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Kelly: For my husband, Scott, the husband of my youth and now, 
still, twenty-four years later, my love of all time 

Kathy: To my daughter, Sydney, I love you!

Beth: To my sisters—Laurie, Valarie, Melody, and Dawn 



GLOSSARY

ab im kopp: off in the head, crazy 

aenti: aunt 

aldi: girlfriend 

appeditlich: delicious 

bruder: brother 

bu: boy 

daadi: grandfather 

daag: day 

daed: dad 

danki: thanks 

Derr Herr: God 

dochder: daughter 

dumm: dumb 

dummkopf: dummy 

Englisch: a non-Amish person 

familye: family 

frau: wife, Mrs.

freind: friend 

geh: go 

grosskinner: grandchildren 

guder mariye: good morning 

gut: good 

hatt: hard 

haus: house 

kapp: prayer covering or cap 

kinn, kinner: child, children 

kumme: come 

lieb: love 

maed, maedel: girls, girl 

mami, mamm: mom 

mammi: grandmother 

mann: man 

mei: my 

meiding: shunning 

mutter: mother 

narrisch: crazy 

nee: no 

nix: nothing 

Ordnung: the written and unwritten rules of the Amish; the 
understood behavior by which the Amish are expected to 
live, passed down from generation to generation. Most 
Amish know the rules by heart.

Pennsylvania Deitsch: Pennsylvania German, the language 
most commonly used by the Amish 

rumschpringe: running-around period when a teenager turns 
sixteen years old 

schwester: sister 

sehr gut: very good 

sohn: son 

vatter: father 

ya: yes 
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CHAPTER ONE
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“WHAT DID HE DO?”

Abigail Kauffman clutched her hands together and took a deep breath of the cool fall air that drifted in through the open kitchen window. Her father’s repeated question and ominous tone had her doubting her actions. But once she began a plan, she usually stuck with it.

“I said . . . he . . . well . . . just made me feel a little uncomfortable with the way he was kissing me . . . and touching . . . and I . . .”

Her father’s face turned beet red. “I–I will . . . have words with him.”

He clenched and unclenched his heavy hands, and Abigail felt a surge of alarm and deeper indecision.

“Father . . . it was nothing, in truth.”

“I will have words with the bishop and that—boy, and then he’ll marry you.”

Abigail’s eyes widened, the swiftness of her impulsive plan ringing in her ears. “Marry me? But I don’t love him!”

Her father regarded her with flashing eyes. “Love has nothing to do with marriage. We will go to the bishop and Dr. Knepp, and we will see this solved before morning.” He drew a shaky breath. “When I think of that boy, just baptized today, just accepted into the community, and then . . . daring to trespass upon your honor . . . Go upstairs and dress in blue. I will bring the buggy round. Hurry!”

Abigail turned and fled up the steps. “Dress in blue.” The  color for marrying. She gained her small bedroom and slammed the door closed behind her, leaning upon its heavy wooden support. She saw herself in her bureau mirror, her cheeks flushed, her kapp askew upon her white-gold hair. She wondered for a strange moment what a mother might say right now, what her mother, whom she’d lost at age five, would say in this situation. Her heart pounded in her chest. This situation . . .

In truth, Joseph Lambert, with his lean, dark good looks and earnest eyes behind glasses, had done little more than speak to her . . . and annoy her. She’d just wanted to pay him back a bit for his casual dismissal of her usually touted beauty . . . and now she was going to have to face his mocking scorn. For she had no doubt he’d laugh outright at the suggestion of any impropriety between the two of them. They’d only been a few dozen feet from where everyone was gathered for the after-service meal, and it would be a bold young man indeed who’d risk anything, let alone steal intimate kisses . . .

But her father had believed her . . . or he’d believed the worst of Joseph Lambert, at any rate. She snatched a blue dress from a nail on the wall and changed with haste. She might as well get it over with, she thought with grim practicality. And yet there was one small part of her that wished things might be different, that wished she might truly be on her way to a marriage that would allow her to escape Solomon Kauffman’s rule and cold distance.

She hurried back down the stairs and went outside to where the buggy waited. Her father started the horse before she barely had her seat, and as they gathered speed she tried to marshal her thoughts. She saw her life as it had been ever since she could remember . . . cold, lonely, devoid of love and even simple conversation. Somehow, the Englisch world outside seemed so much less austere and confining, so much less full of unspoken pain.

She let herself escape for a moment by imagining marriage to Joseph Lambert. Not only would it get her out from under  her father’s thumb, but she would be able to keep house, or not keep it, any way she pleased. They wouldn’t have to live with her father—at the picnic she’d heard Dr. Knepp, the popular Englisch physician, say something about making his barn over into an apartment for Joseph. It would be just as easy to fit two as it would one. She didn’t take up that much space. Her possessions were scant. She’d learned how to make two blouses last for a season and the secrets of turning out old dresses to look new again.

