a nice farm.”

“Any man in his thirties with a nice farm was snapped up long ago by some schee Meedel a foot shorter and fifty pounds lighter than me.” Emma walked faster, her eyes on the ground.

“Looks don’t matter, and you know it,” Amelia reminded her. “The Lord gives everyone different gifts. Yours are a loving spirit and giving hands—and a brain that puts mine to shame.”

Emma slowed down enough to slip an arm around Amelia’s shoulders in an awkward hug as they crossed the county road and climbed the last slope. They could just see the green roof of the Miller farmhouse through bare branches.

If only there were a way to make Emma see that neither her looks nor anything else about her had to do with her being single at twenty-nine. She was warm, funny, and brave. Amelia could no more write articles for Family Life or Die Botschaft than sprout wings and fly like a barn swallow, yet Emma picked up her pen and did it. The fact that she signed them “E.S.” didn’t detract from the nerve it took to speak out on everything from the best way to keep cucumber pickles crisp to why dingle-dangles shouldn’t be allowed to hang across the storm fronts of the young men’s buggies.

Carrie must have been watching from the window, because she stepped out onto the porch as they walked into the yard, her face glowing with as much happiness as if she hadn’t just seen them at church at Moses Yoder’s place two days ago. “Willkumm!” she called. “I’ve been waiting for hours, you two.”

“So have we.” Amelia climbed the steps and hugged her. “There’s a lot of hours in a whole summer.”

“Come in, come in.” Carrie showed them into the front room, where she would set up the quilt frame when they had the top pieced. “Help me move the dining table closer to the window. The sun comes in farther now than it does in June.”

“Isn’t Melvin here?” Emma picked up one end and Amelia and Carrie took a corner each.

“No. He had to go to Harrisburg to see about winter work, now that the harvest is in.” She looked away.

Amelia and Emma exchanged a glance and said nothing. No one ever admitted out loud that Melvin’s talents did not include farming. Some men, as Amelia’s Daed said, were born with dirt under their fingernails. And some, like Melvin, just weren’t. Enoch used to casually happen upon Melvin in his fields and offer a helping hand, especially during spring, when equipment inevitably would break down because he’d forgotten to fix it during the winter, or the seed he’d laid in would be moldy, or the horses would get sick and the vet would have to be called out at huge expense.

As a result, he and Carrie were perpetually in debt, and in the slow months he had to go out among the Englisch to find work. Sometimes it would take him from home for a week. Once it had even been a month, when he’d taken the train to his cousin’s away out there in Shipshewana to work at the RV factory installing upholstery. Amelia wondered how Carrie could bear sleeping alone in the house—why she didn’t have one or two of her sisters come and stay with her when Melvin was gone. At least Amelia had the boys to give her home that lived-in feeling. Otherwise the rooms would echo with Enoch’s absence and reduce her to hiding under a quilt in his reading chair, rocking and rocking as she prayed for strength.

Carrie adjusted the hand-me-down table until it lay in a square of sunlight, then clasped her hands with sheer pleasure, like a girl. “There. Now we can get started.” One thing about Carrie—she might not have much, but at least she had the gift of joy. Their fields might be seas of mud, her washing machine on the fritz, and her cupboards bare of nearly everything for Kaffi save for what Amelia and Emma had brought, but her happiness at their mere presence was enough to fill the room.

“So,” Emma said, laying out two-and-a-half-inch squares in neat stacks, ordered by color, “have we decided on the piecing? Should we do a twenty-five-square Irish Chain again, like last year? That one was fun.”

Amelia pulled out the pile of squares she’d been cutting and hoarding all year and reached over to put them next to Emma’s. Without warning, her hand went numb and she dropped the whole thing, squares fluttering to the floor like a drift of leaves after a blast of wind.

She made a rude noise with her tongue and rubbed the circulation back into her wrist. Then she bent to gather the fabric. “Do we have enough shades of lights and darks?” she said from under the table. “We could do a Crosses and Losses, with wide borders. I’d like to try that new style of feathers, where they have them winding around a column in the middle. It’s so pretty.”

She surfaced to see Carrie looking a little doubtful. “It wouldn’t be too grossmeenich of us to do that, would it? I wouldn’t want anyone saying we were showing off.”

“It’s not like we’re entering it in the county fair to try to win a ribbon,” Amelia pointed out. “That would be showing off. This is just for us.” She lifted her eyebrows, just a fraction.

Carrie said hastily, “Of course. Or maybe we could send it in to the quilt auction in Strasburg next September when they do the big fund-raiser. I like Crosses and Losses. It reminds me of flocks of butterflies.”

