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 CHAPTER ONE

Fast-paced chatter in Pennsylvania Dutch, followed by a ripple of women’s laughter, floated through the archway to Caleb Brand’s handmade-furniture shop from what used to be a hardware store next door. Caleb forced himself to focus on the rocking chair he was waxing, trying to ignore the sounds of change.

He didn’t like change. This building, with its two connected shops, had been a male enclave for years. Now everything was different, because Bishop Mose had decided to rent the other side to Katie Miller for a quilt shop.

Caleb gritted his teeth and rubbed a little harder, trying to concentrate on the grain of the hickory. Rocking chairs were among his best sellers, and this one had turned out to his satisfaction. He’d never let anything go out of his shop that he wouldn’t be happy to have in his own home.

Another peal of female laughter. How many women were over  there, anyway, helping to set up for the opening tomorrow? It sounded like half the sisters from the church district.

No reason why Katie Miller, newly komm to Pleasant Valley from Columbia County, shouldn’t open a quilt shop. He wished her well. Just not next door to him.

The bell on his own front door jingled, and he looked up. Bishop Mose, his white beard fluttering in the mild May breeze that swept down the main street of the village, ducked into the shop.

“Bishop Mose.” He half rose, showing the bishop that he was behind the counter at the rear of the showroom.

“Ach, Caleb, I thought you’d be tucked away upstairs in your workshop at this hour.” The bishop, his years seeming to sit lightly on him, wound his way through the handmade wooden furniture that filled the room.

“Nobody’s here to help out today, so I have to mind the shop.” Caleb put the lid on the furniture wax, tapping it down tight. “Can I do something for you?”

“Ach, no.” The bishop’s blue eyes, wise with a lifetime of service to the Amish of Pleasant Valley, crinkled a little. “Chust thought I should see for myself how you’re dealing with your new neighbor.”

Caleb glanced down at the rocker to avoid meeting the bishop’s gaze. “Fine. Everything’s fine, I think.”

He didn’t understand why Bishop Mose had seen fit to install a quilt shop next to him, but he wouldn’t complain. He’d never forget that when it seemed every person in the valley had turned against him, Bishop Mose had accepted his word.

It was eight years since then, and Caleb supposed folks still  talked about him and Mattie, though not in his presence. But thanks to Bishop Mose, he still had his place here.

In the brief silence between them, the sound of women’s voices came through clearly, talking about how best to display some quilts, it seemed.

“That’s gut,” Bishop Mose said. “I thought maybe it would be a bother to you, having a quilt shop next door instead of a hardware store.”

Absently, Caleb caressed a curved spindle of the rocker, the wood warm and smooth under his hand. Could he drop a hint in the bishop’s ear?

“Well, I did think a hardware store was a better fit with my shop.” He said the words as cautiously as if he were walking on eggs. “We shared more of the same customers, ain’t so?”

“You don’t think the folks who buy Katie’s quilts will be interested in your fine rocking chairs and chests?” Bishop Mose lifted white eyebrows.

Another burst of laughter scraped at Caleb’s nerves. “No. I don’t think a bunch of quilting women are likely to want what—”

He stopped—a little too late, it seemed. Katie Miller stood in the archway, and he didn’t doubt she’d heard his words. He cleared his throat, trying to think what to say, but she beat him to it.

“Ach, Bishop Mose, I thought I heard your voice.” The warm smile she directed toward the bishop probably didn’t include Caleb. “Would you like to see what we’ve done with the shop?”

“We would like nothing better.” He reached across the counter to clap Caleb’s shoulder. “Komm, Caleb. We’ll have a look at your new neighbor’s shop, ain’t so?”

Caleb hesitated, glancing at Katie. Her blue eyes were guarded, it seemed to him, and her strong jaw set. Katie Miller looked like a determined woman, one bent on doing things her way.

Which was maybe how she’d reached her midtwenties without marrying, an unusual situation for an Amish woman. And at the moment her way most likely didn’t include showing him her shop.

But in the next instant her expression had melted into a smile. She smoothed back a strand of light brown hair under the white kapp on the back of her head and nodded. “Komm. I’d like fine to show you what we’ve done.”

With the bishop’s hand on his shoulder Caleb couldn’t very well pull away. He walked through the archway, feeling as if he were moving into a foreign land.

It looked that way, too. Harvey Schmidt’s barrels of nails and coils of wire were long gone, of course. The shop had been stripped down to the bare shelves during Harvey’s closing sale. But now—

The walls and shelves had been painted white, as had the counters. Against the white, every color possible glowed in bolts of fabric and spools of thread. It looked like a huge flower garden in full bloom.

And that was saying nothing of the quilts, draped on a fourposter maple bed that had been placed in the center of the space. Another quilt, in shades of blue and yellow and white, sagged between Molly, Katie’s cousin and the reason Katie had come to the valley in the first place, and Sarah Mast, Pleasant Valley’s midwife. Both stood on chairs, obviously trying to hang the quilt from a rod that Harvey had used to support coils of rope.

“That looks like a dangerous thing to be doing.” Bishop Mose  was quick to steady the chair on which Molly teetered. “Especially for a new mammi.”

Dimples appeared in Molly’s cheeks. “Ach, you sound just like my Jacob. Anyone would think I was made of glass to hear him. After all, our little boy is over four months old now.”

