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PROLOGUE
“Naomi, come!  Schnell—quickly!” 
Naomi hurriedly finished the job of diapering her two-month-old brother, pulled the crib rail up, and turned to face her younger sister. “What is it, Nancy? You look upset.” 
Nancy stood just inside the bedroom door, her green eyes wide and her lower lip trembling. “It’s our  mamm, Naomi. She’s been hit by a car.” 
Naomi stood there a few seconds, staring at an odd-shaped crack in the wall and trying to let Nancy’s words sink into her brain. Mama hit by a car? How could it be? Their mother couldn’t have been in the road. Only moments ago, she had announced that she was going out to get the mail, and Naomi said she would change Zach’s diaper. When they were done, they planned to meet in the garden to pick peas. The mailbox was at the end of the driveway, several feet off the main road. There was no way a car could hit Mama. Unless...
“Don’t just stand there, Naomi!” Nancy shouted. “Mama needs you. We have to get her some help.” 
A chill crept up Naomi’s spine, and she trembled. Mama had to be all right. She just had to be. 
“Stay with the  boppli!” Naomi ordered. 
“No, Mary Ann’s in the house, and he’ll be okay. I’m comin’ with you.” 
With her heart pounding so hard she feared it might burst, Naomi dashed down the stairs and bolted out the front door. 
As soon as she started down the graveled driveway, Naomi could see a red car parked along the shoulder of the road. An English man knelt on the ground next to a woman’s body. 
“Mama!” The single word tore from Naomi’s throat as she dropped to her knees beside her dear mamm. Mama’s eyes were shut, and her skin was as pale as goat’s milk. There was a deep gash on the side of her head, and blood oozed from the open wound. 
“I used my cell phone to call 9-1-1,” the man announced. “An ambulance should be here soon.” 
Naomi looked up at the middle-aged man. Sympathy filled his dark eyes, and deep wrinkles etched his forehead. “What happened?” she rasped. 
“I—was driving down the road, minding my own business, when I noticed an Amish woman at her mailbox. Never thought much of it until she dropped a letter to the ground. Then the wind picked up and blew the envelope into the road.” He shook his head slowly as his eyes clouded with tears. “Sure didn’t expect her to jump out after it. Not with my car coming.” 
Just then, Naomi noticed the letters strewn every which way along the roadside. Mama must have dropped the mail she had been holding when she was struck by the man’s car. 
“I’m so sorry.” The man’s voice shook with emotion. “I slammed on my brakes, but I couldn’t get stopped in time.” 
Naomi squeezed her eyes shut and tried to think. How bad was Mama hurt? Should they try to move her up to the house? No, that wouldn’t be a good idea. What if she had something broken? What if there were internal injuries? 
“Is Mama gonna be all right?” 
Naomi had forgotten her younger sister had followed her out the door. She glanced up at Nancy and swallowed hard. “I hope so.  Jah, I surely do.” 
Sirens could be heard in the distance, and Naomi breathed a prayer of thanks. Once a doctor saw her, Mama would be okay. She had to be. Baby Zach needed her. They all needed Mama.
“Naomi?” Mama’s eyes opened, and Naomi could see the depth of her mother’s pain. “I need you to—” Her words faltered. 
“Be still, Mama,” Naomi instructed. “An ambulance is comin’. You’re gonna be okay. Just rest for now.” 
Tears slipped out of Mama’s eyes and trickled down her cheeks. “I—I need—to ask you a favor—just in case,” she murmured. 
“What is it, Mama? I’ll do anything to help.” Naomi took hold of her mother’s hand, so cold and limp. 
“If I don’t make it—” 
“Please, don’t even say the words.” Naomi’s voice came out in a squeak. She couldn’t bear to hear her mother acknowledge that she might not survive. 
“That’s right, Mama. You shouldn’t try to talk right now,” Nancy added tearfully. 
“I must.” Mama’s imploring look made Naomi’s heart beat even faster. 
“If I should die, promise you’ll take care of the  kinner—especially the boppli.” 
“You’re gonna be fine, Mama. See here, the ambulance has arrived now, and soon you’ll be at the hospital.” Panic edged Naomi’s voice, and when she swallowed, the metallic taste of fear sprang into her mouth. 
More tears splashed onto Mama’s pale cheeks. “This is important, Daughter. Do I have your word?” 
Naomi hardly knew what to say. She could continue to insist her mother was going to be all right, or she could tell Mama what she wanted to hear. Naomi decided the latter would be better. No use upsetting poor Mamm more than she already was. She would agree to her mother’s request, only to make her feel better. However, Naomi felt certain she would never have to keep the promise. Her dear mama was going to be all right. 
Naomi gently squeezed her mother’s hand. “Jah , Mama, I promise.”



CHAPTER 1
Naomi Fisher tiptoed out of the back room and headed to the front of her father’s general store. She’d finally gotten Zach down for a nap and felt ready for a break. 
“Since there aren’t any customers at the moment, would it be all right if I ate my lunch now?” Naomi asked Papa, who was going over his ledger behind the counter near the front of the store. 
“Jah  , okay. Just don’t be too long.” He raked his fingers through the long, full beard covering his chin. “That new order of candles still needs to be put on the shelves.” 
Naomi’s hand brushed against her father’s arm as she reached under the counter for her lunch pail. “I know.” 
“Your mamm would’ve had those candles out already,” he mumbled. “She’d never allow the shelves to get dusty, either.” 
Naomi flinched as though she’d been slapped. She enjoyed working at the store, but it was getting harder to help run the place. There was no way she could keep up with the chores she was responsible for at home and do everything Mama used to do, too. It wasn’t fair for Papa to compare her with Mama, and she wished he would consider hiring a maid to help out. She squeezed the handle on her lunchbox. If only Mama hadn’t stepped into the road and been hit by a car. The bishop said it was God’s will—“Sarah Fisher’s time to die,” he’d announced at her funeral. 
Naomi wasn’t so sure about that. How could Mama’s death be God’s will? 
“I—I think I’ll take my lunch outside if you’ve got no objections,”  she said, forcing her troubling thoughts aside. 
Papa shook his head. “Schnell —quickly then, and eat your lunch before the baby wakes.” 
“I’m goin’.” Naomi’s sneakers padded across the hardwood floor. When she reached the front door, she turned around. “Papa, I’m not Mama, but I’m doin’ the best I can.” 
His only response was a brief nod. 
“I’ll tend to the dusting and those candles as soon as I’m done eating.” 
“Jah  , okay.” 
She hurried outside. Some fresh air and time alone would be ever so nice. 
Naomi leaned against the porch railing and drew in a deep breath. Spring was her favorite time of the year, especially after it rained the way it had this morning. The air was invigorating and clean—like newly laundered clothes hung on the line to dry. Today the temperature was warm but mild, the grass was as green as fresh broccoli, and a chorus of birds sang a blissful tune from the maple tree nearby. 
“It looks like you’re takin’ a little break. Is your  daed inside?” 
Naomi hadn’t even noticed Rhoda Lapp heading her way. “I’m eating my lunch, and Papa’s inside going over his books,” she replied. 
“I guess keepin’ good records is part of running a store.” Rhoda chuckled, and her pudgy cheeks turned slightly pink. “Them that works hard eats hearty, don’t ya know?” 
Naomi nodded and stepped aside so the middle-aged Amish woman could pass. 
“You have a  gut lunch now, ya hear?” Rhoda said before entering the store. 
Naomi lowered herself to the top step and snapped open the lid of her metal lunch pail. Even a few minutes of solitude would be a welcome relief after her busy morning. She’d gotten up before dawn to start breakfast, milk the goats, feed the chickens, and then, with her ten-year-old sister Nancy’s assistance, made lunches for everyone in the family. 
This morning, when breakfast was over, the three older boys headed for the fields. Naomi saw the younger children off to school, and then she’d washed a load of clothes, bathed little Zach, and baked a couple loaves of bread. By the time Papa had the horse hitched to their buggy, Naomi and the baby were ready to accompany him to their store near the small town of Paradise. She’d spent the next several hours waiting on customers, stocking shelves, and trying to keep one-year-old Zach occupied and out of mischief. 
Tears clogged Naomi’s throat, and she nearly choked on the piece of bread she had put in her mouth. Mama would have done many of those duties if she hadn’t died on the way to the hospital. Mama would be holding Zach in her arms every night, humming softly and rocking him to sleep. 
Naomi and her mother had always been close, and Naomi missed those times when they’d worked side by side, laughing, visiting, and enjoying the pleasure of just being together. Some days she still pined for Mama so much it hurt clear down to her toes. 
A vision of her dear mamm popped into Naomi’s mind, and she found comfort in memories of days gone by—a time when life seemed less complicated and happy.... 
***