No, she’d be little bother to Joseph Lambert. She chewed a delicate fingertip in her nervousness. It might work out well, the more she thought about it . . .





JOSEPH LAMBERT EASED A FINGER IN BETWEEN HIS SUSPENDER and white shirt and drew a breath of satisfaction at the comfort of the simple Amish clothing. He was tired, exhausted from the day and its happenings, but deeply happy. He glanced around the small barn that Dr. and Mrs. Knepp had done over for him and shook his head at the kindly generosity of the couple. To have a bed with clean sheets and a handmade quilt was more than he could have dreamed of in the past years—but to have his own space, his own home, was a gift from the Lord. He lay down in the bed and stared up at the wooden slat ceiling.

The faces of the people he’d been introduced and reintroduced to that day spun in a pleasant blur in his mind. Even the beautiful face of Abigail Kauffman was a delight to recall, though he knew he’d frustrated her—and deliberately so. She was too pretty for her own good, he thought with a smile, remembering their brief conversation near an old oak tree in the orange and red glory of early autumn. He’d had to thread his way through a throng of young admirers to reach the girl as she perched in the refuge of the tree, but the other boys had soon melted away  under his penetrating look. But when he’d not shown the apparently expected verbal homage to her beauty, all of her pretense disappeared. He’d been thoroughly charmed by her indignation. But he knew that a girl like Abigail Kauffman was far beyond his reach, especially with a past like his . . .

He sighed and, dismissing the day from his mind, began to pray, thanking Derr Herr for all that he’d been given and asking for clarity of direction for the future.

He’d just fallen into the most restful sleep he’d had in days when a furious pounding on the barn door startled him awake. He grabbed for his glasses.

“Kumme!” he cried, scrambling to button his shirt, thinking it must be some urgent matter for the doctor. Instead, once he managed to focus, he saw Bishop Ebersol and another giant of a man crowd into his small living space, followed by the doctor and his wife.

The giant strode toward him, clenching and unclenching ham-like fists. “Scoundrel!” The huge man growled the word.

Who is he? Joseph frantically sifted through the identities of people he’d met that day.

“Now, now, Solomon. Let the boy have a breath.” The bishop inserted himself between Joseph and the larger man.

“A breath? A breath is not what he wanted to have today—”

“Everybody ease off!” Dr. Knepp snapped, and there was a brief break in the tension.

“What’s wrong?” Joseph asked.

The bishop cleared his throat. “Son, I just welcomed you back into the community this afternoon.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well then, what were you doing dallying with Abigail Kauffman not half an hour later?”

“What? Dally—Abigail Kauffman?” Joseph suddenly recognized the strapping man as Abigail’s irate father and took an automatic step backward.

“That’s right . . . try and run!” Mr. Kauffman roared.

Dr. Knepp snorted. “Solomon, where exactly will the boy go in two feet of space and his back to the wall? Just let him explain.”

Joseph knew by instinct that a simple denial of any behavior was not going to satisfy Mr. Kauffman. He’d had to defend himself enough in the past to recognize that there were consequences at stake here, and he didn’t like to think where they might lead.

“We talked a little—that’s all,” he exclaimed.

Mr. Kauffman exploded. “At least be man enough to admit that you dishonored her with your kisses and your hands!”

Joseph’s mind whirled. What had the girl been saying? And suddenly, a thought came to him—clear and resonant. Here was a provision from the Lord to have a girl like Abigail Kauffman in his life. It didn’t matter that she’d obviously lied; she was young. Perhaps her father had forced her into it . . .

In any case, his impulsive nature took over. To deny the claim would mean the scorn and possible dismissal of his place in the community, something he’d worked too long and too hard to reclaim. And even though the little miss probably had a reputation for being wild, a woman’s word, her honor, would always be more valuable than a newcomer’s. To admit to the accusations might mean recompense as well, but perhaps not as bad, not in the long run anyway. And he’d have the beautiful Miss Kauffman eating out of his hand for defending her honor.

He lifted his head and met Mr. Kauffman’s blazing eyes. “All right. I was wrong. I behaved . . . poorly with Miss Kauffman. I apologize.”

“There. He admits to it. I’ll get Abigail from the buggy. You can perform the ceremony here.”

“What?” Joseph and Mrs. Knepp spoke in unison.

Mr. Kauffman’s lips quivered, and for an instant Joseph thought he might burst into tears. “The wedding ceremony. The bishop will do it here, now. When I think of what Abigail must  have been feeling . . .” He swiped at his forehead with a rumpled handkerchief.

“Solomon, let Joseph explain,” Mrs. Knepp urged.

“Nee . . . nee . . . I will see her done right by—” He broke off and tightened his massive jaw. “To think it’s come to this for my girl.” The big man turned and left the barn.

