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    Praise for

    BEVERLY LEWIS


    “No one does Amish-based inspirationals better than Lewis.”


    —Booklist


    “Author Beverly Lewis has come up with a new magic formula for producing best-selling romance novels: humility, plainness and no sex. Lewis’ G-rated books, set among the Old Order Amish in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, have sold more than 12 million copies, as bodice rippers make room for ‘bonnet books,’ chaste romances that chronicle the lives and loves of America’s Amish.”


    —Time magazine


    “Much of the credit [for the growth of Amish fiction] goes to Beverly Lewis, a Colorado author who gave birth to the genre in 1997 with The Shunning, loosely based on her grandmother’s experience of leaving her Old Order Mennonite upbringing to marry a Bible college student. The book has sold more than 1 million copies.”


    —Associated Press


    “As in her other novels, Lewis creates a vividly imagined sensory world.... And her well-drawn characters speak with authentic voices as they struggle to cope with grief and questions about their traditions and relationship with God.”


    —Library Journal

    (about The Parting)


    “Lewis’ readers can’t get enough of her tales about Amish life, and this latest installment won’t disappoint.”


    —Publishers Weekly

    (about The Forbidden)


    “Lewis provides a satisfying conclusion to the Seasons of Grace series. Touching scenes make it easy for the reader to connect with the characters.”


    —Romantic Times Book Reviews

    (about The Telling)


    “The reigning queen of Amish fiction is back with another tale of secrets, love, and relationships.... Lewis has penned another touching novel with well-drawn characters and a compelling plot. It is sure to be in high demand by the author’s many fans and anyone who enjoys Amish stories.”


    —Library Journal starred review (about The Missing)


    “Once again, Lewis has a hit with the first book in her new Rose Trilogy. The charming characters and captivating storyline underscore why Lewis has legions of loyal fans. They will all be anxiously awaiting the next installment.”


    —Romantic Times

    (about The Thorn)

  


  

    To


    Paul and Marge Ferrin,


    with blessings and love.


    Happy birthday, Marge!

  


  

    Prologue


    November 1985


    T omorrow holds nary a promise, my dear Mamm often says. But thankfully some things are quite certain—we plow, we plant and harvest. We attend canning bees and quilting frolics. Our wedding season always begins on the first Tuesday in November. And this year there are many couples marrying and looking ahead to starting their own families.


    My own first cousin Esther Kauffman will wed John Glick, her longtime beau, tomorrow morning. My pretty plum-colored dress and full white apron, which match Esther’s own, are hemmed and pressed, ready to slip on right after breakfast.


    I should be smiling-happy since I’m one of Esther’s wedding attendants. But I must confess to getting a bit tetchy with Esther last evening when she dropped by. She reminded me that her older brother Melvin and I are expected to spend most of the day together, since he’s the fellow opposite me in the wedding party. This includes sitting with him at the Eck, the corner of the feast table reserved for the bride and groom and the four attendants. So, even though I’ll be within flirting distance of Silas Good, I won’t get to enjoy the day-long celebration with my betrothed, including the evening meal.


    My first thoughts each day are of Silas. His sensible ways and his family’s standing amongst the People make me feel so fortunate. Oh, that wonderful-gut smile when he looks my way! But no matter how happy I am to be engaged to the most eligible young man in Lancaster County, I must admit there are times when I still think of my friend Nick Franco, the bishop’s former foster son. Gone more than a month now.


    I must’ve known a real different Nick than anyone else did. Almost everyone assumes he’s a bad seed—most even believe he caused the death of the bishop’s only son. But when Nick and I were together, I saw his softer side. That’s the part that gnaws at me in the most curious way these days.


    Truth is, I ponder where Nick might’ve run off to... and I wonder if he ever misses Amish life. Or me, his best friend.


    After all these weeks since his disappearance, I haven’t told a soul this—not even my older sister, Hannah, known by most as Hen. But the unusual bond Nick and I shared as youngsters somehow managed to get far deeper into my heart than I realized. I continue to beseech the Lord for poor Nick, praying that God might see fit to forgive him for his years of rebellion.


    I pray for my only sister, too. Sadly, Hen’s coffee meetings with her estranged worldly husband have turned out to be all but fruitless. And when she’s not working at the Amish fabric store, or here at home cooking and whatnot, she has a faraway look in her light hazel eyes, as if caught betwixt and between. I daresay she misses her husband more as the days pass. Misses him... even though there are many things that keep them apart.


    I am hard-pressed to imagine a solution to their dilemma. So I pray for wisdom from above, knowing I can trust God’s timing and way—and His will to be done for them.


    As for Nick, it’s harder to relinquish him to the heavenly Father, seeing how he always dug in his heels against righteousness. Silas has pointed out to me repeatedly, since Nick’s leaving, how difficult he was for his family. His involvement with Christian’s accident has certainly tainted him in the eyes of the People. Honestly, it still plagues me what was so urgently on Christian’s mind the last time I saw the bishop’s biological son, the day before his death. And if it was Nick he wanted to discuss, as I suspect, what could he have revealed about him that I didn’t already know?


    Despite my struggles with that haunting memory, it is our kindly bishop who must struggle with more bitter memories of his own. He now bears the burden of Nick’s part in the untimely death. Just this morning, while I was in the barn, Dat said the neighboring bishops, especially Old Ezekiel, are putting pressure on Bishop Aaron. “If Nick doesn’t return and offer a solid explanation by year’s end—when the reading of the Weltende comes—they’ll judge the bishop guilty of failing to get Nick into the church fold,” Dat said, his eyes moist.


    I contemplated the prophetic scriptures in Matthew, where the Last Days are revealed—the teachings on the tribulation and great deception. The ministers always read those sobering chapters at Preaching service near the end of the year. “Do ya really think the ministers would oust our bishop?” I asked Dat.