“Sit yourself down and rest awhile. You’ve been workin’ hard all morning and need to take a break.” 
“In a minute, Mama. I want to put away these last few dishes.” Naomi grabbed another plate from the stack on the cupboard. 
“Let’s have a cup of tea together,” Mama said. “I’ll pour while you finish up.” 
A few minutes later, Naomi took a seat at the kitchen table beside her mother. Mama looked more tired than Naomi felt, and the dark circles under her eyes were proof of that. 
“Here you go.” Mama handed Naomi a cup of tea. “It’s mint ... the kind I mostly drink these days. Hope you’re okay with it.” 
“Sure, Mama. Mint’s fine by me.” 
Naomi knew her mother had been plagued with morning sickness ever since she’d become pregnant. She was in her fifth month but still fought waves of nausea. Mint tea helped some, although there were still times when Mama was forced to give up the meal she’d eaten. 
Mama leaned over and brushed a strand of hair away from Naomi’s face, where it had come loose from her bun. “I’m awful sorry you have to work hard and have so many extra chores now. If I were feelin’ better, I’d do more myself, but this awful tiredness and stomach rollin’ has really got me down.” 
Naomi touched her mother’s hand. “It’s okay.” 
“You sure?” 
She nodded in reply. 
“But a girl your age should be goin’ to singings and other young people’s functions, not doing double chores and waitin’ on her old mamm.” 
Naomi fought to keep her emotions under control. She did wish there was time to do more fun things, but this was only temporary. Once Mama had the baby and regained her strength, everything would be as it once was. She’d be able to attend social functions with others her age, someday she would be courted, and then marriage would follow. Naomi could wait awhile. It wouldn’t be so long. 
***

The unmistakable  clip-clop, clip-clop of a horse and buggy pulling into the store’s parking lot brought Naomi back to the present. Caleb Hoffmeir, the young buggy maker, stepped down from his open carriage and waved. She lifted her hand in response. 
As Caleb sauntered up the porch steps, his blue eyes twinkled; and when he smiled, the deep dimple in his right cheek was more pronounced. He flopped onto the step beside her. “It’s a  wunderbaar fine day, wouldn’t you say?” 
His face was inches from hers, and she could feel his warm breath against her cheek. Naomi shivered, despite the warmth of the sun’s rays. “Jah, it is a wonderful day.” 
“Did ya hear there’s gonna be a singin’ out at Daniel Troyer’s place this Sunday evening?” 
Her heart clenched, but she merely shrugged in response. She was eighteen years old the last time she attended a singing. 
Caleb lifted his straw hat, raked his fingers through his thick blond hair, and cleared his throat a couple times. “You—uh—think ya might be goin’ to the singing, Naomi?” 
She shook her head, feeling as though a heavy weight rested on her chest. 
 “Was is letz do?” he questioned. 
Naomi sniffed deeply. “Nothin’s wrong here, except I won’t be goin’ to no singing. Not this Sunday—and probably never.” 
Caleb raised his eyebrows. “Why not? You haven’t been to one since long before your mamm died. Don’t ya think it’s about time?” 
“Somebody’s gotta feed the kinner and see that they’re put to bed.” 
He grunted. “Can’t your daed do that?” 
“Papa’s got other chores to do.” Naomi squeezed her eyes shut and thought about the way her father used to be. He wasn’t always cranky and out of sorts. He didn’t shout orders or come across as overly critical. He used to be more easygoing and congenial. Everything had changed since Mama died—including Papa. 
“Abraham could surely let you go to one little singing,” Caleb persisted. 
Naomi looked up at him, and Caleb leveled her with a look that went straight to her heart. Did he feel her pain? Did Caleb Hoffmeir have any idea how tired she was? She placed the lunch pail on the step and wrapped her hands around her knees, clutching the folds of the long green dress that touched her ankles. 
Caleb gently touched her arm, and the tiny lines around his eyes deepened. “I was hopin’ if you went to the singing, I could take you home afterwards.” 
Naomi’s eyes filled with unwanted tears. She longed to go to singings and young people’s gatherings. She yearned to have fun with others her age or take leisurely rides in someone’s courting buggy. “Papa would never allow me to go.” 
Caleb stood. “I’ll ask him.” 
 “Nee—no! That’s not a good idea.” 
“Why not?” 
“Because it might make him mad. Papa’s awful protective, and he believes my place is at home with him and the children.” 
“We’ll see about that. If Abraham gives his permission for you to go to the singing, you’d better plan on a ride home in my courtin’ buggy.” 
Courtin’ buggy? Did Caleb actually believe they could start courting? It wasn’t likely to happen because Naomi had so many responsibilities. Truth be told, Naomi felt confused whenever she was around Caleb. His good looks and caring attitude appealed to her. But if she couldn’t go to singings and other young people’s functions, it wasn’t likely she’d ever be able to court. 
“Maybe I should talk to Papa about this myself,” she murmured. 
Caleb shook his head. “I’d like to try if ya don’t mind.” 
Naomi’s heartbeat quickened. Did she dare hope her daed might give his consent? “Jah , okay. I’ll be prayin’.” 
***