Joseph resisted the urge to speak. He hadn’t expected a marriage . . . a courtship maybe, but a wedding? “Do I have a choice?” he finally asked the bishop.

“Not if you want to stay. Nee. Mr. Kauffman will go to the community to defend what he thinks is right.”

Joseph nodded and ran his hands through his hair. Things could be worse; he could have been denied a chance to come back. A marriage seemed a worthy price for what he’d received that morning. “All right. Let’s get this over with.”

Dr. Knepp spoke with low urgency. “Joseph, I know you didn’t touch her. You didn’t have time, and you were in plain view. Tell the truth—the deacons will vote—”

“Nee . . . I’ll not take the risk. It means everything to me to be back here, to find and keep a place, a home . . .”

Mr. Kauffman was sliding the barn door back open.

“Seth, do something,” Mrs. Knepp begged in a whisper.

Dr. Knepp shrugged his shoulders. “The boy agrees.”

“As well he might,” Mr. Kauffman growled. He pulled Abigail into the room behind him. She was dressed in blue, and she kept her eyes downward.

Joseph considered the girl as the faces of the deacons flashed behind his eyes. He wondered for a moment how they would vote before he snapped back to awareness as the bishop joined his hands with Abigail’s.

She wouldn’t look at him. Maybe she was being driven to this. The thought gave him pause; she should have the right to choose.

“Do you want this?” Joseph asked, speaking to the top of her kapp. 

She gazed up at him then. Her blue eyes were dead-steady calm. He’d seen eyes like those behind the wrong end of a gun, and now he wondered if she’d had a forceful hand in the matter herself.

“Ya,” she murmured, dropping her gaze once more.

Her hands were ice cold though, and he rubbed his thumbs around the outside of her fingers as he listened to the bishop speak in High German. It was like a dream, really. The light from the lamp Mrs. Knepp held high threw strange shadows across the corners of the room and made crouching things out of chairs and the table.

He was asked the simple, life-binding questions that would make Abigail Kauffman his wife, and his answers were steady—as were hers. And then it was over.

It seemed anticlimactic. There was no kiss or hug of goodwill between the couple. And once he saw his job done, Mr. Kauffman seemed to shrivel to a shell of a man whom the bishop had to pat on the back for reassurance.

Joseph let go of her hands and finished buttoning his shirt, ignoring the way Abigail’s eyes strayed to his chest. He tensed his jaw and walked over to his new father-in-law.

“Mr. Kauffman—it’s my plan to be a help and not a hindrance to you all of my days. I know you farm alone with some hired help. You won’t need as much help anymore. I need the work, and I’m good at it. Abigail and I will take up living with you in the morning, with your permission, of course.”

“Ya,” the older man said, clearly surprised. “Ya, that would be gut; I would miss Abigail about.”

Joseph nodded; it was done.





ABIGAIL TRIED TO REGULATE HER BREATHING AS SHE LISTENED to her dreams of freedom being swept away like a house  on a flood plain. It didn’t matter at the moment that Joseph had defended her honor and married her out of hand. She opened and closed her mouth like a gasping fish as her father and the others filed out the door, leaving her alone with her new husband.

Joseph pulled an extra quilt and pillow from a shelf near the bed and knelt to lay them on the floor. She watched his strong, long-fingered hands ease each wrinkle until he looked up.

Then she said the first thing she could get out. “Are you narrisch?”

“What? For saving you from your lies? You can have a lifetime to thank me properly.”

She strode to face him, stepping on his clean quilt. He gazed up at her.

“I don’t care about the lies! Are you crazy to have told my father that we’ll live with him? You didn’t even consult me.”

He choked out a laugh. “And you consulted me about this wedding, wife?”

He gave a swift tug to the hem of her skirt, and she lost her balance, landing beside him. He leaned very near to her, and she felt her heart pulse in a curious sensation.

“Just tell me your father forced you into this,” he whispered, reaching to brush a stray tendril of white-gold hair behind her ear.

Abigail couldn’t bring herself to lie again, not when she was feeling so strange and fluttery inside. She shook her head. “I cannot tell you that.”

He ran a finger down her cheek. “I thought not; I just wanted to hear you say it. But why me? I’m genuinely curious.”

She looked down at her hands, clenched in her lap. “I–I just thought that you were handsome, and I . . .”

“Please,” he sighed, running a hand beneath his glasses and then studying her again. “Just tell me the truth.”

“You came over,” she burst out, “and then you just talked and mocked me. You treated me like a little girl, and then I thought  that if you had to marry me, it might work out well for both of us. You’re used to the Englisch ways, and I want the Englisch ways. We could live here and you could work for Dr. Knepp, and I could—”

“You could do exactly as you pleased, is that it? Without Daddy to interfere? With a husband who was on his knees this afternoon, begging for community, and not likely to make a fuss?” His voice was level but mocking.

“Ya,” she whispered in misery.