    “Oh, they’ll try.”


    “Even though Nick’s not the bishop’s own kin?”


    “There’s a debate goin’ on,” Dat replied. “That’s all I’d better say.”


    I paused next to my favorite driving horse, stroking George’s thick mane. Secretly I’d ridden this horse bareback many times, all through the years of Nick’s and my late-night riding adventures—Nick on Pepper and me on George.


    Shivering, I knew that if bullheaded Nick was already caught up in the world—gone to the “edge” and beyond—then he would never return to the haven of the People.
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    Later in the day, Mamm and I talked quietly in the bright little room where she found comfort in her midafternoon naps. In the past few weeks, she’d suffered a bad bout with the respiratory flu. The illness had weakened her further, compounding her usual misery of aches and pains.


    I could hear Mammi Sylvia, my maternal grandmother, preparing the noon meal. “We’re havin’ one of your favorite dishes today,” I whispered, touching Mamm’s frail hand.


    Her eyes brightened.


    “Smell the delicious veal loaf?”


    She nodded, grimacing with pain.


    It was hard seeing Mamm in such frail health. Dat doubted she’d be strong enough to witness Cousin Esther’s vows to her beloved John tomorrow. It was awful selfish on my part, but I felt somewhat gloomy that Mamm wouldn’t be there to see me stand up with Esther. After all, this was my first time as a bride’s attendant.


    Yet it is Hen who is most troubled by Mamm’s suffering, because she’s been living in town since her marriage to Brandon Orringer. Now that she’s staying here with her daughter, Mattie Sue, in our smallest Dawdi Haus, she’s discovering a-plenty what things cause Mamm pain. Physical and otherwise.


    “Did ya hear... Deacon Samuel Esh’s niece Annie Mast is soon to have her babies?” my mother said suddenly, though in a whisper. “Twins, the midwife says.”


    “Ah, such a wonderful-gut blessing for Annie and her husband.”


    “Jah.” Mamm smiled weakly. “They’ve sent for Rebekah Bontrager to be a mother’s helper. Rebekah’s father is a second cousin to the deacon, ya know.”


    “Oh?” I was surprised they’d chosen someone so far away. I hadn’t heard a peep from Rebekah for a good nine years. Last I’d seen her, she was twelve. Some of the girls, already intimidated by her blossoming beauty, were sure it was nothing less than Providence she’d upped and moved to Indiana, prior to her courting years. Even Cousin Esther had been quite relieved, considering the way Rebekah had begun to turn the heads of more than one church boy. John Glick included.


    “When do ya s’pose Rebekah’s coming?” I asked, sitting near the foot of the daybed.


    “Tomorrow’s what I heard.”


    Esther’s wedding day...


    “Well, it’ll be nice seein’ her again,” I said, confident she’d be long gone before she could pose a threat to any of my single cousins.


    “She’s planning to stay all winter, Rosie dear.” Mamm’s eyes held my gaze for an awkward moment, then fluttered shut.


    Sighing, I unfolded the afghan at the foot of the bed and lifted it gently to cover her. “No need to worry... Silas only has eyes for me,” I told myself as I tiptoed out of the room.

  


  
    


    Nor is the people’s judgment always true:


    The most may err as grossly as the few.


    —John Dryden
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    Who so loves, believes the impossible.


    —Elizabeth Barrett browning

  


  
    Chapter 1


    Sunlight was a meager trickle from an ever-darkening sky. The long, rasping shriek of a barn owl echoed in the pastureland to the east, beyond the corncrib. The coming twilight was tinged with the earthy scent of freshly shoveled barn manure that had been hauled out to the dung pit.


    Rose Ann Kauffman pulled her black shawl close around her shoulders and hurried across the backyard with Hen Orringer to the small house where Hen and her four-year-old daughter, Mattie Sue, had been residing for the past weeks. The bungalow-like abode was cloaked in ivy on one side of its back porch, making it the more appealing of the two attached dwellings connected to their father’s large farmhouse.


    Hen reached for the storm door, opened it, and stepped inside the small kitchen. Quickly, she moved to the table and reached for a chair, motioning for Rose to sit, too. “Honestly, Rosie, I never thought things would come to this.”


    Rose wasn’t exactly sure what this entailed, but she knew enough to suspect Hen was speaking about her troubled relationship with Brandon. Settling into the chair, she listened to Hen lament her husband’s growing coolness toward her. “The few times we’ve met for coffee, he always asks about Mattie first. And then he carries on about how he’s not getting to see her grow up.” Hen sighed. “I can’t blame him—Mattie Sue’s his daughter, too. But sometimes I just wish he’d act as if he missed me.”


    Rose leaned her elbows on the table. “I’m sure he does, Hen.” Her heart broke for her sister, and as Hen continued to talk, Rose noticed again how scattered and ferhoodled Hen’s feelings were for her husband.


    “You’ve been through a lot,” Rose added softly, not saying that it was largely Hen’s doing she was in this pickle, impulsive as she was known to be.


    Hen continued on, her face dipping with sadness, then momentarily brightening each time she talked of Mattie Sue. Through their growing-up years, Rose had observed this tendency for Hen to open up her heart after suppertime. When Hen had eaten her fill, as she had tonight, she liked to talk. But Mamm would surely say Hen was talking out of turn with her fickle comments. Rose knew their mother would encourage Hen to be consistently loyal to Brandon in both word and deed. Yet that had hardly been the case since Hen had left him to live here.


    “You know, Rosie, I really hoped Brandon would miss me enough to ask me to come back.” Hen turned to look out the window, her fair hair as neat as a pin, parted down the middle and secured into a tight, low bun. “But he never does. It’s like he’s only interested in Mattie Sue.”