Caleb glanced over his shoulder. Naomi sat with her head bowed and her hands folded in her lap. She looked so beautiful there with the sun beating down on the white  kapp perched on her head. The image of her oval face, golden brown hair, ebony eyes, and that cute upturned nose brought a smile to his face. He’d taken a liking to Naomi when they were kinner, but during their teen years, he’d been too shy to let her know. Now that he’d finally worked up the nerve, Caleb didn’t know if they’d ever have the chance to court, what with Naomi being so busy with her family and all. He wasn’t sure if Naomi returned his feelings, either, but he’d never know if they couldn’t find a way to spend time alone. 
He pulled the door open with a renewed sense of determination. 
When Caleb stepped into the room, he spotted the tall, brawny storekeeper stocking shelves with bottles of kerosene.  “Gude mariye.” 
Abraham nodded. “I’d say ‘good morning’ back, but it’s nearly noontime.” 
Caleb felt a penetrating heat creep up the back of his neck and spread quickly to his face. “Guess you’re right about that.” 
“How’s your daed?” Abraham asked. 
“He’s gut.” 
“And your mamm?” 
“Doin’ well.” Caleb rubbed his sweaty palms along the sides of his trousers. 
“What can I do for you?” the storekeeper asked, moving toward the wooden counter near the front of his store. 
Caleb prayed he would have the courage to ask the question uppermost on his mind. “I was wonderin’—” 
“I just got in a shipment of straw hats,” Abraham blurted out. “Looks like the one you’re wearin’ has seen better days.” 
Caleb touched the brim of the item in question. It was getting kind of ragged around the edges, but there were no large holes. He could probably get another year’s wear out of the old hat if he had a mind to. “I—uh—am not lookin’ to buy a new hat today.” Caleb hoped his voice sounded more confident than he felt, because his initial presentation had dissolved like a block of ice on a hot summer day. 
Abraham raised his bushy dark eyebrows and gave his brown beard a couple of tugs. “What are ya needin’ then?” 
“There’s to be a singin’ this Sunday night in Daniel Troyer’s barn.” 
“What’s that got to do with me?” Abraham yawned and leaned his elbows on the counter. 
“It doesn’t. I mean, it does in one way.” Caleb shuffled his boots against the hardwood planks. He was botching things up and felt powerless to stop himself from acting like a self-conscious schoolboy. After all, he was a twenty-two-year-old man who built and repaired buggies for a living. Abraham Fisher probably thought he was  letz in der belskapp; and truth be told, at this moment, Caleb felt like he was a little off in the head. 
“Which is it, son?” the older man asked. “Does your bein’ here have something to do with me or doesn’t it?” 
Caleb steadied himself against the front of the counter and leveled Abraham with a look he hoped would let the man know he meant business. “I’m wonderin’ if Naomi can go to that singing.” 
Abraham’s frown carved deep lines in his forehead. “Naomi’s mamm died nearly a year ago, ya know.” 
Caleb nodded. 
“Ever since the accident, it’s been Naomi’s job to look after the kinner.” 
“I understand that, but—” 
Abraham brushed his hand across the wooden counter, sending several pieces of paper sailing to the floor. “It ain’t polite to interrupt a man when he’s speakin’.” 
“I—I’m sorry,” Caleb stammered. Things weren’t going nearly as well as he’d hoped. 
“As I was saying ... Naomi’s job is to take care of her brothers and sisters, and she also helps here at the store.” 
Caleb nodded once more. 
“There’s only so many hours in a day, and there ain’t time enough for Naomi to be socializin’.” Abraham’s stern look set Caleb’s teeth on edge. “You might have plans to court my daughter, but the truth is, she ain’t right for you, even if she did have time for courtin’.” 
“Don’t ya think that ought to be Naomi’s decision?” Caleb clenched his fists, hoping the action would give him added courage. 
“Anything that concerns one of my kinner is my business.” Abraham leaned across the counter until his face was a few inches from Caleb’s. 
If Caleb hadn’t known Amish were not supposed to engage in fighting, he would have feared Naomi’s father was getting ready to punch him in the nose. But that was about as unlikely as a sow giving birth to a calf. If Abraham was capable of anything, it would probably involve talking with Caleb’s father, which, in turn, could end up being a thorough tongue-lashing. Pop had plenty of rules for Caleb and his brothers to follow. He often said as long as his children lived under his roof, he expected them to obey him and be well mannered. 
Caleb figured he would have to watch his tongue with Abraham Fisher, but maybe it was time to take a stand. How could he expect Naomi to respect him if he wasn’t willing to try for the right to court her? 
“If Naomi started attending singings again, first thing ya know, she’d be wantin’ to court,” Abraham continued. “Then gettin’ married would be her next goal. I’d be left with a passel of youngsters to raise by myself if I let that happen.” Abraham made a sweeping gesture with his hand. “Who would mind the store if I was at home cookin’, cleanin’, and all?” 
“Have you thought about getting married again or even hiring a  maad?” 
“Don’t need no maid when I’ve got Naomi. And as far as me marryin’ again, there ain’t no one available in our community right now, except for a couple of women young enough to be my daughter.” The man grunted. “Some men my age think nothin’ of takin’ a child bride, but not Abraham Fisher. I’ve got more dignity than that!” 
Caleb opened his mouth to comment, but Naomi’s father cut him off. “Enough’s been said. Naomi’s not goin’ to that singing on Sunday.” Abraham pointed to the door. “Now if you didn’t come here to buy anything, you’d best be on your way.” 
All sorts of comebacks flitted through Caleb’s mind, but he remained silent. No use getting the man more riled. He would bide his time, and when the opportunity afforded itself, Caleb hoped to have the last word where the storekeeper’s daughter was concerned. 


CHAPTER 2
Naomi had just taken a bite from her apple when the screen door creaked open. She looked over her shoulder and saw Caleb exit the store. The scowl on his face told Naomi things probably hadn’t gone well with Papa, and a sense of disappointment crept into her soul. 
“He said no, didn’t he?” Naomi whispered when Caleb slumped to the step beside her. 
“Your daed is the most stubborn man I’ve ever met.” He shrugged. “Of course, my pop’s runnin’ him a close second.” 
“Matthew says Papa’s overprotective ’cause he cares.” She blinked against the tears flooding her eyes. Truth be told, Naomi wasn’t sure her father cared about her at all. If he did, then why had he been keeping it to himself? Not once in the last year had he said he loved her or appreciated all the work she did. 
“I’m thinkin’ your daed saying no to my request has more to do with his own selfish needs than it does with him carin’. Tell that to your oldest brother.” 
Naomi tossed what was left of her apple into the lunch pail and slammed the lid shut. “Papa’s not bein’ selfish. He’s hurting because Mama died.” 
Caleb crossed his arms. “That was a whole year ago, Naomi. Don’t ya think it’s time your daed got on with his life?” 
“When Mama was alive, Papa used to be fun-loving and carefree. He’d joke around with the brothers and tease me and the sisters sometimes, too.” Remembering how happy she used to be, Naomi fought to control her emotions. Things were all mixed up now that she was trying to fill her mother’s shoes. Life had been much better before Naomi’s mother got pregnant with Zach. It had come as a surprise to everyone in the family because Mama was forty-two years old and hadn’t had any children since Mary Ann was born six years ago. All during her mother’s pregnancy, she’d been sickly. Naomi’s only consolation was her confidence that the dear woman was in heaven with Jesus, happy and healthy, no more cares of the world—cares Naomi now shouldered. 
“Ain’t ya got nothin’ to say about all this?” 
Caleb’s question drew Naomi’s thoughts aside, and she turned to look at him. “What’s to be said? My daed won’t let me go to the singin’, I’ve gotta take care of my family, and I have a store to help run.” She grabbed her lunch pail and stood. “I’d best be getting back to work before Papa comes lookin’ for me.” 
Caleb scrambled to his feet and positioned himself between Naomi and the door. “There has to be some way we can make your daed listen to reason. I want to court you, Naomi.” 
She hung her head. “Maybe you should find someone else to court, ’cause it doesn’t look like I’ll ever be free. Leastways, not ’til all the kinner are old enough to fend for themselves.” 
Caleb lifted her chin with his thumb. “I care for you.” 
Naomi’s throat constricted. She cared for Caleb, too, but what was the point in saying so when they couldn’t court? Too many problems plagued her mind already. She didn’t need one more. “You’d better find someone else.” She pushed past him and hurried into the store. 
Naomi found Papa kneeling on the floor, holding a sheet of paper, with several more lying next to his knee. He looked up, and a deep frown etched his forehead. “I’m glad you’re back. I think I heard the baby fussin’.” 
She glanced at the door to the back room and tipped her head. She didn’t hear anything. Not even a peep out of Zach. Naomi was tempted to mention that to Papa but thought better of it. “I’ll go check on the boppli.” 
A few seconds later, Naomi stepped into the room used for storage. The baby’s playpen, a rocking chair, and a small couch were also kept there. Sometimes, when there weren’t many customers, Papa liked to lie down and take a nap, which was usually whenever Zach was sleeping. 
Naomi liked those moments when she could be by herself. It gave her a chance to daydream about how she wished her life could be. If an English customer came into the store, she worried about her father scrutinizing everything she said or did. Naomi often wondered if Papa was afraid something an Englisher might say would cause her to become dissatisfied with their way of life and turn worldly. 
She remembered the last time Virginia Meyers dropped by. Papa hovered around, acting like a mother hen protecting her young. Virginia, who liked to be called “Ginny,” came into the store at least once a week, sometimes to buy rubber stamps, other times just to look around. Naomi and Ginny were about the same age and had struck up a friendship, although Naomi was careful not to let Papa know. 
She stared at the playpen where her little brother lay sleeping. He looked so peaceful, lying on his side, curled into a fetal position. One hand rested against his rosy cheek, a lock of russet-colored hair lay across his forehead, and the tiny little birthmark behind his right ear seemed to be winking at Naomi. “Sleep well, little one, and enjoy your days of untroubled babyhood,” Naomi whispered. “Soon you’ll grow up and see life for what it really is—all work and no play.” 
Tears clouded Naomi’s vision.  Oh, Lord, You know I love my family and want to keep my promise to Mama, but sometimes it’s ever so hard. 
If there were someone to help on a regular basis, Naomi’s burdens might be a bit lighter. Her maternal grandparents were both dead, and Papa’s folks had moved to an Amish settlement in Indiana several years ago to be near their daughter Carolyn. They were both ailing now, so even if they had lived close, Grandma Fisher wouldn’t be much help to Naomi. Many of the women in their community offered assistance after Mama died, but they had their own families to care for, and Naomi knew she couldn’t continually rely on others. Looking after the family was her job, and even though she was exhausted, she would do it for as long as necessary. 
Naomi swiped at the moisture on her cheeks.  Nobody understands how I feel. 
Naomi was twenty years old. She should be married and starting a family of her own by now. Her friends Grace and Phoebe had gotten married last fall. Naomi had been asked to be one of Phoebe’s attendants, and it was a painful reminder that her chance at love and marriage might never come. 
Drawing in a deep breath and forcing her pain aside, Naomi slipped quietly out of the room. Zach was obviously not ready to wake from his nap, and she had plenty of work to do. There was no more time for reflections. 
***

