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Figure A

Wanda E. Brunstetter enjoys writing about the Amish because they live a peaceful, simple life. Wanda’s interest in the Amish and other Plain communities began when she married her husband, Richard, who grew up in a Mennonite church in Pennsylvania. Wanda has made numerous trips to Lancaster County and has several friends and family members living near that area. She and her husband have also traveled to other parts of the country, meeting various Amish families and getting to know them personally. She hopes her readers will learn to love the wonderful Amish people as much as she does.

Wanda and her husband, Richard, have been married forty-three years. They have two grown children and six grandchildren. In her spare time, Wanda enjoys reading, ventriloquism, gardening, stamping, and having fun with her family.

Wanda has written 25 novels, as well as several stories, articles, poems, puppet scripts, gift books, and a devotional book.

To learn more about Wanda, visit her Web site at www.wandabrunstetter.com and feel free to e-mail her at wanda@wandabrunstetter.com.











 In loving memory of my friend, Sharon Hanson, whose love for her “special” child was an inspiration to all.




 And this is his commandment, That we should believe on the name of his Son Jesus Christ, and love one another, as he gave us commandment.





1 John 3:23 KJV











CHAPTER 1

Laura Meade opened her laptop, entered the correct password to put her online, and began the e-mail she had been meaning to write for the past week:

 Dear Shannon,

 I’m finally settled in at the Lancaster School of Design. I think I’m going to like it here. Not only is the college rated in the top ten, but the area is beautiful, and the Amish I’ve seen are unbelievable! I haven’t met any of them up close and personal, but from what I’ve seen, the women wear simple, dark-colored dresses, with little white hats on their heads.

 The men wear cotton shirts, dark pants with suspenders, and either a straw or black felt hat with a wide brim. They drive box-shaped, closed-in buggies pulled by a horse.

 Tomorrow, I’m going to the farmers’ market. I hear it’s a great place to get good buys on handmade Amish quilts. I may even be able to acquire some helpful decorating ideas there.

 I hope you’re doing well and enjoying your new job.

 I’m looking forward to seeing you at Christmas and hearing about those preschoolers you teach.

 Your friend,


 Laura


Laura thought about sending an e-mail to her parents, but she had talked to them on the phone just an hour ago, so there wouldn’t be much to write about now. Moving away from the desk, she picked up a brush from the dresser and began her nightly ritual of one hundred strokes through her long, thick tresses.

She glanced around the room with disdain. Even the smallest room at home was bigger than this dinky dorm room. Fortunately, she would only be here two years. Then she could return to Minneapolis and redecorate to her heart’s content—starting with her own bedroom at home.

“It’s stifling in here.” Laura dropped the hairbrush onto the bed and went to open the window. A slight breeze trickled through the screen, but it did nothing to cool the stuffy room. Here it was the first week of September, and the days were still hot and humid. To make matters worse, the air-conditioning wasn’t working right and probably wouldn’t be fixed until later in the week, according to what she’d been told.

Fall had always been Laura’s favorite time of year. Someday, she hoped to decorate her own home with harvest colors. The kitchen windows would be outlined with sheer yellow curtains. The living-room, dining-room, and bedroom floors would be covered with thick, bronze carpets. She wanted to decorate with Early American furniture and to hang plenty of paintings from that era on the walls. 

Mom and Dad had allowed her to travel halfway across the country to attend the Lancaster School of Design, despite the fact that several good schools were closer to home. When Laura had heard about this one so near to the heart of Amish land, she’d known she had to come. She’d read about the interesting culture of the Plain People on a few Web sites and was sure she could gain some unique decorating ideas here in Lancaster County.

Laura glanced at the photo of Dean Carlson, set in a gold frame on top of her dresser. Dean was the newest member of her father’s law firm, and he had given her the picture soon after they’d started dating three months ago. Dean hadn’t been too happy about her moving to Pennsylvania, even though she had assured him it would only be for a couple of years. She wasn’t sure if his reluctance to see her go was because he cared so much or if he might be worried that she would find someone else and end up staying in Pennsylvania.

A loud knock jolted Laura out of her musings. With an exasperated sigh, she crossed the room and opened the door.

A young woman with short, curly blond hair stood in the hallway. “Hi. I’m Darla Shelby. I have the room next to yours.”

Laura smiled. “I’m Laura Meade.”

“Nice to meet you. Where are you from?”

“Minneapolis. How about you?”

“I grew up here in Lancaster, moved to New York with my folks when I was sixteen, and came back here again to attend this school.” She grinned. “But my favorite place to be is Philadelphia. In fact, since tomorrow’s Saturday, I thought I’d drive into Philly and do some shopping. Would you like to go along?”

“So you must have your own car?”

Darla nodded. “It’s a little red convertible—got it for my birthday last year.”

Laura thought about her own car parked in the garage at home. She wished she could have driven it here, but her parents had insisted that she fly to Pennsylvania and lease a car during her stay.