“Well then, you got more than you bargained for, my sweet.” He lifted her chin so that she was forced to meet his dark eyes. “I don’t want the Englisch ways, Abigail Lambert—that’s why I came back. And I will honor this marriage and the responsibilities it entails. And my expectation is for you to do the same.”

He didn’t wait for her to respond, but dropped his hand and lay down on the quilt, rolling over to his side and clutching the pillow to his middle.

She stared at his broad back.

She wanted to smack him a good one. Instead she sniffed and, with as much dignity as she could muster, rose to go and lie sleepless and chilled on the comfortable bed of her wedding night.



CHAPTER TWO
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ABIGAIL WATCHED THE SUNLIGHT BREAK THROUGH THE TWO small windows of the little barn and shifted in silence to stare down at her husband lying on the floor. The quilt was tangled about his lean hips, and one suspender had slipped down in his sleep. His hand was curled under his dark head, and he still held the pillow close to his middle, almost protectively. His glasses lay on the hardwood floor near the edge of the quilt. She let her appraising gaze trace down the fine bones of his face and the firm set of his jaw. He looked younger without his glasses, and she wondered how old he was, exactly. She herself had just turned twenty. She’d have to ask him.

She’d lain awake all night thinking, praying, and discarding plans as to how she might make him agree not to move back to her father’s house. The best she could come up with was to try and get Dr. and Mrs. Knepp’s support, since they’d gone to all the trouble of making up this place for him. She slipped like a wraith from the bed and tiptoed over Joseph, sliding open the well-oiled door and heading for the main house. She saw a light in the kitchen and knocked on the back screen door.

Mrs. Knepp appeared and cracked the door. “Good morning. Come in.”

Abigail stood in the warm kitchen, her eyes tracing the neat shelves and the display of order that permeated the place.

“Are you hungry?”

“Nee . . . well, just a little.”

“Seth’s out on a call. I’ll have something ready for you in a minute.”

“Danki.” Abigail slid onto the bench at the table and watched the older woman’s deft movements at the stove. She knew Mrs. Knepp did not especially like her but also knew that the doctor’s wife would not be unkind. Abigail ran a small finger around the grain of a knothole on the table and bit her lip, for once unsure of what to say.

“How was your sleep?”

“Ach, fine. Just fine.” Then she flushed as she realized that it was to have been her actual wedding night, and she sounded a bit too casual.

“Joseph’s a good man; you’re a very fortunate young lady.”

Mrs. Knepp placed a plate of scrambled eggs, bacon, grilled mushrooms and tomatoes, and toast in front of her.

Abigail’s stomach rumbled and she bowed her head over the plate before beginning to eat with pleasure.

“Ya, a good man who deserves his own start in life. He’s— much too kind to feel he’s dishonoring my father by not going to the farm to live. But if we stayed here, he’d have so much more opportunity for independence.”

Mrs. Knepp seated herself opposite with a cup of coffee in her hands. “Joseph’s had all the independence he could ever want. What he needs now is a good family.”

Abigail pursed her lips and wiped daintily at them with her cotton napkin. This wasn’t going the way she wanted.

“Children too,” Mrs. Knepp said in a casual tone. “They help give a man stability.”

Abigail choked on her eggs and flushed scarlet.

“Oh, I’m too forward, I suppose, having been married so long . . . but you’ll be more than a blessing to Joseph when you’re carrying his baby.”

There was a faint irony in the other woman’s tone, and Abigail thought that she was being got at.

“I suppose you’re right,” she remarked airily, recovering her composure. “I’d love to give him twins.”

“Now that would be a pleasant surprise,” Joseph murmured from behind her, and she jumped.

He leaned close and pressed his mouth to the side of her neck, and she almost slapped him away. She caught herself just in time.

Mrs. Knepp laughed with seeming approval. “Ah, perhaps it is young love.”

“Indeed,” Joseph agreed, moving to sit next to his wife at the table. But when Abigail met his eyes, she saw the mockery in their dark depths.

“Are you hungry, my love? Kumme, share my plate,” Abigail offered, pushing it between them and aiming an accurate sideways kick to his shin with one of her small, old-fashioned, hard-soled shoes.

He coughed.

“I do hope you’re not unwell,” she said with wifely concern.

“I’m fine. Just fine.” He was forking up the remainder of her eggs with a set jaw. “Have you packed your things?” he asked. “But then, you had so very little with you last night.”

Her pleasure melted away at his words, and she seethed in silence.

“This reminds me . . .” Mrs. Knepp rose. “I have a wedding gift for you.” She bustled out of the room despite protests from both of them.

“Are you going to be angry at me for a very long time?” Abigail asked in a whisper.

“Very.” He pushed the empty plate away.

“Well, fine. I will await your good grace; I have the gift of patience.” She lifted her small, prim nose.

“You’re going to need it.” He reached a hand up and began to massage the back of her neck just as Mrs. Knepp reentered the room with her arms full.