Abraham Fisher glanced at his daughter when she entered the room. It was clear by her solemn expression that Naomi was unhappy. No doubt Caleb had told her what had been said in regard to the singing. He grabbed the broom and gave the floor a few brisk sweeps. Naomi didn’t understand. No one did. Life held little joy for Abraham since Sarah died. Even though Zach’s first birthday last Saturday had been a happy occasion, it was also a painful reminder that ten months ago the baby’s mother had gone to heaven, leaving Abraham with a broken heart and eight kinner in his charge. He couldn’t care for them alone, and he relied on Naomi’s help. 
Naomi strolled past him without a word. She reached under the counter, grabbed a dust rag, and started working on the shelves near the front of the store. 
“Where’s Zach?” he called to her. 
“Still sleeping.” 
“Oh. I thought I heard him cryin’.” 
“Nope.” 
“Guess maybe I’m hearin’ things in my old age.” 
“You’re not old, Papa.” 
Abraham pushed the broom back and forth. “Forty-four’s old enough. Don’t get nearly as much done as I used to.” 
“Mama was a big help, wasn’t she?” Naomi asked. 
“Jah, she was. Your mamm loved workin’ at the store. Since this place used to belong to her folks, she grew up helpin’ here.” 
“Do you ever wish you were doing something other than working at the store six days a week?” 
Naomi’s question startled Abraham. Did she know what was on his mind? Had she guessed he wasn’t happy running the store? Truth of the matter, he’d much prefer to be at home farming with his boys than stocking shelves all day or dealing with the curious English who often visited the store. 
“Papa, did ya hear what I asked?” 
He nodded and grabbed the dustpan he had leaned against the front of the counter. “Jah, I heard. Just thinkin’; that’s all.” 
“Mind if I ask what you were thinking about?” 
Abraham did mind. He didn’t want to talk about an impossible dream. He was committed to running the store. It was the least he could do to preserve his late wife’s memory. “Just remembering how things were when your mamm was alive.” 
Naomi didn’t say anything. He figured she probably missed her mother as much as he missed his wife of twenty-five years. Their marriage had been good, and God had blessed their union with eight beautiful children. Things had gone fairly well until Sarah’s life had been snuffed out like a candle in the breeze. 
 Wish it had been me God had taken, Abraham thought painfully. Truth was, he’d blamed himself for Sarah’s death. If he hadn’t closed the store that day last June and gone fishing with his friend, Jacob Weaver, his precious wife might still be alive. If he hadn’t suggested Naomi stay home from the store and help her mamm in the garden, Sarah probably wouldn’t have gone to the mailbox. 
During the two months of Sarah’s recuperation from Zach’s birth, she hadn’t worked at the store. Abraham had insisted she stay home and take it easy. Up until the fateful day of her death, someone else had always gotten the mail. Sarah probably felt since Naomi was there to watch the baby and the younger ones, it would be fine for her to take a walk to the mailbox. 
He thought about the way Jacob had helped him work through his grief as well as the guilt he felt. Yet, there were still moments when Abraham berated himself for going fishing, and he’d not gone again since Sarah died. 
 Didn’t God care how much I loved that woman? 
Abraham thought about Caleb Hoffmeir’s suggestion that he find another wife. The young man hadn’t been the first person to recommend he remarry. Several of his friends, including Jacob Weaver, had also made such a remark. 
“There will always be a place in your heart for Sarah,” Jacob said the other day, “but takin’ another wife would be good for you as well as the children.” 
Abraham squeezed the broom handle.  No, I can’t bring myself to marry a woman merely to look after my children. There has to be love, and I doubt I could ever care for anyone the way I cared for Sarah. He swept the dirt into the dustpan and dumped it in the wastepaper basket.  As I told Caleb earlier, there ain’t no available widows in the area right now, and I’m not about to court some young, single woman, the way I’ve seen others do. 
Feeling a sudden need for some fresh air, Abraham leaned the broom against the wall and grabbed his straw hat from the wooden peg by the front door. “I’m goin’ out to run a couple errands,” he announced. “Can ya manage okay by yourself for a while?” 
Naomi nodded. “Sure, Papa. I’ll be fine.” 
“See you soon then.” 
***

Caleb was halfway home before he remembered that he’d planned to stop by the bookstore in Paradise to see if the book he’d ordered on antique buggies had come in. Besides working on Amish buggies, Caleb had recently expanded his business to include building and restoring old carriages. It hadn’t taken long for word to get out, and he’d already built some finely crafted buggies for folks as far away as the state of Oregon. Caleb made a fairly good living, and he’d even hired two of his younger brothers to help when things got busy. He knew he could easily support a wife and a family, and he wanted that wife to be Naomi Fisher. 
“Maybe I should set my feelings for the storekeeper’s daughter aside and find someone else to court like Naomi suggested,” Caleb muttered. It made sense, but it wasn’t what he wanted. He had been interested in Naomi for a long time. He remembered the exact moment he’d known she was the one he wanted to marry.... 
***