“Ja, well, komm down anyway,” Katie said, going quickly to grasp the quilt from them. “This one I’ll put on the bed. I have some quilted table runners that can hang from the rod instead.”

Molly and Sarah climbed down, looking a little relieved, Caleb thought.

Sarah took the quilt back from Katie, her normally serious face lighting with a smile. Sarah had been a newcomer to the valley herself not that long ago, when she’d arrived to take over the midwife practice from her elderly aunt. Maybe that explained the connection she seemed to have with Katie.

“We’ll put the quilt in place,” Sarah said. “You have guests to show around.”

Katie nodded. She spread her arms wide in a gesture that took in the whole space.

“Here it is, as you can see. My new quilt shop.” A smile blossomed on her face, touching her eyes and bringing a glow to her cheeks.

Happiness. Hope. They radiated from Katie like heat from a stove. Caleb couldn’t help but be touched.

But that didn’t change anything, he reminded himself. Having the woman’s business right next door was going to be a nuisance.

And if she’d heard what folks in Pleasant Valley said about him, it wondered him that she’d want to be near him at all.
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“Are you certain sure I can’t stay and help you a bit longer?” Cousin Molly hovered at the door of the shop. “Jacob doesn’t mind watching the boppli.”

“Get along home.” Katie gave her a quick hug. “That little one will be wanting to eat soon, and that’s one thing Jacob can’t do.”

Molly giggled, her face alight with mischief, as if she were a child again herself. “He does get desperate when little Jacob cries. I think it makes him appreciate me more.”

“Jacob appreciates you fine, especially after all the months you were apart when he was working out west.” Katie gave her cousin a gentle shove. “It is ser kind of you to spend so much time helping me, but now you should get on home to them.”

Molly paused again, glancing around the shop. “The place does look wonderful gut, Katie. Who would have thought the old hardware store could change so much?”

“I just hope people like the change.” She suspected she already knew of one person who didn’t.

Molly gave her a quick, impulsive hug. “I’m so glad you’re here. And glad, too, that your parents were willing to part with you.” She kissed Katie’s cheek and went out, the shop door bell jingling.

Katie had been grateful for all the help today. Still, it was gut to be alone in the place that was everything she had hoped it would be. She touched the end bolt of a row of fabric, feeling the soft cotton slip through her fingers.

Denke, Father. The prayer formed in her thoughts. Thank you for giving me useful work to do here.

Molly’s parting words echoed in her mind. It wasn’t quite true that her parents had been willing to part with her . . . not entirely, anyway.

She’d explained to Mamm and Daad why, after her visit to help when Molly had her baby, she wanted to start a shop here in Pleasant Valley. Her mamm hadn’t been convinced. Mamm wanted the same thing for all five of her girls . . . that they get married, have babies, and settle down close to her.

Unfortunately, her eldest daughter was disappointing her on all counts.

Katie crossed her arms, rubbing them, and moved to the display of quilts in the center of the shop. It was lucky that she’d had a number of her own works to put out, since the quilts she expected to sell on consignment from other Amish women had been slow to show up.

It will get better, she assured herself. Once people see that the shop is open, they’ll be more willing.

As for Mammi ... well, in the end she’d given way, due in large part to Daadi’s persuading. Katie’s heart warmed. She owed this venture to him.

She traced the tiny squares of a postage-stamp quilt with her finger. The sign of a patient quilter, that one was, requiring the time to fit together all those small pieces.

She had made that quilt during the long winter after Eli married her best friend. Nearly four years ago now, but she hadn’t forgotten. In one brief summer, she had lost both the man she’d expected to spend her life with and her closest friend.

A scrape sounded from the shop next door, reminding her that she was not really alone. Caleb Brand was there, and Caleb was not very pleased with his new neighbor, it seemed. Bishop  Mose hadn’t said much about the man when he’d brought her to see the shop he had for rent. Only that Caleb’s woodworking business was in the other half of the storefront, and the bishop was sure they’d be good neighbors.

Funny that Molly hadn’t said much of anything about Caleb Brand, either. Not that Molly was a blabbermaul, but she’d spent most of her life in Pleasant Valley. She must know him. She knew everybody. If . . .

The thought trailed off as the front door opened. Katie turned, ready to say that the shop wouldn’t be open until tomorrow, but the words died on her lips.

“Mammi! What are you doing here?” And not just her mother. Two of her sisters, twenty-one-year-old Louise and sixteen-year-old Rhoda, crowded in behind her.

“We’ve komm for your opening, ain’t so?” Mamm untied her bonnet and took it off, revealing brown hair tinged slightly with gray. “Ach, that’s better. That bus bumped us around so much I thought we’d never get here in one piece.” Her gaze sharpened on Katie. “Well? Aren’t you happy to see us?”

“For certain sure I am.” Katie hurried to her mother for a hug and then turned to Louise, her next-younger sister. “I’m just surprised, is all. How could Louise tear herself away from Jonas?”

Something that might have been a snort came from Rhoda, but Louise acted as if she didn’t hear it. “Jonas agreed that it was my duty to help Mammi on the trip,” she said. “He’d never object to that, even if he doesn’t understand why you had to go so far away.”