Abigail tensed at his touch, but he didn’t remove his hand. She struggled to concentrate on the beautiful quilt the older woman spread open before them.

“It’s a double wedding ring pattern,” she said with fond remembrance. “It was given to Seth and me from an Amish woman when we first started out, and I’d like it to be the first gift that you two receive as a married couple.”

Abigail felt addled, between the woman’s kindness and the warm hand at the nape of her neck. “It’s lovely,” she squeaked.

“More than that.” Joseph dropped his hand and rose to go around the table to embrace Mrs. Knepp, quilt and all. “It’s a gift of the heart, and we’ll cherish it. Won’t we, Abby?”

Abigail blinked at the nickname she hadn’t heard since childhood and nodded weakly. She felt sad for some reason. Her mother had called her Abby. To her father she was always the very formal Abigail. But here was her husband speaking to her with endearing words, though she knew he didn’t mean a syllable of it. Probably he thought that the shortened version of her name would irritate her. Well, she wouldn’t give him any satisfaction on that score.

She rose to help Mrs. Knepp fold the quilt and took it into her arms. “Danki,” she said and meant it.

Mrs. Knepp cleared her throat. “All will be well, you will both see.”

They thanked her again for breakfast, then Joseph held the door as Abigail passed by him, carrying the quilt outside. She dreaded going back to the little barn where she had so hoped to escape to a new home.

“Best to hurry on,” he said. “It will only take a few minutes to gather my things.”

Abigail sat down at the little table and watched him pick up the quilt and pillow from the floor.

He raised an eyebrow. “How did you sleep?”

“Not well . . . I was thinking.”

“I dread to imagine.” He pulled a satchel from a shelf and stuffed a few Amish clothes inside.

“Where are your Englisch clothes?” she asked.

“Burned them last night, before I went to sleep—or I guess before I was awakened.”

She nodded. Clearly Joseph was determined not to go back to his previous way of life. Well, that could change . . . even though she’d never found the courage within herself to leave the community.

“I’m ready,” he announced, and she noticed for the first time the dark stubble on his face.

“Aren’t you going to shave?”

He laughed. “I’m married, remember, little wife? It’s my wedding ring I wear on my face now, and you’ll just have to bear with the roughness on your tender skin until it grows in.”

She lifted her chin a notch. “I do not think that it will be an issue.”

“Oh no? Just wait until the details of our wedding get around . . . which should be happening right about now. We must present the loving couple to everyone, especially to your father. Although I know that Amish PDA is limited at times.”

“PDA?”

He gave her a mocking smile. “Public displays of affection. We’re not supposed to make out as obviously as the Englisch do, but Daddy is still going to expect to see something in the comfort of our own home.”

She flushed at his use of the expression make out; she knew it from her secretive Englisch magazine reading. But she also realized that he was right. Her father would expect a normal happy couple, or he’d have more than something to say.

“So don’t stiffen up like a schoolgirl every time I touch you.”

“What else do you expect me to do?”

He leaned over the table and put his face very close to hers. He smelled clean, like fresh pine soap, and she couldn’t help but look into his eyes.

“Relax,” he murmured. “Just relax.” He leaned closer still and she half closed her eyes, her heart beating in expectation of his kiss.

He laughed and lifted his satchel. “See, you can do it. Just pretend I’m one of those beaus of yours, surrounding you at the tree.”

“Indeed,” she said in a haughty voice and rose with her arms still full of the quilt.

He slid the barn door open to the full light of day, and she blinked at the sudden brightness.

“Well, Mrs. Lambert, let’s go home.”



CHAPTER THREE
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JOSEPH TURNED HIS HORSE AND BUGGY OUT OF THE KNEPPS’ driveway and started down the highway. He glanced sideways at Abigail. She still held the quilt, clinging to it like a child. He hardened his heart at the thought. Although he’d chosen his own fate to be entangled with hers, it would still probably benefit him to remember that she was no child, but a very stubborn, manipulative woman, who was also his wife. He half smiled at the thought. He’d never imagined himself married to an Amish woman. When he’d lived as an Englischer he’d had girlfriends aplenty, and one in particular who was going to regret his leaving the outside world behind. But even Molly, with her riotous red curls and charming freckles, hadn’t been enough to keep him from going home.

He glanced at Abigail’s heavy white-blonde knot of hair hidden beneath her kapp and the thick tilt of her lashes as she appeared to study the passing road beneath the horse’s hooves. She was indeed beautiful. But it was a beauty used as a device, and he told himself that it would be good to remember that as well. Still, he had to live with her somehow. He decided to try polite conversation.

“It’s a fair day,” he offered.

She nodded.

“The horse’s name is Carl. Can you drive?”

She glanced at him with a wry twist to her soft lips. “Of course. Can’t every Amish girl drive?”