“Somebody, come quick! There’s a kitten stuck up there.” Ten-year-old Naomi Fisher pointed to the maple tree in their schoolyard. Sure enough, there was a scraggly white cat perched on one of the branches, meowing for all it was worth. 
“Ah, it’s just a dumb cat, and if it climbed up there, it can sure enough find its way back down,” Aaron Landis said with a smirk. 
Caleb was tempted to climb the tree and rescue the kitten, but recess was nearly over, and their teacher would be ringing the bell any second. Besides, Aaron was probably right about the kitten being able to come down on its own. 
Naomi thrust out her chin. “If no one will help, then I’ll do it myself.” With that, she promptly climbed the tree, paying no heed to her long skirt. 
Caleb stood mesmerized. She was as agile as any boy and not one bit afraid. 
Across the branch Naomi scooted, until she had the kitten in her arms. 
 How’s she gonna get back down? Caleb wondered. 
Naomi slipped the cat inside her roomy apron pocket and shimmied to the ground. The girls all cheered when she landed safely with the animal in tow, but Caleb stared at Naomi with a feeling he couldn’t explain. 
 When I’m old enough to get married, she’s the one I’m gonna ask. Any man in his right mind would want a girl as brave as Naomi Fisher. 
***

Steering his thoughts back to the present, Caleb had half a mind to turn his buggy around and return to Paradise. He could go to Byer’s Bookstore and see if his book was there, and afterward he’d stop back at Fisher’s General Store and try once more to reason with Abraham. 
He glanced at the darkening sky. It looked like rain was heading their way, and his open buggy would offer little protection if there was a downpour. Besides, Caleb needed to get home. He had work waiting at the buggy shop, and Pop would no doubt have several chores he wanted done. It was probably for the best. Caleb was pretty sure Abraham Fisher wasn’t going to change his mind, so if there were any chance for him and Naomi, he would have to be the one to make it happen. 
***

Naomi was at the back of the store when she heard the bell above the front door jingle. Could Papa have returned so soon? She hurried up front and was greeted with an enthusiastic “Hi, there! What’s new?” Ginny Meyers’s green eyes shimmered as she gave her blond ponytail a flip with her fingers. 
“I’m okay. And you?” 
“Great, now that I’m away from our crowded restaurant for a while, but you look kind of down. Is everything all right?” 
Naomi shrugged. “As all right as it’s ever gonna be, I guess.” 
Ginny looked around the store. “Is your dad here?” 
“No, he’s out runnin’ errands.” Naomi motioned with her hand. “There’s no one else in the store right now, either. Except me and Zach, who’s asleep in his playpen in the back room.” 
“Sorry to hear the little fellow’s taking a nap. He’s such a cutie, and I love to watch him play.” 
Naomi nodded. “He is a sweetheart, even though he does get into things when I let him crawl around during the times there are no customers in the store.” 
“Is he walking yet?” Ginny asked. 
“Nope. He turned one last Saturday, and we were all hopin’ that would be the big day.” 
“Wish I could have been at his birthday party. Zach is always so friendly toward me.” Ginny snickered. “I think the little guy would go with a total stranger if given the chance.” 
Naomi opened her mouth to reply, but Ginny cut her off. “Since nobody’s here except you and me, you can bare your soul.” The young English woman took hold of Naomi’s arm and led her to the wooden stool behind the counter. “Take a load off your feet and tell Dr. Meyers your troubles.” 
Ginny moved to the other side of the counter and leaned her elbows on the wooden top. She always seemed so enthusiastic and sure of herself, completely opposite of Naomi. Ginny attended college in Lancaster part-time, and when she wasn’t in school, she worked at her parents’ restaurant. Even so, she seemed to find time for fun and recreation. Last week, she’d come by the store and invited Naomi to go to the movies. Of course, Naomi refused. She knew her people viewed going to shows as worldly and not something parents wanted their children to do. Still, many young people like Naomi who hadn’t joined the church yet often went to shows. Naomi wished she were brave enough and had the time to sneak off with Ginny, even for a little while. 
“Don’t sit there staring into thin air,” Ginny said, snapping her fingers in front of Naomi’s face. “Spill it!” 
Naomi chewed on her lower lip. How much should she tell Ginny? Would the young woman understand the way she felt, her being English and all? “Well,” she began hesitantly, “Caleb Hoffmeir was here earlier, and he wanted me to go to a singing this Sunday night.” 
“What’d you tell him?” 
“I said I was sure my daed wouldn’t allow it, but Caleb thought otherwise, so he was foolish enough to ask Papa outright.” 
“What’d your dad say?” 
“He said no, as I figured he would.” 
Ginny clicked her tongue. “Why is it that parents think they can control their grown kids?” She drew in a deep breath, and when she released it, her bangs fluttered above her pale brows. “My mom and dad are bound and determined for me to take over their restaurant someday. That’s why they insisted I go to college and take some business classes.” 
That made no sense to Naomi. She’d been helping at the store ever since she was a young girl, and she’d never had more than an eighth-grade education. 
“I’ve got other plans, though,” Ginny continued. “As soon as I get my degree, I’d like to buy my own health club. Instead of serving a bunch of tourists plates full of artery-clogging food, I’ll be helping people stay fit and trim.” 
Naomi studied her English friend a few seconds. Not only was Ginny blessed with a pretty face but also a healthy, robust body. Ginny had told her that she worked out several times a week, and it showed. 
 Of course, Naomi reasoned,  I’m in good shape from all the chores I have to do here and at home. I don’t need any fancy health club to make me strong. 
Ginny leaned across the counter. “You want to know what I think?” 
Naomi shrugged her shoulders. 
“I think you should stand up to your father and tell him you’ve got a life to live, which doesn’t include baby-sitting his kids seven days a week or cooking and cleaning from sunup to sunset.” 
Naomi’s cheeks burned hot as she considered that option. Papa would have a conniption fit if she ever talked to him that way. She’d been raised to be respectful of her elders, and even though she might not agree with everything her father said, she’d never speak to him in such a disrespectful tone. Besides, she had an obligation to fulfill. 
“You won’t get what you want out of life if you remain silent and keep doing what everyone else thinks you should.” Ginny shook her finger. “Determine to stand up for yourself, and then just do it.” 
“I’ve a family to care for,” Naomi mumbled. “So even if I could stand up to Papa, I wouldn’t be able to get away.” 
Ginny reached over and patted Naomi’s hand. “Don’t you think you deserve to do something fun for a change?” 
Naomi blinked. Of course she deserved it, but it wasn’t meant to be. 
“I’m planning a camping trip sometime this summer with a couple of friends. I’d like it if you could figure out some way to go along,” Ginny announced. 
Going camping did sound like fun, and there was something about being with Ginny that intrigued Naomi. Maybe it was her friend’s perky attitude and determined spirit. Or it could be just the idea of spending time with a worldly English woman that held so much appeal. 
Naomi thought about how she and her siblings used to camp out by the creek behind their home when they were younger, but they hadn’t done that in some time. Maybe when the weather turned warmer, she could talk Papa into letting them pitch their tent and sleep outside one Friday night. It wouldn’t be as exciting as going camping with a bunch of English women, but at least it would be a reprieve from their normal, busy lives. 
The bell above the door rang again, and two Amish women walked in. Ginny turned to go. “I’ve gotta run, but think about what I said. I’ll get back to you when the camping trip is planned, and if there’s any way you can go, let me know.” 
Naomi nodded as a ray of sunlight burst through the window she still needed to wash. “Jah, okay, I’ll think on it.” 