Katie bit back the tart words on her tongue about Louise’s intended’s opinion. Jonas, the youngest son of a bishop, had  a bit too much self-importance for Katie’s taste, but that was Louise’s concern, not hers.

“I’m sure Katie doesn’t care what Jonas—”

Katie interrupted whatever unwise words Rhoda was about to say with a quick, strong hug and a murmured hush in her ear. “It is ser gut to see all of you.”

She drew back, waving her hand to encompass the whole of her shop. “What do you think of it?”

Mamm took a few steps around, studying the layout as if comparing it to her own quilt shop back in Columbia County. “It’s not as big as I thought it would be.”

“There’s another room at the back that I can expand into,” Katie said. “This is enough for starting off, I think.”

“You could be right. The less you have, the easier it will be to . . .” Her mother stopped and then started again. “. . . to take care of.”

That wasn’t what she’d intended to say, Katie felt sure. The less there will be to get rid of when you come home again. That was the thought in her mother’s mind, wasn’t it?

Katie found she was clutching her arms around herself again and deliberately relaxed.

One year. That was how long she had to prove herself. Daadi had paid Bishop Mose for one year’s rent on the shop. At the end of that year, she should be able to sign her own lease.

Or go home in defeat and spend her life next door to Eli and Jessica, watching their growing family.

She cleared her throat. “How long are you . . . will you be able to stay?”

“Ach, chust ’til Friday. Louise is supposed to go to dinner  with Jonas’s family on Saturday, so we must get back.” Mamm nodded toward the stairway that led up to the second floor. “Will you have room for us in your apartment?”

“We’ll make room.” Katie thought rapidly. Mamm would have her room, of course, and Louise and Rhoda could share the second bedroom. She’d sleep on the couch. “If you’re not comfortable, I’m sure Molly would be glad to have you stay with her.”

“No, no, this will be fine.” Mamm made shooing motions toward the other two. “Take your bags up now. Get settled. I want to speak to Katie.”

Mamm’s words sounded serious. If something was wrong at home—

Her sisters vanished up the stairs. Katie studied her mother’s face, trying to read the expression. Mammi, for some reason, was avoiding her eyes.

“Is something wrong?” she asked finally, when it seemed her mother wouldn’t speak.

“No, no, why would you think that?” Mammi made little sweeping gestures with her hands. “I chust think . . . that is, your daad and I have decided that Rhoda will stay here with you for a time.”

“Rhoda?” There was a faint squeak in Katie’s voice, and she tried to control it. “But why would you want Rhoda to do that? She has her job at the restaurant, and you’ll need her help with Louise getting married in the fall.”

And just as important, why would Mammi think Katie should take on the responsibility for a lively sixteen-year-old when she was trying to get a new business started on her own?

Her mother studied a row of spools with concentrated care. “She can be more help to you. As for that restaurant . . .” Mammi’s  voice seemed to tighten. “We think it better that she not work there anymore.”

“I see.”

But Katie didn’t, not really. It was so unlike Mammi to let one of her chicks leave home without a fight, and Rhoda was only sixteen, just beginning her rumspringa.

Light began to dawn.

“Does this have something to do with Rhoda’s rumspringa?” Rhoda, with her quick mind and daring disposition, was probably destined to have a more tumultuous running-around time than either Katie or Louise had had.

Her mother turned toward her, fingers to her lips. “I’m not saying there’s anything really wrong. But Rhoda has got herself in some trouble.”

“Trouble?” Mamm surely didn’t mean—

“No, no, not anything serious.” Color stained Mamm’s cheekbones. “Staying out later than she should, going off with some of the older girls to an Englisch party.”

“That’s not so bad,” Katie said, going a little weak at the knees at the thought of taking on the supervision of Rhoda.

Mamm pressed her lips together for an instant. “Never did I think a daughter of mine would be so rebellious. You and Louise were nothing like that when you were sixteen. Of course, Louise has always been serious, a perfect fit for Jonas. And you weren’t running around a lot because you and . . .”

Mamm let that trail off, but Katie knew the end of that sentence, too. You and Eli Hershberger were going to marry. Only it hadn’t turned out that way, and she’d had to watch while Eli married Jessica Stoltzfus.

She pushed those thoughts aside hurriedly. Best to concentrate  on the current problem. “If Rhoda is misbehaving, wouldn’t it be best to have her at home, under your eye?”

Mamm shook her head decisively. “There’s Louise to think of. How will it look if Rhoda gets into trouble with her sister marrying the bishop’s son? Anyway, your daad and I agree that Rhoda is better off here, and you can use her help. I never thought you should live above the shop on your own, anyway. This way you’ll have company.”

She certainly would.

“Maybe we should talk about this some more,” she began. “If—”

“There’s nothing more to be said.” Mamm turned away, examining a bolt of fabric. “Anyway, least said, soonest mended. I had to tell you, but no one else needs to know why Rhoda is here.”

Katie leaned against a box of quilt batting, trying to settle her mind, and her ears caught a sound through the archway . . . the creak of a rocking chair.

Mammi was wrong. Somebody else already knew, because Caleb Brand was still in the shop next door.

 

 

“Are you sure you don’t want us to help you finish clearing up?” Katie’s mother paused at the door after the long opening day of the shop. “We can stay.”