Emma nodded, unaware that Amelia had nearly given the game away. What Emma didn’t know was that she and Carrie had decided on Sunday after church that this winter’s quilt would be a wedding present for Emma, should that happy day ever come. Quilting the beautiful feathered borders in the new style would be the perfect way to celebrate the beauty of their friendship as well as whatever skill God had put in the fingers of the three of them. Emma would take their friendship into her new life, covering her when times got hard and nights were cold.

Now if only the good Gott would put His infinite mind to providing her with a husband.

While Emma and Carrie nattered about whether the bigger pieces should be darker and the small triangles out of multicolored scraps, or the other way around, Amelia rubbed her hand. Had she pinched a nerve somehow with all that canning? Her middle and fourth fingers were still prickling as if they had pins and needles, but at least now they would bend.

Maybe she should check with Mamm about a remedy for circulation. She’d better do it in the evening, though, and take the boys with her. If she went over on a morning, Mamm would be so delighted that she was actually consulting her about something, she was likely to keep her there all day.

By the end of the first hour, they’d managed to come to some decisions. “I like a quilt that means something,” Emma said firmly. “The quilt should say something about the crosses with its lights and darks.”

Since it was to be her quilt, Carrie and Amelia nodded. “There are so many choices, though,” Carrie said. “What can we say with the colors we have?”

Did Englisch women think about these things when they pieced their quilts? Surely they must. The messages in the patterns were half the fun, even if the recipient never knew. The quilter kept her counsel and let her fabric speak for her. Tradition said, for instance, that the center square in a Log Cabin should be red, to signify the fire in the cabin’s hearth. With a Sunshine and Shadow, you started with light colors in the middle, to signify the light of God in the center of life. And the—

Fire. Light. Wait. “Meine Freundin, what if we​ . . . ​hmm . . . ”

Carrie grinned at Emma. “Uh-oh. Amelia’s had a brain wave.”

Amelia began to lay out squares on the table, folding most of them in half to model the triangles of the pattern. Her heart picked up its pace, like a horse sensing that it was close to home. “What if we shaded the colors from bottom to top? Look.” The quilt block grew, and she began another. “In each block we can shade the colors from dark to light, which would shade each row from dark to light. The whole pattern would look like a gradual sunrise, you see?”

Emma snatched up the colorful pile of squares. “You mean like this?”

Amelia could hardly contain herself as Emma’s quick eye took in the lay of her squares and triangles and began duplicating it from the other side of the table. This was the part of quilting she loved most—the creation of patterns, the realizing of order from the chaos of bits of memory, all coalescing into a single object of beauty that spoke louder than its individual parts. Something that was utterly practical and yet as unique and lovely as the women who created it.

Carrie fetched a piece of paper and a pencil and sketched the layout as it formed. One time they’d made a new design and tried to rely on memory as they pieced it. That hadn’t turned out so well—especially when Amelia brought in her squares and discovered she’d put the whole thing together backward. After that, Carrie usually made a sketch to guide them later, when the thrill of the initial creation had worn off.

“There.” Carrie ran a critical eye between sketch and table, then handed the paper to Amelia. “Why don’t I make coffee while you look this over? Then if you want to change anything, you can.”

Emma got up and rooted in her bag and Amelia’s basket, unobtrusively putting jars on the counter as if she meant to open every one and serve up a feast. Then, in the fuss of leaving, she would accidentally on purpose forget to put them back in, and Carrie would have some beautiful golden peaches to offer her husband when he came home from Harrisburg. By the time the coffee had perked and Carrie had served the cinnamon rolls, applesauce, and Emma’s chocolate whoopie pies, Amelia had made a few tiny changes to the design and added its borders.

“This will be a good one,” she said, tucking it into her basket. “The whole quilt will show the sunrise of our hope in the cross, won’t it?” She caught Carrie’s eye, and she nodded in satisfaction at a good afternoon’s work. “I’ll draw copies and get them to you after the Council Meeting on Sunday. Oh, speaking of patterns, I got a circle letter from Katie Yoder up in Lebanon.”

“And how is she?” Emma wanted to know. “Does she have any news for us? She said in her last that she was making a baby quilt. If that wasn’t a hint, I don’t know what would be.”

Amelia pulled the bundle of letters from all the girls in their old buddy bunch who were avid quilters. At this time of year, the circle letters went around at twice their usual speed as the women shared what they were working on or traded patterns. “You can read it. I brought them to save a stamp. Mine’s already in there.”