CHAPTER 3
Jim Scott leaned over to kiss his wife. “I should be home by six, so if you have dinner ready by then, we can go shopping for baby things after we eat.” 
Linda looked up at him and frowned. “What for? We already bought a crib and set up a nursery in the spare bedroom, but we still have no baby.” 
“Not yet, but our lawyer’s working on it.” 
With a look of defeat, she folded her arms. “We’ve heard that before. Max Brenner had a baby lined up for us twice, and both adoptions fell through.” 
Linda’s blue eyes filled with tears, and with a feeling of compassion, Jim stroked her soft cheek. “We need to be patient, honey. You believe in fate, don’t you?” 
She lifted her chin. “What’s that got to do with anything?” 
“When the time’s right, we’ll have our baby. Just wait and see.” 
Linda’s gaze dropped to the kitchen floor. 
Jim bent his head, entwined his fingers through the back of her soft, golden curls, and kissed her on the mouth. “See you after work.” 
She offered him a weak smile and reached up to tousle his hair. “You’d better stop and get a haircut on the way home. You’re beginning to look like a shaggy bear.” 
He shrugged. “Aw, it doesn’t look so bad yet.” 
“Have you looked in the mirror lately?” 
He wiggled his eyebrows. “Yep, whenever I brush my teeth. And the other day, I noticed a couple of gray hairs poking through my dark tresses.” 
She studied him intently, until he broke out laughing. “I had you worried there, didn’t I?” 
Linda playfully squeezed his arm. “I wouldn’t care if you turned prematurely gray—just don’t lose these hunky biceps.” 
He kissed her again. “Don’t worry; as long as I keep on painting, I’ll have muscular arms.” 
Jim stepped out into the garage and opened the door of his work van. He knew Linda wanted him to stay, but if he didn’t leave now, he’d be running late. Jim had owned Scott’s Painting and Decorating for the past six years, and they’d been living in Puyallup, Washington, a year longer than that. Jim’s business provided them with a good living, and he’d recently hired three new employees, which gave him a crew of six. He and Linda had everything now—a successful business, a nice home. The only thing they lacked was a child, and Linda wanted that more than anything. 
With each passing day, Jim had watched her sink slowly into depression. They’d been married eight years, and she hadn’t been able to conceive. At first, Linda believed there was something wrong with her; but after she and Jim both went to the doctor, it was determined he was the reason she couldn’t get pregnant. He tried not to feel guilty about it, but Linda wanted a baby, and Jim couldn’t give her one. Two years ago, they decided to adopt. They’d hired a lawyer who specialized in adoption cases, but so far everything had fallen through. Now they were in limbo again, waiting and wondering if it would ever happen. 
As Jim backed out of the garage, he waved at Linda and mouthed the words, “I love you.” 
She lifted her hand in response and stepped into the house. 
 If only I could make her smile again. Suddenly, an idea popped into Jim’s head.  Maybe I’ll call Mom in Ohio this morning and see if she can find Linda an Amish quilt. She’s wanted one for a long time, and it might  make her feel a little better. 
Jim snapped on the radio.  On second thought, maybe I’ll see about taking some vacation time so the two of us can go to Ohio for a visit. I’ll take Linda on a tour of Amish country, and she can buy that quilt herself. He smiled.  Besides, it’ll be nice to see Mom and Dad again. 
***

Naomi scrubbed at the spot on the bathroom floor where Mary Ann had recently vomited. “Ick! I’d rather slop hogs than clean  kotze.” 
She didn’t see how her life could get any busier, but for the last several days, things had been even more hectic than usual. Her two younger sisters were both sick with the flu and had to stay home from school. Since Naomi needed to care for them, she couldn’t go to the store, which she knew did not set well with Papa. 
Naomi didn’t enjoy home chores nearly as well as the tasks she did at the store, but there was little she could do about it. Her brothers Matthew, Norman, and Jake had to work in the fields; and Samuel, the youngest boy, complained how unfair it was for his sisters to stay home when he had to go to school. To make things worse, Zach was cutting another tooth and fussed continually. 
“I’m sorry I’m sick and my kotze didn’t make it to the toilet.” 
“It’s not your fault you got sick.” 
“But I should have been faster to the bathroom.” 
Naomi washed her hands at the sink, then turned to face her six-year-old sister. “Come here.” She opened her arms. 
Mary Ann snuggled into her embrace. “You aren’t mad at me?” 
She shook her head. “How could I be mad at someone as sweet as you?” 
The little girl leaned her head against Naomi and sobbed. “I hate bein’  grank. I’d rather be in school.” 
“It’s never fun being sick, but soon it will go better.” Naomi felt the child’s forehead. “Your fever seems to be gone. That’s a gut sign.” 
Mary Ann’s dark eyes looked hopeful. “Sure hope so.” 
“Jah.” Naomi gently tapped the little girl’s shoulder. “Now, back to bed with you.” 
“Okay.” Mary Ann scampered out of the room. 
Naomi sighed.  Maybe in another day or so, things will be back to normal. 
***

By Friday, Naomi felt frazzled and wondered if she, too, might be coming down with the flu. Every bone in her body ached, and she had a splitting headache. Of course, the headache might have been caused from listening to her younger sisters whine or from hearing the baby’s incessant howling. Naomi’s achy body could have been the result of doing so many extra chores. She’d had to change her sisters’ sheets every morning since they’d taken sick, as the girls left them drenched in sweat after each night of feverish sleep. Then there were dishes to be done, cooking that included several batches of chicken soup, and the chores Nancy and Mary Ann normally did. When the children took their naps, Naomi longed to do the same, but she had to keep working. If she didn’t, everything would pile up, and she’d have even more of a workload. 
Since Naomi was home all day, her brothers decided they could come to the house whenever they felt like taking a break from their work in the fields. Those breaks always included a snack, which they thought Naomi should furnish. 
Naomi popped two willow-bark capsules into her mouth and swallowed them with a gulp of cold water, hoping they might take care of her headache. “Air is what I need. Fresh, clean air to clear my head and calm my nerves.” 
The girls and baby Zach were sleeping, so if she hurried and cleaned up the kitchen, there might be time to take a walk to the creek, where she could rest and spend a few moments alone. The sound of gurgling water and the pleasure of sitting under the trees growing along the water’s edge had always helped Naomi relax. She hadn’t made a trip to the creek in many weeks, and she’d missed it. 
Ten minutes later, with the kitchen cleaned and straightened, Naomi stepped out the back door. Free at last, if only for a short time. 
***