They pulled into the Kauffmans’ lane a few minutes later, and  he noticed her chest heave with emotion against the outline of the quilt.

“Well, we’re home.”

“Ya. My home.”

He pulled up close to the farmhouse and reached a hand to find hers beneath the pile of quilt. “Our home.”

She pulled away. “You needn’t pretend now; there’s no one to see. Father will be in the fields.”

“I wasn’t pretending. It is our home—for life, as the Lord wills.”

She didn’t reply, and he jumped down to come around and hold his arms up to help her. She tossed him the folded quilt and leapt neatly down.





ABIGAIL REFUSED TO GIVE IN TO THE TEARS THAT THREATENED as she entered the familiar bleak kitchen. There was none of the warmth and order of Mrs. Knepp’s home here. Joseph Lambert had a rude awakening coming if he thought she kept house as well as other Amish women. She didn’t, or felt that she couldn’t, at any rate. No matter how many times she tried to cook or clean, things always ended up worse off somehow.

But Joseph merely glanced around and lifted his satchel. “Where’s our room? I’d better head out to the fields as soon as I can.”

She blushed at the thought of letting him into her tiny girl’s bedroom, but there was no choice. Father slept in the master bedroom, and the other bedrooms were not as well turned out as they might be. She led the way up a narrow staircase and entered the first door on the right. He followed her inside, and they both gazed at the narrow single bed, where her dress from yesterday’s picnic lay in careless abandon. The remainder of her clothes hung  in a neat row on the common nails beside the bed. The small window gave off a bit of light, illuminating her bureau and the clutter of hairpins and extra kapps that lay there.

There was barely enough room for him to lie on the floor beside the bed, she thought, ignoring his gaze. She moved to bundle up the dress and smooth the bright quilt beneath it.

Joseph set Mrs. Knepp’s quilt at the foot of the bed. “Is it cold at night up here?”

“Very,” she replied. “Look, I’m a lot of things, but I’m not completely selfish. We can take turns sleeping on the bed.”

He gave her a wry grin. “Nice of you, but the floor is fine for me. I’ve slept in much worse places.”

“Where?”

“Hmm?” He was unpacking his satchel. “Where? Ach, abandoned buildings, strange apartments full of people I didn’t know, on the street . . . lots of pleasant memories.”

“At least you had a choice.”

“A choice? Ya, I guess I had a choice, to keep being a fool or to come home. You have that same choice.”

She looked at him in alarm. “What do you mean?”

“You know exactly what I mean . . . when do you plan to stop being a fool and come home?”

“You told me yesterday at the tree that this place was never your home—until now. Well, it’s never been mine either.”

“Fair enough. All right . . . no more chatter. I need to put on work clothes. Do you want to stay?” He reached for the buttons on his shirt, and she glared at him before making for the door and closing it with a slam.

She went down the stairs, feeling breathless and unsure why. She wandered into the kitchen and thought of the endless rounds of meals that were to come. Now she’d have to try harder at cooking, she supposed, and frowned at the thought.

A quick knock on the back screen door broke into her  thoughts, and she went to open it. It was Katie Stahley, one of her school friends, who’d already been married for over a year. She carried a covered dish and had an air of suppressed excitement that let Abigail know the wedding news was out.

“Please, kumme in, Katie.”

Katie glanced around the kitchen, then gave an urgent whisper. “Is it true, Abigail?”

“Ya.” Better to have it out and over with.

“Ach, I knew it. He was looking at you after worship service yesterday. I mean . . . well . . . here. I made bread pudding, extra raisins.”

Abigail took it gratefully, thinking that it would help supplement lunch. She heard Joseph’s footsteps on the stairs.

Katie giggled.

Abigail rolled her eyes as Joseph entered the kitchen. He came to her and put his arm around her waist, giving her a quick squeeze. “Guests already?” He arched a handsome dark brow, and Katie giggled again.

Honestly, Abigail thought, the girl has been married for a year already.

“This is Katie—a friend from school days.”

Joseph shook her hand, then turned Abigail to face him. He kissed her full on the mouth, once and hard. “Got to get out to the fields with Father, my love. Katie, a pleasure . . .”

He was out the door, leaving Abigail’s cheeks and mouth burning. She bit her soft bottom lip, resisting the urge to touch it. She’d only ever had a beau steal a kiss on her cheek, never full on her mouth. She felt a queer sensation in her knees and turned a fuzzy smile on Katie.

“Ach, Abigail, he’s so handsome and still so Englisch. I don’t think Matthew’s ever kissed me like that in front of anyone. Joseph Lambert must really love you.”

The fuzziness drifted away, and Abigail almost denied the  other girl’s words before she realized how bad that would seem. Fortunately, though, her flushed cheeks must have satisfied Katie, because her friend left with a smile on her face.

Abigail took the cover off the bread pudding and poked a childlike forefinger into the top crusty layer. Delicious. Now if only she could come up with something to complement its goodness. She sighed and went to the back door and out into the sparse kitchen garden.