“I realize we’ve only just met,” Darla continued, “but I figure what better way to get acquainted than during a shopping spree.”

Laura leaned against the doorframe as she contemplated the tempting offer. “I appreciate the invitation, and I’d love to go with you some other time, but I had planned to go to the farmers’ market at Bird-in-Hand tomorrow. I understand some of the Plain People go there to shop and sell some of their wares.”

Darla nodded. “Those Amish and Mennonites are quite the tourist attraction around here.”

“Why don’t you go to the market with me, and we can do some shopping there?”

Darla wrinkled her nose. “No way! I’d rather be caught in the middle of rush-hour traffic on the turnpike than spend the day with a bunch of farmers.”

Laura giggled. “Those farmers do look pretty interesting.” “Maybe so, but they’re not interesting enough for me to give up a day of shopping in Philly.” Darla turned toward her own room, calling over her shoulder, “Whatever you do, Laura, don’t let too much of that Amish culture rub off on you.” 


***



 As Eli Yoder left Strasburg, where he worked at a store that made handcrafted Amish furniture, he thought about the conversation he’d had with Pauline Hostetler after church last Sunday. He had made the mistake of telling her that he planned to rent a table at the farmers’ market this Saturday to sell some of the items he’d created in his wood shop at home.


 “Oh, Eli,” he could still hear her say,  “I was planning to go to the market on Saturday, too. Maybe the two of us could meet at noon and eat lunch together.”


“Pauline’s after me to court her,” Eli mumbled, as he headed down the road toward home in his buggy.

His horse whinnied as if in response and perked up his ears.

“Are you sympathizing with me, boy?” Eli chuckled and flicked the reins to get his horse trotting a bit faster. It was fun to ride in his open buggy and go a little faster than usual. It made him feel free and one with the wind whipping against his face.


 I won’t be free for long if Pauline has anything to say about it. I think she’s in cahoots with Mom to see me join the church so I can get married and settle down to raising a family. Eli frowned. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to get married someday. He just hadn’t found the right woman yet, and he was sure it wouldn’t be Pauline. He was in no hurry to be baptized and join the church until he felt ready to settle down. So Mom would have to learn to be patient.

“Why’d I agree to meet Pauline for lunch?” Eli fretted. “She’s likely to take it to mean I have an interest in her, and then she’ll expect me to start officially calling on her.”

He gripped the reins a little tighter. “I’ll have lunch with her on Saturday because I promised I would, but I’ll have to figure out some way to let her know there’s no chance of us having a future together.”


***



 A ray of sun filtered through the window, causing Laura to squint when she opened her eyes. She peeked at the small clock on her bedside table. It was nearly nine o’clock. She had slept much later than she’d planned.

Jerking the covers aside, she slipped out of bed and headed for the shower. A short time later, as Laura studied the contents of her closet, she had a hard time deciding what to wear. She finally opted for a pair of blue jeans and a rust-colored tank top. She pulled her long, auburn hair into a ponytail and secured it with a navy blue scrunchie.

“Nothing fancy, but I’m sure I look good enough to go to the farmers’ market,” she said to her reflection in the mirror. “Amish country, I hope you’re ready for me because here I come!”


***



 Mary Ellen Yoder had just begun supper preparations when her husband, Johnny, stepped into the kitchen, holding a pot of pansies in his hands. He grinned at her and placed the pot on the counter. “These are for you. I got ’em from the Beachys’ greenhouse.”

She turned from her job of cutting vegetables for a stew and smiled. “Such a thoughtful husband I have.  Danki, Johnny.” 

His smile widened, and he leaned over to kiss her cheek. “I still remember the first bouquet of flowers I bought for my special girl. Do you?”

She nodded. “That was way back when you were doing everything you could to get me to allow you to come courting.”

He slipped his arm around her waist and gave her a squeeze. “And it worked, too, didn’t it? We not only started courting, but you agreed to marry me, and now we’ve got ourselves four of the finest  kinner around.”

“ Jah, I agree.” Mary Ellen smiled and resumed cutting her vegetables.

“And let’s not forget that spunky little  kindsbuh our daughter gave us a few years back.”

“Now if we can just get our three  buwe married off so they can add more grandchildren to our family,” Mary Ellen said.

“I think the chances of Lewis and Jonas finding wives might be pretty good since they’ve already joined the church, but Eli’s another matter.”

Mary Ellen sighed and glanced at Johnny over her shoulder. “It’s hard for me to understand why he keeps saying he’s not ready to settle down when he’s got a fine woman like Pauline Hostetler interested in him. Eli’s twenty-three years old already and has gone through his  rumschpringe long enough. Wouldn’t you think he’d be eager to end his running-around years and start courting a pretty girl?”

Johnny shrugged. “I don’t want to get your hopes up, but I heard Eli talking to Jonas last night, and he mentioned that he’s got plans to meet Pauline for lunch on Saturday when he goes to the farmers’ market to sell some of his handmade wooden items.” 