Abraham wiped the sweat from his brow as he finished stocking another shelf with the kerosene lamps that had been delivered on Tuesday. It had been a long week, working at the store by himself. He’d had a steady stream of customers from the time he opened this morning, with barely a break so he could eat the lunch Naomi had fixed for him at dawn. 
“Sure wish the girls hadn’t come down with the flu,” he grumbled. “I really could have used Naomi’s help this week.” Abraham knew his oldest daughter was needed more at home than at the store right now, but that didn’t make his load any lighter. He hadn’t been able to take a single nap these past few days. How could he, when he had to attend to business and there was no one to take over when he became tired? He’d been sleeping a lot since Sarah’s passing. Maybe it was because he felt so down and depressed. 
He glanced at the clock on the wall across the room. It was two in the afternoon, and for the first time all day, he had no customers. This was the only chance he’d had to restock, which was why the lamps had been sitting in the back room for the last two days. 
Abraham reached into the box for another lantern when the bell above the door jangled and in walked Virginia Meyers. She was not one of his favorite customers, as the sassy young woman seemed to have a bad attitude. She had a way of hanging around Naomi, bombarding her with a bunch of silly questions, and insinuating she should explore some of the things found in her English world. Virginia probably thought she was being discreet, but Abraham had overheard her speaking to his oldest daughter on more than one occasion. 
“Is Naomi here?” Virginia asked as she sashayed across the room. 
He shook his head. “She’s been home most of the week, takin’ care of her sisters. They’re down with the flu.” 
Virginia pursed her lips. “That’s too bad. Sure hope Naomi doesn’t get the bug. She’s got enough problems without taking sick.” 
Abraham reached around to rub the kinks in his lower back. “If you’ve got something to say, Virginia, please say it.” 
“Ginny. I prefer to be called Ginny.” 
“What kind of problems do ya think my daughter has?” 
She shrugged her slim shoulders. “Naomi works hard. Seems to me you ought to cut her some slack.” 
Abraham frowned. “Some what?” 
“Some slack. You know, give her a bit of space.” 
He raised his eyebrows. 
“Let her do some fun things once in a while. Nobody should have to spend all their time doing chores and baby-sitting. Especially not a twenty-year-old woman who’s never even been on a date.” 
He squinted. “How would ya know that? Has my daughter been whining about how unfair her daed is by makin’ her work so hard?” 
Virginia shook her head. “Naomi’s too sweet to whine.” 
Abraham was tempted to tell the English woman she didn’t know anything about his daughter, but he decided to change the subject instead. “What brings you to my store this afternoon? Shouldn’t you be at school today? Naomi’s mentioned you attend some fancy college in Lancaster.” 
“I’m done for the day, and I came by to see if you have any new rubber stamps. I’m doing a scrapbook of my Christmas vacation to Florida.” 
“Haven’t had anything new since the last time you came askin’ for stamps.” 
“I see.” 
“If there’s nothin’ else I can help ya with, I need to get back to settin’ these lamps in place.” He gestured to the shelf where he’d already put four kerosene lanterns. 
A ripple of strange-sounding music floated through the air, and Virginia reached into her pocket and retrieved a cell phone. She wrinkled her nose when she looked at the screen. “That’s my dad calling. Guess I’d better head over to the restaurant and see what horrible things await me there. Tell Naomi I dropped by.” Virginia marched out the door, not even bothering to answer the phone. 
Abraham bent down and grabbed another lamp. “If that girl was mine, I’d wash her mouth out with a bar of soap!” 
***

Naomi gathered the edge of her dress so it wouldn’t get tangled in the tall grass and sprinted toward the creek. By the time she arrived, she was panting for breath but feeling more exhilarated than she had in a long time. She flopped onto the grass under a weeping willow tree, leaned her head against the trunk, and lifted her face to the warm sunshine. So many days Naomi used to spend here when she was a girl and life had been uncomplicated. She wished she could step back in time or make herself an only child so she wouldn’t have any siblings to care for. 
“No point wishin’ for the impossible,” Naomi mumbled as she slipped her shoes off and curled her bare toes, digging them into the dirt. “I’m supposed to be satisfied, no matter what my circumstances might be.” 
At their last preaching service, the bishop had quoted a verse of scripture from the book of Philippians, and it reminded Naomi she should learn to be content. The apostle Paul had gone through great trials and persecutions, and he’d been able to say in chapter 4, verse 11: “For I have learned, in whatsoever state I am, therewith to be content.” 
Naomi sighed deeply and closed her eyes.  Heavenly Father, please give me rest for my weary soul and help me learn to be content. 
***

Naomi awoke with a start. She’d been dreaming about camping with Ginny and her English friends when a strange noise woke her. She tipped her head and listened, knowing she shouldn’t have allowed herself the pleasure of drifting off. No telling how long she’d been down here at the creek. What if the kinner were awake and needed her? What if Papa had come home and discovered she wasn’t in the house taking care of his sick children? 
She clambered to her feet as the noise drew closer and louder. What was that strange sound? 
She looked up. “Oh no! Bees!” 
Naomi ducked, but it was too late. It seemed as if her head were encased in a dark cloud. One that moved and buzzed and stung like fire. She swatted at the enemy invaders as they pelted her body with their evil stingers, and she shrieked and rolled in the grass. 
It seemed like an eternity before the swarm was gone. When she was sure they had disappeared, Naomi crawled to the edge of the creek. She grabbed a handful of dirt, scooped some water into her hands, mixed it thoroughly, and patted mud all over the stingers. Her face felt like it was twice its normal size, and her arms ached where the buzzing insects had made their mark.  If Caleb could see the way I look now,  he would surely change his mind about wanting to court me. 
“I need to get back to the house and fix a real poultice,” Naomi muttered. She’d never had an allergic reaction to a bee sting, but then she’d never had so many all at once. Even if she wasn’t allergic, she had a homeopathic remedy that should help the swelling go down and take away some of the pain. 
Naomi took off on a run. Beside the fact that the stingers hurt something awful, it had begun to rain. By the time she reached the back porch, raindrops pelted her body, while streaks of lightning and thunderous roars converged on the afternoon sky. 
Naomi flung the door open and bounded into the kitchen. She screeched to a halt and stared at the floor.  “Was in der welt—what in the world?” she gasped. 
Mary Ann knelt in the middle of the room and looked up at Naomi with tears in her eyes. “Me and Nancy woke up and were hungry. We’re feelin’ better and wanted to make ginger cookies.” 
Streaks of flour dotted the little girl’s face and pinned-up hair, which made the otherwise mahogany tresses look as though they were splattered with gray. The floor was littered with broken brown eggshells mixed with runny yellow yolks, and a sack of flour had been dumped in the middle of the mess. 
Naomi’s gaze traveled across the room where Nancy stood at the sink with a sponge in her hand. “What happened here?” 
“Everything was goin’ okay ’til Mary Ann dropped the carton of eggs,” Nancy huffed. “I was haulin’ the flour over to the cupboard and slipped.” She lifted her chin. “The flour spilled and landed on Mary Ann’s head, and it’s all her fault.” 
Naomi groaned. Nancy was four years older than Mary Ann and usually managed fairly well in the kitchen. She also tended to be a bit bossy where the younger ones were concerned.  Why did I allow myself the luxury of falling asleep at the creek? For that matter, why did I go there in the first place? Now I’m paying the price for my desire to spend a little time alone. 
A piercing wail shattered the air, and she whirled around. It was Zach hollering from his playpen in the adjoining room. 
“The boppli’s awake,” Mary Ann announced. 
“Jah, I know the baby’s awake, but I can’t go to him now.” Naomi lifted her arms, covered in mud. “I’ve been stung by a swarm of bees.” 
“Oh, Sister, you look so  elendich!” Nancy cried. It was obvious she hadn’t even noticed Naomi’s condition until now. 
Naomi nodded. “I’m sure I do look pitiful, but I feel even worse than I appear.” 
“Are you gonna help us bake ginger cookies?” Mary Ann asked, scooping up a handful of eggshells. 
“No.” Naomi tried to keep her voice steady and calm. There was no point getting upset and yelling at her sisters. It wasn’t as if they’d made the mess on purpose. “I need to tend these bee stings.” 
Naomi opened the cabinet door above the sink, grabbed a box of baking soda and her bottle of medicine. “I’m going upstairs to the bathroom. While I’m gone, one of you needs to clean this mess, and the other can get the baby before he tries to climb out of his playpen.” She pointed toward the living room where Zach still screamed. “When I get back, I’ll see about gettin’ the little guy diapered and fed.” Naomi hurried out of the kitchen. 
Ten minutes later, she reentered the room, only this time her face and arms were covered with baking soda instead of mud. She stopped inside the door. The mess had been cleaned, and Zach was in his highchair eating a cracker; but her brothers Matthew, Norman, and Jake sat at the table, dripping wet. 
“  Ach, my! You’re gettin’ water everywhere!” Naomi shouted. “What are you three doin’ in here anyways?” 
“It’s rainin’ cats and dogs outside, and we sure couldn’t keep on plowing the fields in this kind of weather,” Matthew answered. His dark brown hair was plastered against his head like a soggy leaf, and his cheeks were as red as a raspberry. At the moment, he looked like a little boy rather than a twenty-two-year-old man. 
“That’s right; it’s a real downpour out there,” Norman agreed. “If it keeps up for long, we’ll have us a flood, and that’s for certain sure.” He raked his fingers through his hair, almost the same color as Matthew’s and just as wet. A spray of water splattered onto the table, and Norman grinned at Naomi, kind of sheepishlike. 
“What happened to you, Sister? You look awful,” Jake commented. The seventeen-year-old had recently celebrated his birthday; but soaked to the skin and with his hair in his face, he, too, looked like an overgrown child. 
“I had a run-in with some bees.” Naomi glanced at the clock above the refrigerator. It was half past four. Samuel should have been home from school by now. She ran to the back door and flung it open. No sign of her little brother—just pouring rain and jagged lightning. 
She spun around to face her brothers. “One of you needs to go after Samuel. He’ll catch his death of pneumonia if he walks home in this terrible weather. Besides, he could be hit by lightning.” 
“It wonders me so that you’re such a worrywart. Why, a little rain won’t kill the boy, and he’s sure smart enough to stay out from under a tree if lightning were to strike.” Matthew reached for a wad of napkins and swiped them across his forehead. 
“Yeah, that’s right.” Jake’s blond head bobbed up and down. “I can’t begin to tell ya how many times I walked home from school in the rain when I was a boy.” 
Zach let out another ear-piercing yelp, and Naomi thought she was going to scream. Wasn’t there a single person in her family who cared about anyone but himself? 
She clapped her hands together and stomped one foot. “Now listen to me! One of you had better go after Samuel—now!” 
Matthew blinked, then turned to face Norman. “Guess the boss means business, Brother. Get the buggy hitched, schnell!” 
“Okay, I’m goin’.” Norman pushed his chair away from the table. He sauntered past Naomi but halted when he got to the back door. “You’d better have supper started before Papa gets home. He won’t like it if he shows up expectin’ to eat and nothin’s ready.” 
Naomi had taken as much as she could stand. She grabbed a wet sponge from the sink, took aim, and pitched it at her brother. It hit its mark, landing in the center of Norman’s back. 
He didn’t seem the least bit affected but merely chuckled and marched out the door. 
“Brothers!” Naomi hollered. She hurried over to Zach, scooped him into her arms, and headed upstairs. 
***