Emma retrieved Katie’s letter and read it in less than a minute. Amelia didn’t see how she could do that. It took her nearly a week to read a packet of letters. When Emma got them, she probably read every one of them, wrote hers, and sent the packet on, all in the same day.

“I knew it!” Emma exclaimed. “She had a boy. I hope she went with green borders instead of yellow.” She looked up at a sound like the mew of a newborn kitten. “Carrie? Are you all right?”

“I’d be happy with any kind of border,” Carrie said quietly. Her cheeks had gone bright red, which made her blond hair look even paler. She blinked, the long lashes that Amelia had often envied becoming slightly wet and spiky with tears.

Emma looked as though she wanted to slap herself. “Oh, dear heart, I’m so sorry. I’m a thoughtless idiot. Of all things to bring up. I didn’t mean to hurt you, honest I didn’t.” She reached across and covered Carrie’s hand with her own.

Carrie turned her palm over and returned the squeeze. “I know,” she whispered. “Most of the time, I have enough to do that I don’t think about it. But when Melvin is gone and it’s so silent in the house…” She took a deep breath and let it out with only a little bit of a hitch. “That’s when it gets to me. At least if I had babies, they’d keep me busy. I’d even welcome crying and fussing, because then I couldn’t hear the silence.”

“Don’t be too quick to wish for that,” Amelia said wryly. But deep inside, Carrie’s words lodged in her heart. Hadn’t she just been thinking that very thing?

“But I do. A crying baby would give me someone to hold, you see.”

Amelia swallowed. “Babies take clothes and diapers and immunizations. Maybe it’s God’s will to keep that blessing to Himself for now, until you and Melvin can afford it.”

Carrie bent her head as though there were something fascinating in her coffee cup, and she nodded. No one said it, but Amelia knew perfectly well Carrie would give up what little she had if she could only have a baby. When a woman was twenty-eight and had been married for ten years, the fact that babies didn’t come only looked stranger with every passing month.

“My mother-in-law was here yesterday,” Carrie said in a tone so low that Amelia was glad for the silence in the house—otherwise she would not have heard her.

“All that way and back in one day?” Emma asked in amazement. “Doesn’t she live in Intercourse?”

Carrie nodded. “She didn’t go back. She’s visiting the Daniel Lapps. Mary Lapp is her sister, you know.”

“Right. And Mandy’s getting married next week. The first Tuesday in November.” Emma sounded perfectly calm. You’d never know what it cost her to say it—seeing that Mandy Lapp was barely nineteen.

“Did you have a nice visit?” Amelia didn’t know Aleta Miller very well, except to nod hello to in church when she came down. “I imagine she’s coming to help with the wedding.”

“She wasn’t here about the wedding,” Carrie said. “Or not entirely. She had time for a…very personal visit.”

“How personal, exactly?” Amelia said slowly. This didn’t sound good.

“She wanted to know if…if everything was all right between Melvin and me. If we were…having marital…relations.”

The clock in the kitchen ticked five times while Emma and Amelia tried to think of something more helpful to say than, That nosy old biddy—what business is it of hers?

“What did you say?” Amelia finally managed. She could sort of understand one’s own mother asking such a question. Hers had had plenty to say about Matthew’s leisurely arrival—as though a two-year wait to see a grandchild was more than a woman should have to endure. But to have your mother-in-law, whom you saw only a handful of times a year, come from twenty miles away to ask such a thing?

When Carrie looked up, the tears had dried, leaving tracks on her cheeks. “I’ll have to write her a letter asking forgiveness.”

“Oh, my,” Emma said. “As bad as that?”

Carrie nodded. “You know how you take it and smile and take some more?” Emma shifted in her ladder-back chair, but Carrie went on without pausing, as if she’d waited so long for this chance to talk that she couldn’t wait another moment to get it out. “You walk past your Mamm’s buddies and they put their heads together when you’re out of earshot, and you just ignore it? Well, by the time Aleta got to our door, I was about full up, and when she opened her mouth and said it straight out, not even trying to put it gently or work around to the subject over coffee, it all came pouring out of me. Like she’d lanced a big, ugly boil and neither of us had a bandage ready.”

Amelia could count on the fingers of one hand the number of times she’d seen Carrie angry. Aleta must have hurt her deeply to put this white, strained expression on her pretty face.

“I guess she won’t be staying here while she’s helping with the wedding, then?”

“Melvin would never understand if she didn’t. Which is why I have to write this afternoon, or hitch up the buggy and go over there to invite her back. Not only that, I wouldn’t be at peace in Council Meeting on Sunday. You know they’re going to talk about forgiveness.”