JOSEPH WALKED PAST THE SMALL HERD OF GRAZING DAIRY cows to where his father-in-law was mending a stone fence. Even from a distance the man looked mammoth as he lifted and balanced the heavy stones. Joseph wished he had work gloves, but there was nothing to be done about that now. He picked up a rock and wordlessly handed it to Mr. Kauffman. The older man accepted it and hefted it into place while Joseph got the next one ready.

“How is Abigail?” Mr. Kauffman grunted.

“Well, sir.” Joseph wasn’t sure what else to say. He supposed the old man was referring to the wedding night, and he could not offer any more details without lying.

“Looks like her mother, she does.”

“I’m sorry that you lost your wife. I remember that time . . . I must have been ten or so.”

Mr. Kauffman stared at him a moment, then spoke slowly. “Ya, I lost her, in more ways than one . . . But she would have done right by Abigail—the child needed a woman’s touch.”

The two men lifted and placed the rocks in a steady rhythm as Joseph pondered the words of his father-in-law.

“Can I ask why you never remarried?”

“Nee.”

Joseph grinned and nodded. “Sorry.”

“No apologies needed.”

“You’ve got a nice operation here. You must work sunup to sundown.”

“Danki. I . . . appreciate your help. I’ve not had anyone about the place but Abigail and the hired help since Rachel . . . well, since Rachel’s been gone.”

The way he said his wife’s name was odd, almost as if he feared it somehow, but Joseph decided not to press any more questions.

“You’re more than welcome.”

They continued to repair the wall in relative companionable silence until Joseph’s stomach grumbled, and he noticed that the sun was high overhead.

“You are hungry?” Mr. Kauffman asked.

“Ya.”

His father-in-law sighed. “We’ll go for lunch, then. Hopefully Abigail will have it prepared.” But there was something in his tone that suggested the possibility was doubtful.

Joseph shrugged off the thought and walked in silence beside the older man back to the house.



CHAPTER FOUR
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ANAMAZING ABUNDANCE OF WELL-WISHERS DROPPED BY with both curiosity and casseroles, and Abigail had her choice of the very best of the community’s cookery to set up for lunch. She surveyed the table with satisfaction, admiring the clutch of wildflowers that resided in the center next to the steaming chicken and dumplings and the broccoli-and-cauliflower cheese bake. Potato salad, plum preserves, and peach jelly sat on heavy plates next to a fresh loaf of bread. A mayonnaise cake with white icing piled high completed the ensemble.

The scrape of heavy footsteps on the back porch broke her reverie, and she swept the kitchen with a hasty eye to double-check that all unfamiliar dishes were out of the way. For once she wanted her father to think that she was succeeding at something domestic. That she didn’t want to appear a fool in front of Joseph was not something she’d readily admit, but it wouldn’t hurt to give him one less thing to be annoyed over.

Perhaps during the next few days she could take a lesson or two in cooking from some older woman. Maybe Mrs. Knepp might help or even Tillie Smoker, a friend who worked at Yoder’s Pantry in town. Abigail’s father had never permitted such a thing as cooking instruction before, although she had no idea why. But now she needed to satisfy her husband, and she was sure a few secret lessons might go a long way toward making his stomach happy.

The men entered, and she tried to appear nonchalant as her  father stopped and stared at the table. Joseph sniffed the air with appreciation, then moved to brush his mouth across her cheek before turning away to the pump. She stiffened under his touch but remembered her father. She swallowed when she glanced at Joseph’s broad back; he smelled like sunshine and sweat, all mixed in a way that caused her pulse to race. She was glad when her father had washed and they all turned to the table.

She sat down at the foot of the table, her father at the head, and Joseph took a space to her right. The table had always been too large for just two people, but they kept it for when it was their turn to host worship service.

Mr. Kauffman bowed his head for a silent grace and Abigail followed, peeking to see that Joseph did as well. She snapped her gaze down when she caught the dark gleam of his eyes, mocking her for looking.

Her father cleared his throat, and they all looked up together.

“Please, Father,” Abigail urged. “Help yourself.”

Mr. Kauffman took a tentative scoop of some chicken and dumplings, then breathed a deep sigh of satisfaction when he held the plate close to his large nose.

“I see that I am truly blessed—a beautiful wife and an excellent cook,” Joseph announced, savoring a bite of the fresh bread and preserves.

Abigail held her breath, wondering if her father would contradict, but he was too busy enjoying the food.

“Danki.” She smiled at Joseph, then noticed his palm as he reached for the potato salad. “What happened to your hand?”

“Moving rocks. I forgot that I don’t have work gloves yet. I’ll have to pick some up in town.”

Abigail was surprised at her fleeting feeling of protectiveness. She stared down at her plate in confusion.