But fatigue drew at Mamm’s face, and Katie patted her arm. “Ach, no, you and the girls go on to Molly’s. She’ll like fine to have a longer visit with you, and likely she has supper almost ready. I’ll be along soon, for sure. Molly lent me her buggy today.”

Mamm nodded, gesturing Louise and Rhoda out to where Jacob, Molly’s young husband, waited at the curb with their horse and buggy. Mamm started to follow and then turned back toward Katie.

“This was a gut beginning.” She closed the door before Katie could respond.

Katie stood at the window, watching as they moved off down the street, and then locked the door, pulling down the shade. Her opening day was over.

She leaned against the door for a moment, still holding the napkin and paper plate she’d intended to toss in the trash, and felt the tension seep out of her. She hadn’t realized how nervous she’d been about this day until now, when she was as boneless as one of the faceless rag dolls she’d displayed along a top shelf.

The opening had been gut, and she imagined Mamm had mixed feelings about saying so. Not that Mamm consciously wanted Katie to fail. She just wanted their lives to go along the way she’d envisioned them.

Maybe that was what Katie had wanted once, too, but that would never be. Only her tiredness let the tears form in her eyes at that thought, and she blinked them away. Eli was as gone from her future as if he’d died. And if she couldn’t stop loving him, at least here she wouldn’t have to see him and Jessica, happily married and living next door.

A lock snapped in the adjoining shop, and Katie looked through the archway to see Caleb closing up. He hadn’t acknowledged her presence except for a polite nod of greeting this morning, but she hadn’t forgotten what he might have, must have, heard Mamm say about Rhoda the day before.

He didn’t strike her as a man who’d gossip, but she couldn’t  just leave it, ignoring the possibility. Not giving herself time to think, she walked quickly through the archway.

“I hope all the people coming and going today didn’t bother you. I’m sure it won’t normally be so busy.”

For a moment Caleb didn’t speak, the strong planes of his face resembling nothing so much as the wood he worked with. Even his eyes were like the wood—a deep, rich brown—as was his hair. The fact that he was beardless showed the unexpected cleft in his strong chin.

He shrugged, palms open. “It was not a problem. Did you have a gut opening?”

The most words she’d heard from him in a row . . . that might be a hopeful sign. “Not bad. Lots of people came looking. No big sales, but most folks went away with something, if only a quilted pot holder.”

He gave a short nod, and turned away. Apparently that was all he had to say to her. But it wasn’t all she needed to say to him. If he told other people what Mamm had said about Rhoda, life here could be difficult for her sister before it even started.

“Paula Schatz brought me a whole tray of sweets from her bakery to celebrate the opening.” The Mennonite woman’s bakery, Katie had learned, was just a few doors down Pleasant Valley’s main street. “Can I persuade you to take some home to your family?”

“No. Denke,” he added, as if thinking he’d been rude. “My sister-in-law bakes enough for half the county as it is.” He glanced at the paper plate in her hand. “I shouldn’t think you’d want people eating around your quilts.”

“I had the food and drink in the back room. Most people  were sensible enough to keep it there.” She shrugged. “It was worthwhile, I think. Serving something brings folks in and makes them feel wilkom. If they stay longer, they buy more, ain’t so?”

His brows, a darker brown than his eyes, drew down. “I’ve no need for such gimmicks. If people want something, they buy it, that’s all.”

She had to bite her tongue to keep from telling him how wrong he was. “If you have well-made products, buyers will find you. That’s true. But there are things you can do to draw people’s attention.”

His shop was a prime example, and her hands itched to rearrange things in a way that would highlight their beauty. That rocker, for instance, with the intricately turned spindles—it should be up front where the customer’s eye fell on it immediately. The whole space looked cluttered and unwelcoming to her eyes.

He shook his head in a way that dismissed both her and her sales ideas. “Your family ... have they gone home already, then?”

“Just to my cousin Molly’s for supper.” Here was an opening to find out what he’d heard about Rhoda, if she could see how best to use it. Did she dare ask such a forbidding personality to keep silent? “They’ll be going home tomorrow, except for my sister Rhoda. She’s staying to help me for a while.”

“I see.” Two words only. But he crossed his arms over his broad chest, and glanced down, not meeting her eyes.

She’d dealt with enough customers in her mother’s shop to read in his body language what he didn’t say. He’d heard, that was certain-sure.

She took a breath, murmuring a silent prayer for guidance. “Caleb, I think that you must have heard what my mother said about why Rhoda is staying here.”

His face tightened. “I don’t listen to what doesn’t concern me.”

“Sometimes you can’t help but hear something that wasn’t meant for your ears.” She’d gone this far. She may as well say all that she was thinking. “I just hope you will not repeat it.”

She’d thought his face couldn’t get any tighter, but apparently it could. There was no mistaking his expression now. Anger. He glared at her for a long moment.

“I’m not a blabbermaul.” He spun and walked away from her, shoulders stiff.

She let out her breath in a sigh. She’d have done better, it seemed, to keep her mouth closed.




 CHAPTER TWO

Nancy, Caleb’s sister-in-law, put a wedge of dried-apple pie in front of him. As he’d told Katie Miller, his sister-in-law always had enough baked goods in the house to feed half the county.