Despite her husband’s warning, Mary Ellen’s hopes began to soar. “Really? You heard that?”

“Heard it with my own ears, so it’s not just say-so.”

She smiled. “Now that is good news. Jah, the best news I’ve had all day.”


***



 When Laura stepped out of her air-conditioned car, a blast of heat and humidity hit her full in the face. She hurried into the market building and was relieved to find that it was much cooler than the outside air had been.

The first table Laura discovered was run by two young Amish women selling an assortment of pies and cookies. Both wore their hair parted down the middle, then pulled back into a tight bun. They had small, white caps perched on top of their heads, and their long-sleeved, dark blue dresses were calf-length, with black aprons and capes worn over the front. One of the women smiled and asked Laura if she would like to sample something.

She stared longingly at a piece of apple pie. They did look delicious, but she’d had breakfast not long ago and didn’t think she needed the extra calories.

“No thanks. I’m not really hungry right now.” The truth was Laura was always counting calories, and she figured one bite of those scrumptious pastries would probably tip the scales in an unfavorable direction. She moved on quickly before temptation got the better of her.

The next few tables were run by non-Amish farmers. The items they offered didn’t interest Laura much, so she found another table where an elderly Amish woman sold handmade quilts. 

“Those are gorgeous. How much do they cost?” she asked.

The woman showed her each one, quoting the prices, which ranged from four hundred to nine hundred dollars.

“I’m definitely going to buy one,” Laura said without questioning the price. “I don’t want to carry it around while I shop, though. Can you hold this one for me?” She pointed to a simple pattern that used a combination of geometric shapes done in a variety of rich autumn colors.

“Jah, sure. I can hold it.”

“Great. What’s this one called, anyway?”

“It’s known as ‘Grandmother’s Choice.’” The Amish woman’s fingers traveled lightly over the material.

Laura smiled. “I like it very much. I’ll be back for it before I leave, but I can pay now if you’d like.”

“Pay when you come back; that’ll be fine.” The woman placed the quilt inside a box, then slipped it under the table.

It was getting close to lunchtime, so Laura decided to check out one more table, then look for something nonfattening to eat.

The next table was loaded with a variety of hand-carved items. Laura glanced around for the person in charge but didn’t see anyone. She picked up one of the finely crafted birdhouses and studied the exquisite detailing. When a young Amish man popped up from behind the table, she jumped, nearly dropping the birdhouse. He held a box filled with more birdhouses and feeders. His sandy brown hair was cut in a Dutch-bob, and a lock of it fell across his forehead. His deeply set, crystalline blue eyes met Laura’s gaze with such intensity it took her breath away. Her cheeks grew hot, and she quickly placed the birdhouse back on the table. “I—I was just admiring your work.” 

A hint of a smile tweaked the man’s lips, revealing a small dimple in the middle of his chin. “I’m a woodcarver and carpenter, and I’m thankful God has given me the ability to use my hands for something worthwhile.”

Though Laura had been to church a few times in her life, she wasn’t particularly religious. In fact, the whole church scene made her feel kind of nervous. Nibbling on the inside of her cheek, she merely nodded in response to the man’s giving credit to God for his abilities.

“Are you looking for anything special? I also have some wooden flowerpots and ornamental things for the lawn.” He lifted one for her inspection.

Laura stared at the small, decorative windmill in his hand, and her gaze traveled up his muscular arm. Below his rolled-up shirtsleeve, his tanned arms were feathered with light brown hair. She moistened her lips and brought her wayward thoughts to a halt. “I ... uh ... live in a dorm room at the Lancaster School of Design, so I really don’t have a need for birdhouses or whirligigs.”

His dark eyebrows drew together. “Don’t think I’ve ever heard of that school.”

“I’m learning to be an interior decorator,” she explained, drawing her gaze to his appealing face, then back to the items on the table.

When he made no comment, she looked up again and saw that he was staring at her with a questioning look.

“My job will be to help people decorate their homes in attractive styles and colors.”

“Ah, I see. So do you live around here, then?”

She shook her head. “I’m from Minneapolis, Minnesota. I’ve already studied some interior design at one of our local community colleges, and I’m here to complete my training.”

There was an awkward silence as they stood staring at one another.

“Eli, well, there you are! I thought we were supposed to meet for lunch. I waited outside, but you never showed up so I figured I’d better come looking.”

A young, blond-haired Amish woman, dressed similarly to the Plain women Laura had seen earlier, stepped up to the table.

“I’m sorry, Pauline,” he said. “I got busy talking with this customer and forgot about the time.” He considered Laura a moment. “Is there anything you’re wantin’ to buy?”

“No. I ... uh ... was just looking.”

“Eli, if you’re finished here, can we go have lunch now?” Pauline took a few steps closer, brushing her hand lightly against Eli’s arm.

“Jah, Pauline.” Eli glanced back at Laura. “It was nice chatting with you, and I wish you the best with your studies and all.” He turned away, leaving his wooden items unattended.