Caleb couldn’t believe how hard it was raining. When he left for town to get supplies a few hours ago, the weather had been warm and sunny. By the time he left Zook’s Tool Shop, a noisy thunderstorm churned across the sky, dropping buckets of rain. He’d planned to stop by Fisher’s General Store and see if he could catch Naomi alone, but now he thought it would be best to go straight home. Besides, judging from the time on his pocket watch, Abraham’s store was probably closed. 
Speaking softly to his four-year-old gelding, Caleb stood near the front of the buggy and stroked the horse’s ear. “I don’t like storms any better than you, but we need to be gettin’ home.” 
The horse snorted and nuzzled Caleb’s arm. He patted the animal’s head and hopped into his open carriage. 
“Sure wish I’d driven one of Pop’s closed-in buggies today,” Caleb mumbled. “By the time we get home, we’ll both be near drowned.” He pulled the brim of his straw hat down and leaned into the wind. From the way the rain pelted the ground, there might be some flash flooding in the area. 
Caleb drove the horse and buggy as fast as he could. He’d only gone a short ways, when he came upon a gusher of muddy water running over the road and into a nearby field. Several cars had pulled onto the shoulder, obviously stalled. 
“Guess there’s some good in us Amish usin’  real horsepower. At least my buggy’s got no engine to peter out on me.” 
By the time Caleb reached the halfway point between the town of Paradise and his folks’ farm, the floodwaters had become a hazard. He noticed a herd of horses owned by one of the English farmers who lived in the area. They stood up to their flanks in a lake of murky, brown water. 
Caleb wondered if the pond at the back of his folks’ farm might be flooded, too. If it was, Pop would need Caleb and his brothers to put the animals in the barn. 
Moving on down the highway, Caleb spotted a closed-in buggy sitting on the shoulder of the road. He swiped his hand across his rain-drenched face and squinted. It looked like Abraham Fisher’s horse and buggy. Was something wrong? Were the Fishers stranded? Maybe they’d had an accident. 
Caleb guided his horse to the edge of the road and stopped behind the rig. He jumped down and sprinted around to the right side, where he knew the driver would be sitting. When he peered through the window, his heart lurched. Abraham Fisher was hunched over, his head leaning against the front of the buggy, but there was no sign of Naomi or her baby brother. 
Caleb grasped the handle and opened the door. Abraham didn’t budge, although he could see by the rise and fall of the man’s shoulders that he was still breathing. 
“Abraham, can ya hear me?” Caleb touched the storekeeper’s shoulder. There was no response, so he shook the man’s arm. 
Naomi’s father jerked upright. “Ach , my! What are ya doin’, boy?” 
“I thought you might be hurt or had broken down.” 
Abraham yawned. “I ain’t hurt—just pulled over to take a little nap. With the rain comin’ down so hard, it was gettin’ difficult to see, and since I’ve been minding the store by myself most of the week, I was feelin’ kind of tired.” 
“You’ve been at the store by yourself?” Caleb’s mouth dropped open like a broken hinge. “But I came by on  Mondaag, and Naomi was helping you.” 
Abraham grunted. “Jah, well, Monday was the only day I had my daughter’s help. She’s been home the rest of the week, takin’ care of her sick sisters.” 
“Everything’s okay with you then?” 
The storekeeper frowned. “Why wouldn’t it be?” 
“Like I was sayin’ ... I saw your buggy pulled to the side of the road and figured I’d better stop and see if you were hurt or anything.” 
“Except for bein’ tired, I’m right as rain.” Abraham shook his head. “Sure hope this storm lets up soon. It’s gonna cause a passel of trouble if the creeks and ponds should flood.” 
Caleb didn’t bother to tell Abraham about the swamped farm he’d already seen. He figured it would be best if they both headed for home. He tapped the side of Abraham’s door. “Guess I’ll be on my way then. Glad you’re not hurt.” The only response was a muffled murmur. 
When the door shut, Abraham took up the reins. 
Caleb hurried to his own buggy, shaking his head. The storekeeper hadn’t even said thanks. 
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