Of course, those five boys she and his brother Andy had produced went through the cakes and pies in a hurry. The old farmhouse was as noisy now as it had been when he and Andy and their brothers were young, even though now Andy did the farming Daad had once done, and Mamm lived in the grossdaadi haus, the four-room house that he’d helped Daad and Andy build onto the side.

After Daad died, they’d decided Caleb should move into the second bedroom in the grossdaadi haus, so Mammi wasn’t alone there. That gave Andy’s kinder a little more space, too, though sometimes the farmhouse still felt as if it bulged at the seams.

Becky, Caleb’s sixteen-year-old niece and the only girl in the family, poured coffee in his mug.

“Denke, Becky. That’s plenty.”

She gave him her shy smile and moved on to the head of the table to pour a cup for her father. The boys had already been excused, dashing outside to finish their chores and toss a baseball around before the sun disappeared.

“So, the new quilt shop opened up today, I hear.” Nancy sat down across from him, her hazel eyes bright with curiosity. “Did a gut lot of folks come?”

“Seemed like plenty of people to me. All women, of course.” It felt as if he could still hear them buzzing in his ears. He put his mug down on the pine table, next to the scar he’d put in the smooth edge with his front tooth when he was nine or ten and he and Andy had been wrestling at the table. Daad had punished both of them impartially, as he recalled.

“What is Katie Miller like?” his mother asked, pushing aside the wedge of pie Nancy had put in front of her, causing Nancy and Andy to exchange worried glances. Mammi had eaten like a bird since Daad’s death last fall.

“You’ve seen her at worship,” Caleb said, since the question seemed directed at him.

“Ja, I know what she looks like, but I haven’t talked to her. It takes some courage to start up a business all on your own, I’d say.”

He tried to sort his thoughts. It wasn’t Katie’s fault that he disliked having her shop right next to his. On the other hand, it was her fault that she’d acted as if he were a blabbermaul who couldn’t wait to spread gossip about her sister, putting his back up.

To be fair, Katie might not know much about him. Not enough to be aware of all the gossip that swirled around him over Mattie  Weaver’s pregnancy, although if she didn’t, someone would tell her soon enough.

No, he wasn’t likely to inflict the pain of being the object of gossip on someone else.

“Well?” Mamm prompted. “What’s she like? And what’s the shop like?”

Mamm hadn’t shown this much interest in anything in months. That was a gut sign, wasn’t it? He’d have to do his best to encourage her, even if it meant talking about Katie Miller.

“She’s a nice enough woman. Sort of opinionated, I’d say.”

Nancy chuckled. “She’ll have to be, to make a success of a new business.”

“Ja, maybe.” Katie’s words still rankled, but Caleb tried to dismiss them and think of something to entertain his mamm. “You’d never know the shop was the same place, with all the quilts and bolts of fabric and rows of thread all over the place. Lot more colorful than the hardware store was. Attracts women, like I said.”

Andy frowned. “Is that likely to be a problem for you, having a place like that next door?”

“I’m bound to say I thought the hardware store was a better fit.” Caleb shrugged, scooping into the pie. “But the building belongs to Bishop Mose. He can do what he wants with it.”

“So she has a lot of quilting fabric,” Mamm said. “You know, maybe I should think of starting a new quilt.”

“That sounds wonderful gut, Mamm Naomi. Why don’t we take a ride into town and see what she has?” Nancy seized on Mamm’s flicker of interest with her characteristic energy. They’d all of them been trying to find ways to bring Mamm out of her shell these past few months.

“Maybe,” Mamm said.

“Tomorrow,” Nancy prompted, never one to let grass grow under her feet. “We can go in tomorrow, and maybe take Becky to—” She stopped suddenly, glancing at Andy.

Something was not being said, it seemed. “Take Becky to what?” Caleb asked. He glanced at his niece, to find her staring down at her hands.

“We were thinking,” Nancy said, obviously speaking for his brother, too. “Maybe you could use our Rebecca in the shop a few hours a week. It’d be gut for her to have a job outside the house, and you could stand to have someone clean up the shop for you and wait on customers so you can work. Besides, maybe it’ll help her get over being so shy with people.”

“There’s nothing wrong with being a little quiet,” his mother said, reaching out to pat Becky’s hand. “I’d rather have our Becky the way she is than as bold as some of the girls are these days.”

“She needs to learn not to give in to being shy.” Nancy, who didn’t have a bit of shyness in her robust nature, was talking about Becky as if she weren’t sitting there. And the girl seemed to shrink in the chair, stirring Caleb’s heart. Becky might look like Nancy, with her round face and hazel eyes, but she was totally different in personality. And as well-meaning as Nancy was, she didn’t understand her only daughter.

He’d like fine to have Becky working for him, if it would help her. It would help him, too, letting him escape to the privacy of his workshop while someone else dealt with the customers.

But, unfortunately, working at the shop would bring Becky into contact with Katie’s sister, the one who’d apparently gotten into trouble already for her wildness during rumspringa.

“Maybe Becky doesn’t want to work at the shop.” If she  didn’t, then he wouldn’t have to worry about what kind of influence on her the Miller sisters would be.

Becky glanced at him. “I would like that fine, Onkel Caleb,” she said. “If you can use me.”

He hesitated. Maybe he should say something to Nancy and Andy about the Miller girl. But he’d just told Katie that he wasn’t one to go around talking about what he’d heard. How could he go back on that?