Laura shook her head.  That man is sure trusting. And how in the world could someone as simply dressed as him be so adorable?



***



 As Eli and Pauline exited the building, he glanced over his shoulder. The young English woman still stood beside his table.  She’s sure a fancy one.
 Fancy and very pretty. I wonder why someone like her would be interested in birdhouses?


“Eli, where do you want to eat lunch?”

Pauline’s question and her slight tug on Eli’s shirtsleeve brought his thoughts to a halt.

“I thought you carried a picnic basket,” he said peevishly. 

“I did, but I wasn’t sure where you wanted to eat it.”

He shrugged. “It makes no difference to me.”

“Let’s go to the picnic tables out back.”

When Eli gave no response, she grabbed his sleeve again. “What’s wrong? You’re acting kind of  naerfich.”

“I’m not nervous. I’ve just got a lot on my mind.”

Pauline slipped her hand through the crook of his arm. “After you’ve had a few bites of fried chicken, you won’t be thinking about anything but my good cooking.”

Eli feigned a smile. “Kissin’ wears out, but cookin’ don’t.” Truth be told, he wasn’t really in the mood to eat just now, but he was sure Pauline had worked hard making the picnic lunch, and he’d promised to eat it with her. Besides, a few drumsticks and a plate of potato salad would probably make him feel a whole lot better.


***



 Pauline smiled and set the wicker basket she’d filled with chicken, baked beans, cut-up vegetables, and chocolate cake on the picnic table. “You’re right about cooking never wearing out. My  mamm and  daed have been married twenty-five years, and Dad’s still complimenting Mom on her great cooking.”

Eli’s only reply was a quick shrug. Then he bowed his head, and she did the same. When their silent prayer was over, Pauline opened the basket and set out the food, along with paper plates, napkins, and plastic silverware. “I brought a jug of water for us to drink,” she said. “I hope that’s okay.”

“Jah, sure; it’s fine for me.” Eli helped himself to a couple of drumsticks and some baked beans, and Pauline followed suit, only she added some cut-up carrots to her plate.

“I was sorry to learn that you hadn’t taken the membership classes this summer so you could be baptized and join the church a week from Sunday,” she said.

He gave a noncommital grunt and kept on eating.

“Will you take the classes next summer?”

“Maybe. It all depends on how I feel about things by then.”

Pauline pursed her lips. “You’re twenty-three years old already. Haven’t you had enough rumschpringe by now? Don’t you think it’s past time for you to join the church and settle down?”

“Now you sound like my mamm.” Eli frowned. “Maybe one of the reasons I haven’t made the decision yet is because she’s always hounding me about it.”

Pauline flinched, feeling like he’d thrown cold water in her face. Eli obviously thought she was hounding him, too.

Eli reached into the plastic tub filled with chicken and retrieved another drumstick. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m not refusing to join the church because I have any ideas about leaving the Amish faith. I just can’t see the need of joining when I’m not ready to get married yet.”

Pauline felt as if her heart had sunk all the way to her toes. If Eli wasn’t ready to get married, then he obviously had no thoughts of marrying her. But he’d taken her home from a couple of singings, and he’d agreed to meet her for lunch today. Didn’t that mean anything at all? Wasn’t that a ray of hope worth clinging to? Pauline knew she would have to be careful not to push Eli too hard, but if she had her way, by this time next year they’d be planning their wedding. 


***



When Laura returned to her dorm room later that afternoon, she placed the Amish quilt she’d purchased on her bed, making it a definite focal point in the room. For some reason, the quilt reminded her of the young Amish man who had been selling wood-crafted items. As Laura sat at her desk, trying to study, she found herself wishing she had bought one of his birdhouses.

She drummed her fingers restlessly across the desktop. As ridiculous as it might seem, she’d been attracted to the man. It was stupid, because she knew they were worlds apart. Besides, the young woman he’d been with had seemed awfully possessive, and Laura figured she might be Eli’s girlfriend or even his wife.

Fighting the urge to fantasize further, she forced herself to concentrate on the monochromatic swatches of material on her desk. It wouldn’t be good to get behind in her studies because of a passing fancy with someone she would probably never see again. 








CHAPTER 2

For the next several weeks, Laura was kept busy with classes and what seemed like never-ending homework. She hadn’t ventured into Amish land since her trip to the farmers’ market, but since it was Saturday and most of her homework was done, she had time to have fun.

Since Laura was so fascinated by the Plain People, she decided to check out a few gift shops in one of the nearby Amish communities. This time she made sure she brought her camera along.

Laura drove the small car she had leased for the months she would be living in Pennsylvania and headed to the town of Paradise. The first store she entered was a gift shop filled with excited tourists. It had numerous shelves full of Pennsylvania Dutch trinkets and a rack of postcards with photos of Amish and Mennonite farms, Plain People, and horse-drawn buggies. Laura bought several with the intent of sending them to family and friends back home.