    “Aw, ya really think so?”


    “Sure seems that way.”


    “Would you return home if he asked?” Rose said gingerly.


    Hen shook her head, tears filling her eyes. “I wish I could. But I’ve had a taste of this wonderful-good life again... and Brandon wants nothing to do with it.” She wiped her face with her handkerchief. “He’s more interested in his wicked TV than me.” Hen went on to explain that Brandon remained firm about watching whatever he pleased—everything from MTV to R-rated movies. “At our coffee visits, he makes a point of telling me what he watches, as if trying to goad me. He doesn’t care one iota what I think.” She paused for a moment, and then began to spew even more resentment. “And he’s never once brought up exposing Mattie Sue to that Madonna business, either. Ach, it was just terrible, seeing her mimic that woman. Even worse, he thought it was funny.”


    Rose cringed. “Have you talked further to the bishop or Dat about it? To seek out their wisdom?”


    Hen nodded her head and pulled lightly on her Kapp strings. “To tell the truth, Dad’s been prompting me to move back with Brandon. He’s even asked me to pray with him about it.”


    Rose wasn’t surprised. After all, Hen had made a lifelong marriage vow—for better or for worse. But did the English marriage vow mean turning a blind eye to a husband who seemed bent on introducing a child to the wiles of the devil? She couldn’t imagine her brother-in-law wanting to do that intentionally. Brandon hadn’t enjoyed the blessing of growing up Plain, or even of belonging to any kind of a church fellowship. Nor had he learned anything about Amish life, due to his own indifference, or so Hen had always indicated. Could Rose really blame him for behaving like an Englischer?


    He doesn’t know any better.


    “I daresay the Lord will make a way.” Rose truly believed that. “If Dat wants to pray with ya, why not do it?”


    Hen’s eyes welled up again. “On top of all that, Mamm told me recently I should think seriously about the dangers of leaving Brandon alone for much longer.”


    Rose flinched, guessing why Mamm might be worried.


    “Lest another woman catch his eye,” Hen said softly. “Dad’s hinted at the same thing, suggesting I go and visit my husband one of these evenings, without Mattie Sue along.”


    Such talk made Rose’s face grow warm and she got up from her chair. “You thirsty?”


    Hen nodded. “Sure. I made some mint tea just this morning, before work.” She rose quickly and went to the refrigerator.


    They bumped into each other as they reached into the cupboard for glasses. Hen set down the pitcher of iced tea, then opened her arms and drew her sister near. “Oh, Rosie, I’m so glad we have each other to talk to again,” Hen said, giving her a quick peck on the cheek.


    “Jah.” Rose stiffened suddenly, not meaning to.


    “You’re not still angry at me, are you?”


    Rose stepped back, frowning. “Why would I be?”


    “For what I did—leaving you and turning my back on our close sisterhood... when I abandoned the People.”


    Rose touched Hen’s shoulder. She had been hurt, and terribly so. Yet now with Hen here again, where she’d grown up, Rose was beginning to feel as if they were making up for the time they’d lost. Even so, she worried that Hen’s separation would cause irreparable damage to her marriage—or already had. “Ach, it’s hard to know what I think,” Rose said quietly, not wanting to continue brooding the loss of her sister for those years.


    “I just want you to know... I don’t blame you for being upset, Rosie.”


    Rose wished things could resume the way they’d always been. Was it possible to share so fully with Hen once again? She couldn’t help wondering how her relationship with her sister might change once she, too, became a married woman. But that was another whole year away.


    A knock came at the door and Hen turned to look. “Dad... come right in,” she called as the door opened. “Rosie and I were just pouring cold drinks—can we get you something, too?”


    Dat’s gray-flecked brown hair was all matted down after a hard day of toil. A ridge could be seen across his bangs when he removed his hat. His serious eyes signaled to Rose that he wanted to talk privately with Hen.


    “Won’t ya sit for a spell, Dat?” Rose said, still standing.


    He eyed the two of them. “Don’t mean to interrupt yous.”


    “Oh, that’s all right.” Rose moved toward the door. “I’ll come see ya another time, Hen.”


    Dat reached for a chair and sat down with a sigh, putting his hat on the table in front of him. “No need to leave on my account.” He looked Rose’s way.


    Hen gave her an apprehensive stare as Rose waved good-bye and headed for the back door. What sort of trouble is brewing now?


    Hen’s father shifted his hat on the table and looked up at her. His black suspenders were a bit frayed and his green shirt sleeves were rolled up close to his elbows. His brown eyes were sunken.


    “You look tired, Dad,” Hen said, going to the kitchen to pour some mint tea for him, even though he hadn’t indicated he wanted any.


    “That I am.”


    She carried the drink to him and set it before him on the table. “This might help perk you up.”


    He thanked her, then hung his head. “Oh, daughter, I hardly know how to tell ya what I came to say.”


    She froze, her hands gripping the back of the chair.


    “Brandon stopped by here today, while you were gone.”


    Her heart caught in her throat, not just because of what her father had said, but because of the way he frowned so deeply. “He did?”


    Dad deliberately folded his hands on the table. “He didn’t want you to receive this in the mail.” He paused to pull a folded envelope out of his pants pocket. “I haven’t read it, but he told me flat-out, he’s ready to file for divorce.”


    She winced like she’d been slapped. Divorce?


    He held out the letter. “He said everything you need to know is in here.”


    “Did Brandon say anything else?”


    “Just that his lawyer would handle everything.” Her father’s face looked gray.


    Brandon’s own brother, no doubt...


    “Ach, why’s he moving so fast?” she whispered.