He was boxed in. He couldn’t go back on his word. And he couldn’t disappoint his niece, either.

“That’s fine, Becky. You can start as soon as you want.”

Her smile radiated pleasure, warming him. But it didn’t get rid of the faint resentment he felt toward Katie Miller and her shop. She’d only been open a day, and already she was causing him trouble.

 

 

Katie was filled with a mix of relief and apprehension when the bus pulled out the next morning, carrying Mamm and Louise. Relief, because she knew Mamm disapproved of every deviation Katie had made from the way Mamm ran her own shop. And apprehension at the prospect of being solely responsible for her young sister.

“You don’t need to worry about me.” Rhoda walked beside her down the street, tilting her face to the spring sunshine and seeming to read her thoughts too well. “What kind of trouble can I get into here?” Her gesture dismissed Pleasant Valley and all its people. “I don’t know a single person my age.”

“I’m not really worried about you. Well, not too much, anyway.”

“Why not? Mamm is. And Louise.” Rhoda’s pretty, heart-shaped face seemed set in lines of discontent, her golden-brown eyes downcast.

Was that bitterness or hurt in Rhoda’s voice? Katie wasn’t sure.

“You’re a smart girl,” she said. “Smart enough to know that if you got into trouble again, you’d get a reputation you don’t want.”

“According to Louise, I already have that,” Rhoda muttered.

“Louise listens to Jonas too much.” The words were out before Katie thought, and she shook her head. “I shouldn’t have said that.” But she’d brought a smile to Rhoda’s face and a sparkle to her eyes, and she couldn’t regret having lessened the strain between them.

“Louise is all right,” Rhoda said with the easy volatility of a sixteen-year-old. “Daadi says she’ll stop being so preachy once she has some kinder of her own to run after.”

“That might be true.” Or she might be even worse. Katie spared a sympathetic thought for her prospective nieces and nephews.

They passed Bishop Mose’s harness shop . . . open already. She could see Bishop Mose through the window, bending over the counter, his white beard nearly touching the harness he was mending.

Paula Schatz’s bakery opened early, too. The scents of cinnamon buns and coffee drifted out as a customer exited the front door. Paula seemed to have quite a clientele, mostly Englisch but also a few Amish, who stopped by for coffee and gossip every morning.

Katie glanced at her sister. Rhoda’s face was absorbed, her  attention turned inward. Was she brooding on her fate in being shipped off to Pleasant Valley, maybe?

“This is a nice place,” Katie said. “With gut people. And we have family here already, in the Miller cousins. You’ll meet some girls your age before long, that’s certain-sure.”

“If their parents haven’t already warned them against me.” Rhoda seemed determined to look on the down side.

“No one here knows anything about what happened back home.” No one but Caleb Brand. “There’s no reason why anyone should.”

“Someone will write to a friend or a cousin or a distant relative and blab about it.” Rhoda’s lower lip jutted out. “You know how that works.”

The Amish grapevine, of course. Rhoda might be right, but Katie wasn’t going to encourage her gloominess.

“Even if someone from back home does write to somebody here, that doesn’t mean they’ll think your doings are important enough to relate. Suppose you try to get your mind on something else. Look, there’s Molly in front of the shop already, and us not open yet. And she’s brought baby Jacob, too. Run and help her with him.”

Katie suspected Rhoda’s fascination with babies would override her obsession with her own woes. Sure enough, a smile dawned, and Rhoda darted ahead of her. By the time Katie reached the shop, Rhoda was already cuddling little Jacob in her arms.

“We did not expect to see you so early, Molly.” Katie bent to kiss the wisp of white-blond hair on top of the boppli’s head. “Let me get the door unlocked.”

“We can’t stay,” Molly said, but followed her inside, showing  the dimples in her pert face as Rhoda cooed at the baby. “We are on our way grocery shopping, and I must fit it in before this one decides it’s time to eat and nap again. But I wanted to drop off a list for you.”

“A list?” Katie looked at her blankly.

Molly pressed a folded sheet of tablet paper into her hand. “I know you’re fretting about not having enough quilts on consignment in the shop, so I wrote down the names of all the women I could think of who might have some they want to sell.”

“That is wonderful kind of you, such trouble as you’ve gone to for me and the shop.” It was kind, and thoughtful, too.

“As if you haven’t done as much for me a dozen times over, helping out like you did when the boppli came.” Molly gave her a quick hug. “We’re cousins. As close as sisters, almost.”

Maybe closer than some sisters. Katie had begun to think she didn’t know Rhoda nearly as well as she should.

“It’s true it has been troubling me, not having as many quilts as I expected. I thought folks would naturally want to sell their quilts on consignment here, like they do in Mamm’s shop back home.”

“They’re just not used to the idea yet, that’s all,” Molly said. “Mostly if they want to sell, there’s a dealer from over toward Mifflinburg who will buy from them. They don’t see that they’ll make more by selling the quilts through you on consignment. Once they understand, I’m certain-sure you’ll have plenty of business.”

“I hope so.” Pray so. She tucked the list under a stapler on the counter. “Denke, Molly.”

Footsteps sounded in Caleb’s shop, and then women’s voices.  Molly looked that way, smiling as the figures came toward the quilt shop. “Naomi. It’s ser gut to see you out and about.”