Her next stop was a variety store, which was stocked with more gift items, groceries, and snack foods.

Laura wandered toward the back of the store. To her amazement, the shelves were lined with oil lamps, bolts of plain cotton material, women’s black bonnets, men’s straw hats, boxes of white handkerchiefs, and several pairs of work boots. Another section was stocked with various-sized shovels and other gardening tools, as well as a variety of flower and vegetable seeds.


 The Amish must do some of their shopping here, she thought.  I wonder if I’ll see any of them come into the store while I’m here.


Laura hung around for a while, looking at various items and keeping an eye out for Amish people. She soon got tired of waiting, so she bought a few more postcards and left the store.

Outside on the sidewalk, she spotted two little Amish girls walking hand in hand behind their mother.


 They’re so cute—I just have to get their picture. Laura pulled her digital camera from her purse, focused it on the children, and was about to snap the picture when someone grasped her shoulder.

“Would you mind not taking that picture?”

Laura spun around. A pair of penetrating blue eyes bore down on her, and her heart skipped a beat. It was the same Amish man she’d met at the farmers’ market a few weeks ago.

“I remember you. You were at the market, looking at my birdhouses, right?”

Laura nodded and offered him what she hoped was a pleasant smile. “Why did you stop me from taking those little girls’ pictures?”

“The Amish prefer not to have their pictures taken.”

“Oh? How come?”

“We believe it’s a form of pride, and some in our church say it goes against Bible teachings reminding us not to make any graven images.” 

“What about all the pictures on postcards?” She withdrew one from her purse. “Isn’t that an Amish man working in the fields?”

“Some folks don’t care how we feel about being photographed, and they just snap pictures of us anyway,” he said without even glancing at the postcard. “And some people use close-up lenses so they can take pictures without us knowing. I’m sure the man in the postcard didn’t actually pose for the picture.”

“Well, you don’t have to worry about me offending anyone.” She slipped the camera back into her purse, then held out her hand. “I’m Laura Meade.”

He seemed kind of hesitant at first, but then he shook her hand and smiled. “My name’s Eli Yoder.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Eli.” She laughed, feeling suddenly self-conscious. “I guess we did meet before—just no formal introductions.”

He motioned toward a wooden bench in front of the building. “Would you want to sit awhile? I’ll take my birdhouses inside; then we can have a cup of cold root beer. That is, if you’d like one.”

Laura nodded eagerly. Of course she would like a root beer—especially when it would give her more time to talk to this good-looking Amish man. She dropped to the bench and leaned forward with her elbows resting on her jean-clad knees, as she watched Eli head to the parking lot, where his horse and buggy stood waiting. He made two trips into the store, shouldering large cardboard boxes. When he emerged for the last time, he held two Styrofoam cups full of root beer. He gave one to Laura and sat down beside her.

“I noticed your buggy is open—sort of like a carriage,” 

she remarked. “Most of the Amish buggies I’ve seen are closed and kind of box-shaped.”

Eli grinned. “That’s my courting buggy. My daed gave it to me on my sixteenth birthday.”

“Your  daed?”

“Jah, my dad.”

“Oh. So what’s a ‘courting buggy’?”

“English boys get a driver’s license and sometimes a car when they turn sixteen. We Amish get an open buggy so we can start courting—or dating, as you Englishers like to call it.”

She smiled. “Have you been dating very long?”

“Are you wanting to know my age?”

Laura felt the heat of embarrassment creep up her neck as she nodded. She did want to know how old he was—and a whole lot more besides.

“It’s okay. I don’t mind you asking. I’m twenty-three, and my folks think I ought to be married already.” Eli lifted the cup of root beer to his lips.


 So, he’s single and just a year older than me. Laura wasn’t sure why, but that bit of information gave her some measure of satisfaction. “How come you’re not married?” she ventured to ask.

“For one thing, I haven’t joined our church yet, and that’s a requirement before marriage.” Eli shrugged. “I haven’t met the right woman yet, either.”

Laura thought about the Amish woman who had been with Eli at the market. She’d seen the way that Plain girl had looked at him.

Eli smacked his lips. “ Umm ... this is sure good root beer. Thomas Benner, the store owner, makes it himself.”

Laura took a sip. “Yes, it is very good.” Her gaze traveled across the parking lot. “Your buggy’s sure nice-looking. Does it ride well?”

Eli rewarded her with a heart-melting smile, and his seeking blue eyes mesmerized her. “Would you like to find out?”

“Oh, I’d love that!” Laura jumped up; then, thinking he might have only been teasing, she whirled around to face him. “Would it be all right? It’s not against your religion or anything?”

Eli’s smile widened, causing the dimple in his chin to become more pronounced. “There are some other Plain sects who offer buggy rides to tourists. So if someone should see us, they’ll probably just think you hired me for a ride.”


***



Eli helped Laura into the left side of the open buggy; then he climbed up on the right and gathered the reins. With a few clucks to his faithful horse, they were off.