    She opened the letter to see the first line, Dear Hannah. Such a shock. He’d used her full name, a name he rarely spoke, as if he were writing to someone else. She made herself slow down and read every life-altering word. You’ve abandoned me, Hannah, taking our daughter with you. And for no logical reason. What other choice do I have?


    She read on until she arrived at the final line of the hurtful note: If you aren’t home here with Mattie Sue by a week from this Saturday, I will file for divorce, as well as make a custody complaint.—Brandon


    When Hen finished, she struggled to keep her lip from quivering, not wanting to break down in front of her father. “How will I manage?” she said softly.


    “Just as I’ve always said: with God’s help.”


    Dad lifted his hat and fingered the brim. “I worry if Brandon has his way, he’ll try and get sole custody of Mattie Sue.” He inhaled deeply.


    She dreaded the thought. “He said that?”


    “I have a real bad feeling ’bout the whole thing, Hen. ’Specially if yous can’t find some way to patch up your differences.” He wiped his face with the back of his hand, then told her what had happened to a young couple out in Wisconsin. They’d fought bitterly over the custody of their children, so fiercely that in the end the court had to determine the living arrangements for the little ones.


    “Having the court decide—people who don’t even know us—is the last thing I want.” Hen coughed and struggled to find her voice.


    “Of course ya don’t.”


    Mattie Sue doesn’t deserve that, she thought.


    “Might do the two of you some gut if ya went over there to fix him a nice hot dinner real soon.” Dad sighed.


    “And stay the night?” she blurted, then pursed her lips.


    “Well... just think back to how things were when you first married. ’Nuff said.”


    She shrugged his words away. It hurt too much to remember those carefree days, filled with love and reckless abandon. She’d married Brandon fully knowing how very English he was—at the time, it had been part of the attraction. In her heart of hearts, she knew going back to him and making the best of things was the right thing to do. But she was just stubborn enough to want to cling to her hope of returning to a simpler life—for Mattie Sue, and for herself.


    “If he pushes you into court, you’ll go without a lawyer. No one should represent you but yourself.” This wasn’t a question but a statement. “’Tis our way, ya know. No pitting kin against kin.”


    Oh, Hen knew. Yet without legal representation, she didn’t see how things could possibly turn out in her favor. “Jah... I know, Dad... and I fear that.”


    Her eyes locked with his, and a helpless gasp escaped her lips.


    “Brandon’s bound and determined to raise Mattie Sue as a fancy girl, I daresay.” He sighed. “Wants nothin’ to do with Plain life.”


    She recalled Brandon’s heated account of his run-in with the bishop before they married—how it had left Brandon with no desire to interact with the Amish ever again. It had confirmed in his mind what he’d always thought: that their beliefs made them narrow-minded and backward. The truth was, Bishop Aaron Petersheim had been so indignantly opposed to Hen’s plans to marry that he’d attempted to run Brandon off the premises the one and only time he’d agreed to visit her family.


    Hen’s eyes fell again on Brandon’s letter. Did the bishop foresee then what a mess everything would become?

  


  
    Chapter 2


    What’s on Dat’s mind? Rose wondered as she made her way down the back steps.


    She’d seen the grim look in his eyes and worried it was something concerning Hen’s husband. What else could it be? Now that she thought of it, Mamm had mentioned a car coming into their lane earlier, while Hen was at work. But Mamm hadn’t said who it was or if someone was simply turning around in the drive, lost. That sort of thing happened often on Salem Road, so Rose hadn’t thought much of it. Till now.


    When she arrived at the main house, Mamm was entertaining Mattie Sue in the kitchen, beneath the golden light of the tall gas lamp. Mamm was smiling as Mattie showed her how to make twin babies using a white handkerchief, as though Mamm hadn’t made them herself for Hen and Rose years ago. “I learned it at Preachin’ service,” Mattie was telling her. “From Becky Zook.”


    “Well, isn’t that something.” A soft chuckle escaped Mamm.


    “Jah... and Becky’s only three.”


    “Arie Zook’s little girl?” asked Mamm, referring to the daughter of Hen’s childhood best friend.


    Mattie Sue nodded.


    Rose stood there quietly on the summer porch, watching and smiling. It did her heart good to hear Mamm enjoying herself so. And what an expressive child Mattie Sue was. Like Hen had been growing up, Mamm often said.


    Mattie raised her sweet face to her grandmother’s. “Are Becky and her baby brother going to the wedding tomorrow?”


    “Why no, dear one. Weddings are for grown-ups and courting-age young folk.” Mamm touched Mattie’s blond hair, which was wound in tight braids around her little head.


    “What’s courting?” Mattie Sue asked innocently.


    “Well, now, let’s see...”


    Rose figured her mother might be relieved if she made her presence known just now. She scuffed her feet on the porch and opened the kitchen door. “Hullo, there.” She went over to greet Mamm, touching her arm. “How are ya feelin’ this evening?”


    “Oh, perty gut... right now, at least.”


    She glanced at Mattie Sue, who was swinging the hankie. “I’m rocking the baby cradle,” her niece announced, grinning at Rose.


    “I need to polish my shoes for the wedding tomorrow,” Rose said, heading for the stairs.


    Mattie Sue jumped up and followed Rose all the way to her bedroom. “Oh, can I help, Aendi?”


    “Well, sure, honey. You can tell me when they’re nice and shiny... make sure I do it right.” Rose leaned down to get her for-good black leather shoes from beneath the bed. Years ago, she’d seen a bride and her attendants modeling some fancy ones in a magazine. She remembered being surprised at the delicate white satin shoes, with their slender heels. An English wedding, like Hen’s... Sometimes Rose wished she’d never laid eyes on those worldly shoes, because the memory came pretty close to tempting her. After all, her newly sewn dress would look mighty nice with nearly any shoe but these heavy black ones.