Three people walked through the archway—an older woman who was clearly the object of Molly’s attention, followed by a younger woman and a girl of about Rhoda’s age. Predictably they clustered around the boppli.

“Ach, look at this big boy.” The older woman touched his round cheek. “He’s thriving, that’s plain to see.”

“Going to look just like his daadi,” Molly responded, a hint of pride in her voice. “But what am I thinking of? Naomi, these are my cousins, Katie and Rhoda Miller. It’s Katie who’s started the quilt shop here.”

“We’ve been needing a quilt shop since Ruth Stoltzfus retired.” Naomi had a sweet smile in a thin face that held lines of strain or maybe pain around her brown eyes. “And I’ve been hearing all about you from my son.”

“Your son?”

“Ja, Caleb Brand, that is my boy. I’m Naomi Brand, and here is Caleb’s brother’s wife, Nancy, and Nancy’s oldest child, Rebecca.”

Caleb’s mother. What, Katie wondered, had Caleb been telling her? Nothing too bad, apparently, since the woman was smiling.

“Ja, we couldn’t wait to see your shop for ourselves,” Nancy said, running her fingers along the row of fabric bolts.

“You like to quilt, then.” Katie wondered if Nancy’s name was on Molly’s list.

Nancy shook her head, chuckling a little. “Not me, not with the five boys to sew for besides Rebecca. I don’t have the  patience for it, anyway. It’s Mamm Naomi who is the quilter in the family.”

Katie glanced at Molly, who gave a slight nod. Obviously it was Caleb’s mother whose name would be on her list.

“Maybe you’d like to see the quilts I brought with me from home,” Katie said. “I’ve noticed some of the patterns there are different from the ones around here.”

A spark of interest lit Naomi’s faded brown eyes, and she nodded. “Ja, I would. I saw some quilts my husband’s cousin in Nebraska made, and they certain-sure were different.”

Katie pulled back the sheet she’d spread over the quilts when she’d left the previous night.

“Postage-stamp quilt in a Log Cabin design,” Naomi said. “That takes time.”

“Ja, it does.” Katie’s hand rested on it for a moment, remembering. It had taken her all that cold, lonely winter after Eli married. She was tempted to put it away so it wouldn’t be a reminder, but maybe the sooner it was sold, the better.

“You made this one yourself,” Naomi said quietly.

The woman’s perception startled her. “How did you know?”

“The way you touched it.” Naomi ran her finger along the binding. “Sometimes I think we stitch our feelings into our quilts, ain’t so?”

Katie could only nod, her throat suddenly tight. Caleb’s mother was a wise woman, maybe a bit too wise for comfort.

She cleared her throat. “Would you be interested in having me sell any of your quilts for you here in the shop?”

Naomi seemed to consider. “You’d buy them from me to sell?”

“No, I’d take them on consignment.” As Molly had said, she’d have to do some explaining. “We would decide together on a price, and then when the quilt sold, I would receive a percentage of the money.”

Naomi frowned slightly. “There’s a dealer that has shops in Mifflinburg and Harrisburg, I think. Mr. Hargrove, his name is. He sometimes buys quilts. I sold him a Sunshine and Shadows one once. Pulled the bills right out of his pocket and paid me cash.”

“Do you mind my asking how much he paid you?”

“A hundred dollars, it was.”

Katie flipped the corner of the quilt over so that Naomi could see the price tag. “He probably sold it for at least five hundred. If you put a quilt like this in my shop and I sell it, I take twenty percent commission. That means you’d make four hundred.”

“That’s if you sold it,” Naomi said.

“Ja, that’s true. My mamm has a shop back home, though, and most of the ladies who bring their quilts in sell them within a month or two. And small quilted items, like table runners and pot holders, sell even quicker.”

Naomi didn’t speak for a moment, and Katie held her breath. Getting Naomi’s quilts to sell could be just the step she needed.

Finally Naomi gave a small nod. “I will bring in one or two quilts. And we’ll see.”

Katie let out her breath. “Denke.”

“Now maybe you will help me pick out some fabric. I have it in mind to start a new quilt. In a Tumbling Blocks pattern.”

“It would be a pleasure.” Katie glanced toward the others. “If your daughter-in-law doesn’t want to wait—”

“Ach, Nancy is happy enough to chat with Molly. And those two girls seem like they are getting to know each other, don’t they?”

Sure enough, Rhoda and Rebecca had drawn a little apart, talking over the boppli’s head. A friend ... that was what Rhoda needed more than anything right now. But Katie was not sure she’d have chosen Caleb Brand’s niece as the perfect friend for her sister.

“You’re right,” she said, trying to focus on Naomi and her quilt. “Now, what colors were you thinking about?”

“Maybe shades of blue, going from dark to light, and—”

“Becky.” Caleb’s voice was sharp enough to draw Katie’s gaze to him. He stood in the archway between the shops, looking at his niece. “Komm, and I’ll show you what I want you to do.”

“Ach, I nearly forgot one reason we came today,” Naomi said. “Our Becky is going to work a few hours each week for Caleb in the shop. He must want her to get started.”

Katie watched the girl walk away from Rhoda. Maybe Naomi was right about what Caleb wanted. Or maybe he was intent on keeping his young niece away from her sister.