A slight breeze caught the ends of Laura’s golden bronze hair, whipping them around her face. Eli’s chest constricted.  This English woman is sure appealing. Why, it’s almost sinful to be so beautiful.
 I’m wondering why she would want to be seen with someone as plain as me.


Eli felt a twinge of guilt for allowing himself the pleasure of admiring her beauty, but he couldn’t quit thinking how much fun it would be to get to know her better.

“This is so awesome! I never would have dreamed riding in a buggy could be so much fun.” Laura’s tone revealed her excitement, and her green eyes lit up like a sunbeam.

He glanced over at her and grinned. “Jah, it’s wonderful good.” 

When they had gone a short distance, Eli turned the buggy down a wide, dirt path, where there were no cars, just a carpet of flaxen corn on either side.

“Where are we going?”

“There’s a small lake down this way.” Eli flashed her another smile. “I think you’ll like it there.”


***



 Laura leaned back in her seat, breathed deeply of the fresh air, and drank in the rich colors of the maple trees lining both sides of the dirt road. “I think the temperate hues of autumn make it the most charming, loveliest time of the year,” she murmured.

Eli raised his dark eyebrows. “Such fancy words you’re using.”

She laughed. “Should I have said it’s ‘wonderful good’?” “Jah, sure.” Eli pulled the horse to a stop in a grassy meadow near the small lake. “Here we are.”

“You were right. It is beautiful here.”

Eli grinned like a child with a new toy. “In the summer, it’s a great place for swimming and fishing. We like to skate on the lake when it freezes over in the wintertime, too.”

“It looks like the perfect place for a picnic.”

“My family and I have been here many times.” Eli glanced over at Laura. “Would you like to get out and walk around?”

“That sounds nice, but I rather like riding in your courting buggy.” She released a sigh of contentment. “Can’t we just keep driving?”

“Sure, we can.” Eli got the horse moving again.

As they traveled around the lake, Laura began to ply him with questions about his way of life. “Can you tell me why the Amish people wear such simple clothes?”

“We feel that wearing plain clothes encourages humility and separation from the world. Our clothes aren’t a costume, like some may believe, but they’re an expression of our faith.”

“I see.” A gentle breeze rustled the trees, and Laura’s heart stirred with a kind of excitement she had never known before. She wasn’t sure if it was the fall foliage, the exhilarating buggy ride, or the captivating company of one very cute Amish man that made her feel so giddy. One thing was for sure: A keen sense of disappointment overcame her when Eli turned the buggy back to the main road.

“Do you like wearing men’s trousers?” he asked suddenly.

She glanced at her blue jeans and giggled. “These aren’t men’s trousers. They’re made for a woman, and they’re really quite comfortable.” When Eli made no comment, she decided it was her turn to ask another question. “What’s your family like?”

“I have a wonderful family. There’s Pop and Mom, and I have an older sister, Martha Rose. She’s married to Amon Zook, and they’ve got a three-year-old son. I also have two younger brothers who help Pop on the farm while I’m working at the furniture shop near Strasburg.”

“I think it would be interesting if I could see where you live.” The unexpected comment popped out of Laura’s mouth before she had time to think about what she was saying.

When Eli’s brows drew downward and he made no response, she wondered if she had overstepped her bounds. As much as she would like it, she knew she would probably never get to see Eli’s house, meet his family, or have another opportunity to ride in an Amish buggy. 

It seemed like no time at all before they were pulling into the variety store’s parking lot. Eli jumped down and came around to help Laura out of the buggy. When his hands went around her waist, she felt an unexpected shiver tickle her spine. “Thanks for the ride,” she said breathlessly. “If I live to a ripe old age, I’ll never forget this day.”

Laura started across the parking lot and was surprised to see Eli walking beside her. They both stopped when they reached the sidewalk, and Laura glanced at her watch. “I’d better call my friend. We’re supposed to meet for supper soon.” She pulled her cell phone from her purse.

“Your friend is some lucky fellow.”

She smiled. “It’s not a man I’m meeting for supper. It’s just a girlfriend from school.”

“Ah, I see.” Eli stared at the ground for a few seconds, then looked back at her. “Say, I was wondering—would you be interested in going back to the lake with me next Saturday? We could take a picnic lunch along, and if you have more questions about my way of life, I’ll have a little more time to answer them.”

Laura could hardly believe her ears. Had he really asked her on a date? Well, maybe not a date exactly, but at least it was another chance to see him.

“That would be nice,” she said, forcing her voice to remain steady. “What should I bring?”

“Just a hearty appetite and a warm jacket. I’ll ask Mom to fix the lunch, because she always makes plenty of good food.”

“It’s a date.” Laura felt the heat of a blush creep up the back of her neck and spread to her cheeks. “I mean—I’ll look forward to next Saturday. Should we meet here in front of the store, around one o’clock?” 

“That’ll be fine,” he answered with a nod.