    “Don’t ya need some old newspapers?” Mattie Sue asked. “Mommy always polishes Daddy’s shoes like that.”


    Rose looked over at her new dress and full apron hanging on the wooden peg, then down at the black shoes. “Follow me, Mattie Sue.”


    “Ach, downstairs again?”


    “We’ll polish them out on the porch.” Rose couldn’t help but smile as her niece followed, chattering all the way, some Deitsch mixed in here and there.


    She’s becoming like the rest of us....
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    Hen felt like a wounded child as she sat with her father at her kitchen table. Fear encompassed her, as if she were cornered and had nowhere to run. Truly, I’m up against a stone wall. “I should’ve married inside the Amish church,” she admitted.


    “None of that matters now, Hen. Brandon’s your husband and you must make peace with him. There’s no other way.”


    She pursed her lips, trying to keep from sobbing.


    “Let’s take this before the Lord in prayer,” her father said and bowed his head. “O God and Father in heaven,” he began, “we come before you now, in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ....”


    Hen soaked in every heartfelt word, grateful for this time with her father, so deeply moved by his concern. As for herself, she quickly wiped her tears away before he said amen.


    “Let’s trust the Lord for the outcome, whatever it may be,” her father said firmly, getting up from his chair, then reaching for his hat. “May God’s will be done in all of our lives.”


    “Denki for coming over, Dad. It means a lot to me.”


    Before leaving, he turned. “You’ll put on a cheerful face for Mattie Sue, won’t ya?”


    “I’ll do my best.”


    “Well, ya simply must.” He reached for the back door.


    The minute he was out of sight, Hen picked up the letter from Brandon. Hands trembling, she sank into a chair and reread the sharp words he’d penned.
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    Esther’s wedding day dawned with an overcast sky. The wind came up abruptly when Rose Ann and the family were about to sit down for breakfast, and dark clouds threatened rain. “If we have a downpour, it’ll bring all the remaining leaves down with it,” Dat said.


    Meanwhile, Mattie Sue was over in the corner with Mamm, who was in her wheelchair. Mattie fussed about her hair being pulled back too tight. “I can’t even frown,” she complained.


    Rose remembered how very taut Mamm had twisted the sides of Rose’s own hair when she was little, wetting it down to make it stay “just so” all day long. Sometimes Rose could scarcely blink her eyes while she sat beside her father during Preaching. Mamm thought rutschich Rose sat more quietly next to Dat, on the side of the room with the men and little boys—sometimes right near Nick Franco, who made silly faces at her. Rose remembered having to hold her breath so she wouldn’t burst out laughing in the middle of Bishop Aaron’s long second sermon.


    “Just be patient, it’ll loosen up,” Mamm told Mattie Sue, glancing at Rose.


    “How soon?” Mattie put her little hands on her forehead and moved her fingers up and down.


    “Pushin’ on your forehead won’t help none,” Rose told her.


    “Ach... what will?” Mattie asked. “I’m getting a headache.”


    “By the time you’re done eatin’ breakfast, you’ll forget all about your hair,” Mamm suggested. It was the exact thing she’d always told Rose.


    But Rose remembered all too well that hair pulled back so tight hurt for a good half a day or longer. Rose recalled taking her little hair bob out and then saying it got caught on the rafters in the haymow. Right quick, she’d had the soapiest tongue of any dishonest child living along Salem Road.


    Pushing aside the unfortunate memory during the silent table blessing later, Rose changed the subject. “Mattie Sue, can ya tell Dawdi what ya helped me do last evening?”


    “We shined up Rosie’s shoes for Esther’s wedding.” Mattie Sue dipped her head more rambunctiously than necessary, wrinkling her nose and forehead.


    Still hoping to loosen up her hair, thought Rose.


    “Did ya, now?” Dat grinned, looking at Mattie between bites of waffles and scrambled eggs.


    “She’s Cousin Esther to you, honey-girl.” Mamm wore a frown.


    Mattie Sue must not have understood. “You should see ’em, Dawdi. They’re just like new.”


    “Well, almost,” whispered Rose from her seat on the wooden bench, thinking again of the worldly shoes in the magazine.


    Hen came in through the back door, clutching her shawl tightly about her. “My, the wind sure is kicking up!” she exclaimed.


    Mamm stared out the window at the trees swaying hard. Squirrels were racing for shelter, and the windmill spun like a giant whirligig. “Such a dreary day for a wedding,” she said.


    “Jah, and with the crowd Esther’s family is expectin’, I daresay the guests will spill over onto the framed-in porch,” Rose added.


    “That’s why they built the temporary walls—in case of nasty weather like this,” Dat said, mentioning he’d gladly take Rose over there in the family buggy and drop her off. “It’s no day to walk.”


    Rose assumed he would return home right away to Mamm. Since Mamm wasn’t up to going, Dat wouldn’t think of attending the wedding, even though Esther was Mamm’s niece. Instead, Dat had plans to load the wheelbarrow full of compost to mulch their flower beds and the now-harvested vegetable garden.


    “Sure looks like rain’s comin’,” Dat said, gawking toward the window, seemingly preoccupied with the weather. “It’ll raise the water table, for sure.”


    “Be sure and take an umbershoot,” Hen said, offering a smile.


    Mattie’s head popped up. “Umbershoot? What’s that, Mommy?”


    “What’s it sound like?” Hen tweaked her daughter’s nose.


    “Um... could it be an Amish umbrella?”


    That brought more smiles and laughter. Dat clapped his hands and leaned his head back in a way Rose hadn’t seen him do since before Hen married.


    “Well, I sure hope the rain clouds blow over,” Rose said.


    “Jah, no sunshine on the weddin’ day... no happiness for the marriage. Or so they say,” Mamm noted.