 

 

“Your job will be to keep everything in this part of the shop looking nice.” Caleb wiped a cobweb off the spindle of a chair. “Looks like I do need some help in here, ain’t so?”

Becky giggled. “I’ll keep it spic and span, that’s certain-sure.”

“I know you will.” He patted her shoulder. “You’re a gut girl, Becky.”

As for Katie’s sister . . . well, maybe she was not so good. A bit wild, by the sounds of it.

He’d told himself he would just have to keep Becky away from Rhoda, but Becky had no more than entered the shop when she’d met Rhoda. When he’d looked through the archway and seen those two girls with their heads together, his stomach had tightened up.

It wasn’t fair, he supposed, to blame Katie Miller for bringing problems into his life. Still, it was a plain fact that if not for her setting up next door to him, he wouldn’t be fretting about Rhoda’s influence on Becky.

“What about the workroom upstairs, Onkel Caleb? Do you want me to clean there, as well?” Becky looked poised to fly up the stairs and begin scrubbing. She’d been helping Nancy keep the house clean since she was a small child, and she knew what to do.

“Ja, but that’s not so important. Customers don’t go up there. The days you’re here, you can sweep and dust the workshop, but do that last thing, because I’ll dirty it up again pretty quick.” He smiled at her eagerness. “Don’t count on it staying clean. It won’t.”

She nodded, as if making careful note of that. “What about customers?” Apprehension entered her eyes. “Will I be waiting on them?”

He considered. Part of the reason Becky was working for him was so she’d become more comfortable being around folks, but he didn’t want to pitchfork her into something she wasn’t ready for.

He tried to stay away from folks by choice, but it wasn’t that way with Becky. If their Becky was shy, it was because God made her that way. He was just grateful that she usually seemed to feel she could talk to him.

“Let’s just see how that goes,” he said. “You can find out what people are interested in. Then if they seem serious, not just looking, call up to me, and I’ll come down and deal with them. All right?”

The worry faded from her face. “All right.”

His gaze flickered to the other room. Mamm was picking fabrics out, with Katie’s help. Mamm showed more interest than she had in months, and he was glad. He wasn’t worried about that. But as for Rhoda . . .

She stood against the far counter, Molly’s boppli in her arms, bouncing and crooning to little Jacob. He could bring up the subject, couldn’t he, without breaking a confidence?

“You met Katie’s sister, Rhoda Miller, I see.” He kept his tone casual. “I hear she’s staying here with Katie for a while to help out in the shop.”

“Ja, that’s what she said.”

“What did you think of her?”

“She seemed nice.” Becky paused, and her cheeks grew a little pink. “Different from me.”

“Different?” All his defenses went up. “How is she different?”

“Well, she doesn’t know anybody here. Any of the kids our age, I mean. I know them all. I was just thinking how hard it would be not to know anyone.”

“That’s thoughtful of you.” Becky had a kind heart. That was good, but kind hearts were easily bruised.

The pink intensified in her cheeks. “You know the birthday party on Saturday for Thomas Esch?” she asked.

“Ja, I know.” Becky had seemed a little hesitant to go off to a birthday celebration with the other teenagers.

“I was thinking maybe I should ask Rhoda to come along  with me. That way she’d already know somebody there. She might like that, don’t you think?”

Appealed to, he could only think that seeing Becky go off with Rhoda Miller was the last thing he wanted. Before he could answer, Mamm came in, followed by Katie, who was carrying a bag of fabric, and it was obvious Mamm had heard.

“That sounds like a kind thought, Becky.” Mamm beamed at her. “That’s certain-sure to make Rhoda feel wilkom.” She glanced at him. “Don’t you think that’s a gut idea, Caleb?”

He hesitated in answering. It was probably only a couple of seconds, but it felt like an hour. They were all looking at him, Katie with an expression that was so intense he knew she feared he was going to tell what he’d heard about Rhoda.

“Ja,” he said shortly, turning away from the concern in Katie’s eyes.

Mamm patted the counter. “You can put the fabric right here, Katie, and Caleb will load it into the buggy for me when we’re ready to go.”

Katie obeyed, setting the package on the countertop, not looking at him now.

Mamm held out her hand to Becky. “Komm, and you can ask her now. I chust want to look closer at that one pattern.”

Mamm and Becky went out together. Caleb tried to think of something to say to Katie, but his mind was curiously blank. He found he was staring at the slender curve of her neck as she smoothed the fabric pieces in the bag.

She turned and came toward him with a quick step until they stood very close. “Denke, Caleb.” Her voice was soft. “That will mean the world to Rhoda.” Her fingers touched his hand, and it was as if his skin tingled where their hands met.

His startled gaze went to hers. Something—some awareness that he hadn’t expected and didn’t welcome—filled the air between them. Her deep blue eyes went wide, and he thought she felt it, too. She probably didn’t know what to do with the feeling, either.

He stepped back, pulse thudding. “I could not stop her. Becky has a sympathetic heart.”

“Ja. She does.”

That almost sounded as if she thought he didn’t. He stiffened, knowing he had to give fair warning. “If there is any trouble for Becky because of her kindness to Rhoda, I will have to tell what I know.”

Katie’s lips pressed together, her eyes narrowing. “There won’t be,” she said sharply, and turned away.
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