“Until next Saturday then.” Just before Laura turned toward her car, she looked back and saw him wave as he was walking away. She lifted her hand in response and whispered, “Eli Yoder, where have you been all my life?” 








CHAPTER 3

As Laura drove back to Lancaster, all she could think about was Eli. She pictured his twinkling blue eyes, sandy brown hair, and the cute little chin dimple that made him look so irresistible. Eli was full of humor and had a fresh, almost innocent way about him. It was something she’d never seen in Dean Carlson, who had a haughty attitude and seemed to think he was every woman’s dream.

She clenched the steering wheel until her knuckles turned white.  What am I thinking here? I can’t allow myself to fantasize about Eli or start comparing him to other men. He’s off-limits—forbidden fruit for a modern English woman like me. She grimaced as she pulled up to a stop sign and spotted a closed-in Amish buggy with two little tow-headed boys peeking out the back.  Then why am I reflecting on the time we had together today? And why did I agree to go on a picnic with him next Saturday?


As hard as Laura tried, she seemed unable to squelch the desire to see Eli one more time. She could learn a bit more about the Amish; they would enjoy a nice picnic lunch and soak up the beauty of the lake; and it would be over. They’d probably never see each other again. She would have pleasant memories of the brief time she’d spent with an intriguing Amish man, and her life would return to normal. It would be a wonderful story to tell her grandchildren someday. She smiled and tried to visualize herself as a grandmother, but the thought was too far removed. The only thing she could see was the face of Eli Yoder calling her to learn more about him and his Plain way of living.


***



 All the way home, Eli thought about Laura and the conversation they’d had on their way to and from the lake. She had asked a lot of questions about his way of life, but he hadn’t asked that many about hers. He would have to do that next Saturday, because there were so many things he wanted to know. How long would she be in Lancaster studying at the interior design school? How old was she? Did she have any brothers or sisters? Did she have a boyfriend? That was the one thing he wanted to know the most, and it troubled him deeply, because it shouldn’t matter so much.

He could still picture Laura sitting in his buggy, her long auburn hair glistening in the sun like golden shafts of wheat . I shouldn’t be thinking about her, much less worrying over whether she has a boyfriend. Probably shouldn’t have invited her to have a picnic with me next Saturday, but I just want to see her one more time. I’d like the chance to answer a few more of her questions and ask a few of my own.



***



 The family-style restaurant where Laura was to meet Darla seemed crowded, and after checking her watch, Laura knew she was late. She stood in the clogged entryway, craning her neck to see around the people in front of her. Was Darla already in the dining room? Sure enough, she spotted her sitting at one of the tables.

When the hostess seated Laura, she couldn’t help but notice Darla’s impatience as she tapped her fingernails against her place mat and squinted with obvious displeasure. “It’s about time you got here.”

“Sorry. I tried to call, but you must have had your phone turned off.” Laura pulled out a chair and sat down.

“Were you caught in traffic, or do you just like to make people wait?”

“I went for a ride in an Amish buggy this afternoon, and I guess we lost track of time.”

Darla’s pale eyebrows furrowed. “I wouldn’t think any buggy driver would lose track of time. I mean, they charge you a certain amount, and when the time’s up, it’s up.”

Laura shook her head. “I didn’t take a commercial buggy ride. I was with Eli Yoder.”

“Who?”

“Eli’s that cute Amish guy I met at the market a few weeks ago. I’m sure I mentioned it.”

Before Darla could comment, Laura rushed on. “I had such a good time today. The fall colors at the lake were gorgeous.” She glanced down at her purse and frowned. “I had my camera with me the whole time, but I forgot to take even one picture.”

Darla stared out the window a few seconds; then she looked back at Laura. “I can’t believe what I’m hearing.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re obviously starstruck, and I hope you realize that you’re making a huge mistake.”

“What are you talking about?” 

“I can see you’re infatuated with this Amish guy, and you’d better not tell me that you plan to see him again, because it can only lead to trouble.”

“I’m not  infatuated with him!” When Laura noticed several people staring, she lowered her voice. “I did enjoy his company, and the buggy ride was exciting, but that’s all there was to it. I hardly even know the man.”

“Well, good. That means you’re not planning to see him again then, right?”

“We did talk about going on a picnic next Saturday.” Laura shrugged. “But it’s no big deal.”

“No big deal? Laura, do you have any idea of the trouble that could come from an Amish man dating an English woman?” Darla leaned across the table. “Don’t do it. You need to cancel that date.”

Laura’s mouth dropped open. “It’s not a real date. It’s just an innocent picnic. Besides, I can’t cancel. I don’t have his telephone number, so I have no way of getting in touch with him.” She grabbed her menu, hoping this discussion was finally over.

“Some Amish do have telephones now,” Darla said, “but usually only those who have businesses. Do you realize that the Plain People live almost like the pioneers used to? They don’t use electricity, or drive cars—”

Laura held up her hand. “I get the picture. Can we change the subject now?”