    “How sad.” Rose felt sorry for Cousin Esther. After a quiet moment, she said, “It’s just superstition, ain’t?”


    Mattie Sue’s big eyes looked mighty serious.


    “Puh!” said Mamm, aware of her granddaughter’s curious gaze. “Why sure... who could possibly know such a thing?”


    After the breakfast dishes were all done up, Rose Ann pondered what Mamm had said. She hoped for her cousin’s sake that it was a false notion. She’d heard plenty of superstitions growing up, but most didn’t prove true. Still, as she took her time dressing, she hoped her own wedding day might be as sunny a day as she knew Dat and Mamm’s had been. Lord willing.

  


  
    Chapter 3


    Rose Ann waved to her father as he backed the horse

    and buggy slowly out of her cousins’ lane. The threatened rain hadn’t yet come, but she carried along her umbrella for good measure.


    Up ahead, Cousin Esther’s paternal grandparents were stepping out of their gray carriage. It warmed Rose’s heart to see spry, gray-headed Daniel Kauffman smile sweetly at his petite wife before heading off to the horse stable.


    “Daniel and Mimi have always been a couple to imitate,” Rose recalled Mamm telling Hen just last week. Rose had guessed at the time that Mamm was trying to encourage Hen to be more attentive to her own husband.


    Presently, Miriam leaned heavily on her cane, waiting for Daniel to return. Rose hurried to Miriam’s side and offered her arm to the darling lady. With a smile, Miriam nodded and they moved forward together. Slowly, cautiously, Rose led her toward the farmhouse, where the wedding was soon to take place.


    “Wie geht’s?—How are you today, Miriam?” she asked.


    “Ever so excited to see Essie and John tie the knot—and on Thanksgiving Day, yet!”


    Rose agreed. “They’ve known each other since they were youngsters.”


    Miriam’s eyes sparkled. “I daresay they’ve had eyes for each other a gut long time. Gracious me, and I did near the same thing—picked out Daniel to be my beau during school recess long ago.”


    Rose listened with a smile. How quickly does sixty years of marriage pass? She wondered how she and Silas would look or act when they were well into their eighties. Would they be as openly affectionate as Mimi and Daniel?


    As they approached the house Rose spotted a stand of goldenrod, turned all but silver in the recent wet, chilly weeks, and shivered at the thought of colder weather ahead. How nice if her mother could find solace in Mattie Sue’s company.


    If Hen stays put longer...


    She really had no idea what Hen was planning, though it was certain that if Brandon and Hen parted ways for good, the ministerial brethren would want her to stay under Dat’s roof and patriarchal covering. Before matters reached that point, however, Hen would probably be advised by the bishop and his wife to do everything in her power to reconcile with her husband.


    She reached for the back door and held it open while Miriam lightly thumped her cane on the linoleum as she walked into the summer kitchen, eyes gleaming with anticipation. “Guder Mariye—good morning—to everyone,” Miriam called, and Esther’s married sisters hurried to greet her.


    Once dear white-haired Miriam was settled comfortably into a rocking chair, Rose Ann excused herself and headed upstairs to Esther’s bedroom. She was eager to see her cousin wearing her plum-colored wedding dress and full white apron. The bride was most likely finished putting all twenty-seven straight pins into her dress and apron... and soon to spend her final moments as a single woman with her mother. Rose couldn’t help wondering if Esther was having any second thoughts.


    Rose found her cousin alone in her room, which was as neat as always. There was a newly crocheted doily on the dresser, and positioned in its center was a pretty oil lamp Rose had never seen before. A gift from the groom?


    “I’m awful jumpy, Rosie,” the bride whispered as they embraced. Her golden-blond hair was parted nice and straight down the middle and smoothed back neatly on the sides, where it twisted perfectly. Despite her nerves, Esther’s blue eyes twinkled.


    Rose touched her arm. “Maybewhen you catch a glimpse of John, the jitters will go away.”


    A smile brightened Esther’s pretty face. “Oh jah, just the thought of my dear beau...” She gripped Rose’s hands. “Denki... ever so much.”


    “He loves ya, Essie... just remember.”


    Esther’s eyes glistened with happy tears, and she reached into her left sleeve to find an embroidered white handkerchief and pulled it out. Dabbing at the corner of her eyes, she nodded her head. “You’re right. I have nothin’ to worry about.”


    Rose led her to the window, and together they peered down at the many buggies already parked along the side yard. “See all the folk coming to join in the celebration for you and John? It’s wonderful, ain’t?”


    Esther looked at the sky and grimaced. “Sure hope it doesn’t rain and spoil our day.” Her breath formed a circular blur on the pane.


    The dark clouds did look ready to burst open at any moment. Rose tried to distract her by pointing out the English couple coming toward the house. “You must’ve invited Donna Becker and her husband.” She’d seen them get out of their car, parked along the side of the road.


    “Mamma did,” Esther said. “She knows Donna through Rachel Glick, who owns the fabric shop. Her cousin, ya know.”


    “Oh, Donna’s as nice as can be. She lives neighbors to Gilbert Browning, the widower I work for Wednesday mornings.”


    “Why, sure... I’d forgotten that.” Esther went on to say she’d heard through the grapevine that Gilbert had a special daughter named Beth. “I hear she loves comin’ to your place and seeing the foals.”


    “Does she ever,” Rose agreed. “And we love havin’ her visit, too.” Rose had actually been planning something of a surprise for Beth, but she hadn’t yet breathed a word to anyone. Very soon, she planned to talk to Dat about her idea.


    Esther made a little squeal of glee. “Well, lookee there!” she said, her forehead close to the window. “My cousins from Wisconsin came for the wedding. Just think, all that way!”


    Rose saw a family of seven walking up the lane. “Didn’t ya know they were coming?”