At least she would have peaches to eat with her humble pie tonight. Poor Carrie.

“She wouldn’t tell Melvin what you said to each other, would she?”

“I hope not. I have to smooth it over before he comes home Friday. If she’s here and still offended at me, then I’ll have to tell him what I said to cause it. And I just can’t bring myself to do that. He loves his mother, and it would hurt him to know I spoke to her that way.”

“She spoke to you that way,” Emma pointed out.

“I know, but I shouldn’t have given it back. Most of the time we get on fairly well, but children are a sore spot with both of us.”

“Doesn’t Melvin have brothers and sisters with lots of babies for her?”

Melvin and Carrie had met at a band hop when they were both on Rumspringe, when kids came from as far as fifty miles away to dance and drink and watch each other do what was forbidden at home. It wasn’t as though he’d grown up in Whinburg and they’d known his family all their lives. He’d moved here and bought this farm so Carrie would be close to her family. Melvin probably thought he was making a sacrifice for the woman he loved, but in Amelia’s mind God knew what He was doing separating Carrie from her mother-in-law.

Except there were separations of distance and separations of emotion. If Carrie didn’t close the gap in the latter, it would widen until she’d need more than a trip of twenty miles to heal it. And then how would she be able to take part in Communion next month with a good conscience?

“He does—four brothers and two sisters, and all but the youngest boy are married and having families.” Carrie reached over to collect Amelia’s empty dessert plate. “That’s why I don’t understand why she cares so much.”

“Maybe he’s her favorite,” Emma suggested. “My sister Karen is Pap’s favorite, and all of us know it.”

“I wish Karen would come visit your folks more often.” Carrie changed the subject so smoothly and sympathetically that Amelia almost missed it. “She’s only on the other side of the lane. It would give you a break.”

“I do, too,” Emma admitted, making the conversational sacrifice for Carrie. It was clear the latter didn’t want to talk anymore about her differences with Aleta, and if that meant that Emma now had to bear the burden of talking about what hurt her, she would do it. “But you know…she’s busy with her own family and running our place.”

“What about Katherine? She could come for a week and let you get away,” Carrie said. “She only has the three girls, and the oldest must be ten. Old enough to help with her grandmother.”

Amelia buttoned her lip. Only a childless woman would think that three kids under ten would be any help at all in the sickroom after the first hour’s novelty had worn off. Not that Emma’s father was in a sickroom. But if he got much farther than the barn, he would forget where he was and Emma and her mother would have to go out looking along the roads to fetch him back.

“Mamm would love to see them,” Emma went on calmly, “but it’s not so easy to get away, I guess.”

Carrie was a born organizer, especially when she was organizing other people. “But if each family came for a week out of a month, or took your parents into their homes for a month at a time, you’d have only a few months when you were left to do it completely alone.”

Emma shook her head and put a kettle of water on to boil for the dishes. “It wouldn’t be fair to Mamm and Pap to be ferried all around the country. Pap has a hard enough time remembering where he is on a place he’s lived all his life. How would he manage over in Strasburg with Katherine, or way out in New Hope with Jonas? He’d be upset every minute, and he’d set off down the road to come home not even knowing what direction he was going. It would just be too hard.”

“Hmm.” Carrie took the dishcloth from Emma’s hand and gave her a towel instead. “I’ll wash, you dry. It just doesn’t seem fair, that’s all, you stuck in the Daadi Haus caring for your folks with no relief.”

“I like how you said that. Caring.” Emma’s voice held the gentlest of reproaches. “I love them. It’s not a burden, not really. Karen comes on Tuesdays so the three of us can have our frolic, and she and John help on Sundays at church, so someone’s sitting with Pap on the men’s side. And everyone helps clean when church is at our place, so that’s no burden either.”

She made it sound so reasonable. So straightforward. And maybe she needed it to sound that way, so she could go home again and stay for love, not because God, for reasons of His own, had put rocks in any other path that might be open to her.

Amelia suspected that it wasn’t only God who expected Emma to stay home and care for her parents. Everyone did. She was the last remaining unmarried daughter, and had been for enough years that people took it for granted there would be no more courting buggies pulling up in the Stolzfus lane. To everything there was a season, and in the minds of most people in the district Emma’s season was past.

There had to be more to a woman’s life than that. As she and Emma walked home the way they had come, Amelia pulled up a long stalk of dried grass, its head heavy with seed, and used it as a switch.

There just had to be.
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