Darla’s voice lowered to a whisper. “I want to say one more thing.”

Laura merely shrugged. Darla was obviously not going to let this drop until she’d had her say.

“I told you before that I used to live in this area before my folks moved to New York, so I know a little something about the Amish.”

“Such as?”

“They don’t take kindly to Englishers dating their children, and I’ll bet Eli’s folks don’t know he was with you today, do they?”

Laura hated to be cross-examined. None of this was Darla’s business. “I don’t know what Eli told them when he went home, but today was the first time we’ve done anything together.”

“The Amish are private people. They live separate, plain lives. They don’t like worldly ways—or worldly women for their men.” Darla shook her head. “You’d be smart to nip this in the bud before it goes any further.”

Laura remained silent. She didn’t need Darla’s unwanted advice, and she knew exactly what she was doing.


***



 “Say, Mom, I have a favor to ask,” Eli said, when he stepped into the kitchen and headed toward the table where Mary Ellen sat tearing lettuce leaves into a bowl.

She smiled, thinking her oldest boy looked happier than usual this evening. “Oh? What favor is that?”

“I’m going on a picnic to the lake next Saturday, and I was wondering if you’d mind packing a picnic lunch for me to take along.”

“How much food did you need?”

He grinned. “As much as you want to fix, I guess.”

“For how many people, Eli?” she asked with a groan.  Johnny’s silly ways must be rubbing off on our son. He thinks he’s a practical joker now.


“Uh ... there will be two of us, Mom,” Eli mumbled, his face turning red.

She nodded, feeling quite pleased with that bit of news. Eli obviously had a date, and she figured it was probably Pauline, since he’d gone to lunch with her awhile ago when they’d met at the farmers’ market. “Anything special you’d like me to fix?”

He shrugged. “Just the usual picnic things, I guess.”

“All right, then. I’ll put together something that I’m sure both you and your date will like.”

The color in Eli’s face deepened, and he looked away. “Danki, Mom. I really appreciate that.”


***



 When Wesley Meade entered the living room, he found his wife curled up on the couch, reading a book. “Hi, hon. How was your day?” He bent down to kiss her forehead.

“It was all right, I suppose,” Irene replied without looking up from her novel.

He set his briefcase on the coffee table and took a seat in the recliner across from her. “Did you do anything special?”

“Helen and I went shopping at the mall, got our nails done, and had lunch at Roberto’s. Then on the way home, I stopped at our favorite catering place and ordered the food for the hospital guild’s annual charity dinner.”

Wesley’s gaze went to the ceiling. It seemed all his wife did anymore was shop for new clothes she didn’t need and flit from one charity organization to another, planning dinners, parties, and elaborate balls. Not that there was anything wrong with charities. He knew that most of the organizations she was involved with did a lot of good for those in need. However, Irene’s emphasis seemed to be more on the social side of things rather than on meeting the needs of people who were hurting or required financial or physical help.

“I got an e-mail from Laura today,” he said, changing the subject to something he hoped might interest her.

“Really? What did she have to say?”

“So you didn’t check your e-mail?”

Irene’s hand fluttered as if she was swatting a fly. “Wesley, you know I rarely use the computer you bought me for Christmas last year.”

“Why not? It’s got all the whistles and bells anyone could want.”

“Maybe so, but every time I go online, I end up either getting booted off or everything freezes on me.” She sighed. “I don’t think that computer likes me.”

He chuckled. “You just need to go on it more. Practice makes—”

“I know. I know. If I practiced more, I’d have it mastered.” She swung her legs over the sofa and sat up. “So tell me ... what did our daughter have to say in her e-mail?”

“She said she’s getting settled in at the school and thinks she’s going to like it in Lancaster County, where she can study the interesting Amish people.”

Irene’s perfectly shaped eyebrows drew together, and she reached up to fluff the sides of her shoulder-length auburn hair. “Amish people? Our daughter didn’t go to Lancaster to study Amish people; she went to learn how to be an interior designer.”

“Laura thinks she can get some design ideas from the Plain People.” 

She clicked her tongue. “That’s ridiculous. From what I know of the Amish, they live very simply, without any decorations in their homes that don’t serve some sort of purpose. So I don’t see how studying the Amish can help Laura with her studies.”

“Knowing our enterprising daughter, she’ll figure out something about their way of life that she can use in her decorating classes.” Wesley stretched his arms over his head and yawned. “Think I’ll head upstairs and change into something more comfortable before we have dinner. It’ll be a relief to get out of this suit.” He undid his tie and slung it over his shoulder as he stood. “Never did like wearing a suit. Wish I could get out of putting one on every day.”

She clicked her tongue again. “What kind of lawyer would you be if you didn’t wear a suit?”

“A comfortable one.”

Irene opened her mouth as if to say something more, but he hurried out of the room. He’d become a lawyer just to please her anyway, and if wearing a suit made her happy, then he’d probably end up wearing one until the day he died. 
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