    “Not for certain, no.” Esther straightened and gave Rose a quick hug. “Oh, wait’ll ya meet my cousin Peter. He’s quite handsome—and fun-loving, too! I wouldn’t be surprised if he pulls a prank or two on my groom.” Her face flushed pink. “If he wasn’t my own relative, oh goodness, would I ever be smitten!”


    The wind rose up at that moment, and the eaves creaked. Esther’s scrutinizing gaze lingered on her till Rose looked away. She wasn’t at all interested in Esther’s Wisconsin cousin. But since Esther hadn’t been going to Singings here lately, she most likely didn’t know of Silas Good’s recent interest in Rose. ’Tis best to keep mum on that.


    Just then, a knock came at the door, and Esther’s mother poked in her white-capped head. “Are ya ready, Essie?”


    It was Rose’s hint to leave the room. “Happy wedding day,” she said with a smile.


    “Denki, Rosie.” Esther’s eyes twinkled. “I’ll remember what you said.”


    “All right, then,” said Rose happily as she departed the room for the stairs.
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    Hen sat in her small kitchen sorting through the piecework for her Double Nine Patch bed quilt, trying not to dwell on Brandon’s startling threat. Such a dreadful recourse. Had he forgotten he’d suggested she take some time to come here?


    She wondered—was his change of mind and heart because he was weary of waiting for her return? He must be annoyed she hadn’t gotten her fill of all things Plain by now. Her husband must be at a loss, thinking, What else can I do?


    On top of all that, there was her father’s admonition to consider. Should Hen stick her neck out and make a private visit to Brandon? Was it possible that might still do some good? Or might I mess things up even more than I already have?


    In her distress, she looked at the assortment of colorful squares. Soon she’d be ready to lay them out on the floor. She had finished the quilted wall hanging for Mattie’s room and was pleased with the outcome. Now she imagined how this completed quilt would look and hoped that, with Mammi Sylvia’s expert help, and possibly her mother’s, too, it would turn out nicely. Might very well be my way to sanity.


    She struggled with the thought of returning home even for a few hours, let alone for good. In the weeks she had been living here, Hen had thoroughly embraced the Amish ways, as had Mattie Sue. Still, a hot homemade dinner might be a nice gesture, especially on Thanksgiving evening... assuming Brandon was even home. Yet, how much could a single visit accomplish?


    I won’t know unless I go....


    Hen rose from her spot at the kitchen table and went to the window to look toward the field. The lonely old phone shanty stood a long way from the house. She could almost hear Brandon’s response. “He’ll wonder if I’m simply reacting to his note if I call,” she muttered, frustration rising as she thought about it.


    She must get her emotions in check or find herself giving in to anger. Going to sit in the front room, Hen bowed her head. Lord, our marriage is in pitiful shape. She sighed, greatly relieved Mattie Sue was over next door with Mamm, reading a picture book.


    Hen reached for her Bible and opened to the first psalm. Blessed is the man that walketh not in the counsel of the ungodly.... She paused, realizing anew that her own father was one of the wisest men she’d ever known. “With a name like Solomon,” she whispered, wondering if her father might somehow get through to Brandon. Her husband just didn’t seem to understand the comfort she found in her faith and a simpler life, nor her desire to keep Mattie Sue untainted by the world. Or was it that he didn’t care? She felt sure he was itching to hurry off to his lawyer brother.


    The thought of calling Brandon made everything Hen had set out to do thus far seem for naught. Yet should I sit idly by and allow my worldly husband to pull all the strings?
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    Rose stood across from her cousin Melvin as the wedding party gathered before the bishop. She observed the service with rapt attention, especially the bride and groom, who answered each of the important questions—their vows to each other—with such solemn expressions.


    When the bishop placed Esther’s small hand in John’s, joy shone from the couple’s faces. The man of God encircled their clasped hands with his own during the blessing, and Rose couldn’t help wondering what Esther was feeling this very minute.


    Will Silas and I be so in love on our wedding day?


    She held her breath as the bishop offered the final prayer. “I desire for this couple, O Lord, a good start for their marriage, unswerving middle years... and a most blessed end, when one of them breathes his or her last on this earth. This I pray through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.”


    Rose felt a jumble of emotions—more anxious than ever for her own wedding—as she turned to follow Esther and John to be seated again with Melvin and the other two attendants.


    Just then, she caught sight of a young woman sitting back near the kitchen with Deacon Esh’s wife. Her hair was a rich, deep brown, parted just so, and her brown eyes were bigger than Rose recalled. Rebekah Bontrager... Rose remembered her clearly despite the passage of years. And regardless of her Amish attire, she was anything but plain. Somewhere along the way, Rebekah had become a beautiful young woman.


    From across the room, Rose offered a smile, and Rebekah nodded slightly and smiled back.


    At that time, one of the several visiting ministers was asked to give a testimony commenting on the various sermon points; then several more were invited to add their remarks, as well. All of them offered good wishes to the newlyweds and extended the Lord’s blessings on their union.


    Bishop Aaron motioned for Esther’s father to stand and address the People, which he appeared to do gladly. Later, though, when John’s father rose to speak, he was overcome with emotion, his voice turning husky as he thanked everyone for coming to witness his son’s and now daughter-in-law’s vows.


    The bishop offered a few more words of admonition before the People turned in their seats and knelt for prayer as he read from the Christenpflicht. After the benediction, the gathering came to a close once the final hymn was sung in unison.


    The solemnity of the celebration made Rose mindful that this marriage represented that of the Lamb of God—Christ, the Bridegroom—to His church. And she sensed great awe, even a hush, in the crowded room.


    Upstairs, Esther and John gathered all the single wedding guests—both fellows and girls—into the hallway and began randomly pairing them for the feast, an age-old tradition. Until the barn Singing, much later, the assigned couples were to spend the rest of the afternoon and the evening meal together, as would each of the couples in the wedding party.


    Rose was suddenly aware of the splashing sound of rain against the windowpanes. It was good the downpour had held off, not disturbing her cousin’s wedding vows or the special blessing that followed.


    Leaning against the door to Esther’s bedroom, she didn’t take much interest in the usual matching-up process, knowing she was already obliged to be with Melvin Kauffman. Nice as her cousin was, he certainly wasn’t anything like her betrothed.


    Esther turned to whisper something to her new husband, John, and the two of them, cute as could be—their heads close together—decided who to further match with whom.


    About that time, Silas came running up the stairs, late. Where’s he been? Rose wondered, hoping to catch his eye. But he wasn’t looking her way, and she couldn’t for the life of her remember seeing him in the congregation during the sermons given before the wedding vows. Maybe he had been helping the hostlers, who were assigned to feed and water the many driving horses.


    Now Esther was in the process of choosing Peter Riehl, her good-looking cousin, for Arie Zook’s younger sister Leah Miller. Christian Petersheim had taken a real shining to brown-eyed Leah, and Rose had seen them together at quite a few Singings during the past year or so. For these weeks since his death, Leah had worn a black dress and apron, even though she hadn’t actually been engaged to Christian, as far as Rose knew. Rose couldn’t help wondering if Leah would still be wearing black today if she weren’t at Esther’s wedding.


    Esther beamed as she eyed the happy couples lined up all the way down the hall. Already, several of the girls were blushing happily at Esther’s choice for them. And more than a few of the fellows seemed mighty pleased, too. Some of them were even discreetly reaching for their girl’s hand, behind the girls’ skirts. But all of that would cease the minute they descended the stairs for the feast. For not having gone to many Singings lately, Esther certainly had a good idea of what was what between some of the courting couples.


    Rose smiled to herself. Has John filled Esther in, just maybe?


    At that moment, Rose realized Silas was without a partner. Instinctively, she stepped forward, then blushed a little, realizing what she’d done as Silas caught her eye. Fortunately, Esther seemed to recognize Silas’s dilemma, as well, and glanced around the room in search of an available girl.


    Just then Rebekah reached the top of the long stairway. “I have no partner,” she said demurely and out of breath.


    “Well...” Esther started to say, looking around her to see if Rebekah was indeed the only young woman left. Then she motioned for Silas to take his place beside Rebekah. “We’re all set, jah?”


    With an apologetic look at Rose, Silas moved toward his partner. The predicament was clearly not his doing, and Rose smiled back to let him know she understood. He warmly returned her smile, a silent exchange that did not appear to be lost on Rebekah. Rose’s heart was warmed, though her blush returned as Rebekah’s questioning eyes came to rest on her.


    Slowly, Rose turned and there was Melvin offering his arm. With one more look back at her beau, she followed Esther’s brother down the hall and around to the stairs when it came their turn.


    Once they were seated downstairs at the Eck, the beautifully decorated corner reserved for the wedding party, Rose glanced at Esther, who was expressing her delight at one of John’s surprise wedding gifts to her—a pretty set of floral china, which had belonged to his grandmother. A service for twenty! Simply beaming, Esther made over the lovely plates, matching cups and saucers, and every imaginable service bowl and meat platter while her mother and sisters looked on.


    Rose turned to chat politely with Melvin about the freshness the rainy weather had brought to the day, and how very happy the couple looked. The time passed pleasantly enough, and the feast was soon over. Like many couples, Melvin and Rose moseyed outside, and later, when the newlyweds came outdoors to pass around bars of chocolate to the guests, Rose spotted Silas and Rebekah talking over near the old well pump.


    Goodness, Rose never would have expected her beau to look so animated. He was motioning back at the house as if he was trying to make a point of something rather important. The more Rose watched, the more uneasy she felt. It was clear that Silas was quite comfortable talking with Rebekah, and obviously whatever he was telling her was greatly appreciated. Even so, Rose checked her concern and reassured herself that there was doubtless plenty for them to catch up on, since they had been childhood friends.


    That’s all it is.


    She turned back to Melvin, who was talking about a horse auction he’d seen advertised in the Lancaster Farming periodical that he was planning to attend next week in New Holland, along with Silas. “He’s lookin’ to buy a new trotter—he and his Dat,” Melvin remarked.


    Silas had said as much recently. “Jah, they’ve been looking to purchase a new mare soon,” Rose said, thinking Silas might want to get things lined up well in advance of their marriage. He was like that.


    “Well, now, how would you know ’bout this, Rose?”


    She blushed, having forgotten herself for a moment.


    Melvin leaned over, peering at her comically. “Any idea?”


    “Mind your own Bisness,” she said, laughing.


    “Say, now. Who’s that girl Silas is with?” Melvin craned his neck to see.


    “Rebekah Bontrager... visiting from Indiana. I forget the name of the town.”


    His eyebrows rose. “Well, it’s certain no one could forget her.”


    Rose looked right at him. “Seems you did. Rebekah grew up near here, but her family moved away when she was in second grade.” Back when we were both tomboys...


    Melvin was still gawking. “I knew I’d seen her somewhere.”


    “She’s your age.”


    “Twenty-one and still single?” He whistled. “Boy, oh boy... how’d she ever manage that?”


    He obviously didn’t mind making a fool of himself, carrying on so. “If you’re that keen on her, why don’t ya go over and introduce yourself?”


    He turned and grinned, seemingly pleased at her suggestion. “You know, I just might do that.” And off he went.


    “Perfect,” Rose whispered, going inside to warm up. “Maybe we’ll just swap partners for the rest of the day.” Oh, what she wouldn’t give for that!
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