“Plenty of gloves in the barn. Help yourself.” Mr. Kauffman spoke between bites. “Should have thought of it earlier.”

“Thanks.” Joseph smiled, helping himself to a large slice of cake. “Mmm-mmm. Abigail Lambert, what a treasure you are.”

He grinned at her, and for once she could sense no mockery in his gaze. Just wait, she thought ruefully.

He stretched out his work-worn hand across the table to her, palm up, and she placed her hand in his, not wanting to irritate the blisters. But he squeezed her hand with goodwill, and Abigail glanced down the table to where her father watched as he sipped at his coffee.

She knew the hand-holding was a show and not for her, and something about that sparked irritation in her blue eyes. Joseph must have seen the warning signs, because he withdrew his hand before she might do any damage. She rose to take her plate to the sink.

“I think I’ll go get those gloves. Abby, will you show me where in the barn?’’

“The barn is the barn. They’re hanging up by one of the stalls,” she said, a tightness around her mouth.

“Abigail, go along as your husband asks. I’ve a mind to read The Budget and digest a bit before we go back out.”

“Ya, Father,” she replied out of habit, but inside she was contemplating everything from pushing Joseph into the feed trough to dousing him with the sow’s water. She stepped out onto the porch and took a deep breath.

“You sure do get riled,” he whispered behind her, catching her around the waist and placing a quick kiss on her cheek.

“Let me go,” she hissed, starting to struggle.

“I bet Papa’s watching,” he reminded her and she stilled, her breath coming out in a huff.

“That’s better, my dutiful wife. Tell me, how have you lived so long with a man who does not speak more than two words in a whole morning’s work?” He slid a stray wisp of gold from her hair covering, and the gentleness brought tears in her throat.

“It’s been lonely,” she admitted, amazed that someone else might understand how it was to live with her father.

Joseph squeezed her arms in response. “I bet. I see why you want to run, but it’s not worth it. Believe me.”

He let her go, and she blindly went down the steps toward the barn. She’d never met a man who so had her churning in her emotions from one moment to the next. She eased open the barn door and blinked in the dim interior.

Joseph shut the door behind them, and she whirled around.

“Will you relax?” he asked. “Look, we might rub along better together if we get some things straight.”

“Like what?”

“Like, I’m not going to force you to exert any wifely duties, all right?”

“Never?” she asked in surprise.

He sighed aloud. “Never is a long time. Let’s just leave it at . . . you decide when you’re ready.”

“That will be never.”

“Are you sure?” He took a step toward her, holding her captive with a certain intensity in his dark eyes that made her think absurdly of warm maple syrup and lazing in the sunshine in the heat of a summer’s day.

“No . . . I mean, ya . . .” She frowned as she tried to recollect her point.

He laughed. “When was the last time you played, Abigail Lambert?”

“Played . . . Wh–what do you mean?”

He reached down to stroke her cheek and cup it in his large hand. “Played. I don’t mean with boys’ hearts or people’s futures, but just played—for fun.”

She tried hard to think of an answer. Play always seemed like a stolen thing to her. Something that she’d had to do away from her father’s sight and the endless chores. She was good at getting out of a job, but she always felt guilty about it. To play was an odd notion.

“No idea, right?”

She shook her head.

“Well, in order to improve our—marital relations—we’re going to play.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

He gave her a swift swat on her bottom. “Tag! You’re it. Now catch me.” He darted away while she gasped in outrage.

“How dare you!”

“Catch me, and you can have your own price back.” He posed behind a bale of hay. “Come on, Abby. You’re not that out of shape, are you?”

“What?” She whirled on him as he danced within hand’s reach.

She made an angry grab toward him and almost fell over when she missed. She turned to find him laughing at her and leaning against the gentle family milch cow, Rose.

“You need some work, sweet. You couldn’t catch a cat.”

She lunged for him then, something about his teasing sending tiny electric shocks down her spine. She told herself that she was furious.

She chased him across the hay-strewn floor, stirring up dust motes in a narrow stream of sunlight from the upper window, and then took off up the ladder at his heels to the haymow above. She almost had him at the top and laughed aloud with sudden pleasure.

“What was that? A real laugh . . . oh my!” He was hopping backward and didn’t see the pile of feed bags behind him; he went over into the hay, and she grabbed his ankle with a vengeance.

“I got you,” she gasped.

He was laughing, the full, rich sound making her shiver. “That you did.” He lay in the hay, smiling up at her, his glasses slightly askew. “Now name your price.”

She sank to her knees beside him breathlessly. “I want to make you pay.”

He folded his arms behind his head, his lean stomach stretched out in easy repose. He wasn’t even winded. “Go ahead.”

Her blue eyes narrowed like a cat’s, and she knew by sudden instinct how to make him pay. “I name a kiss.”

“A kiss?”

“Ya, and you must keep perfectly still.”

“All right.” He looked a little bored, and she lowered her gaze to his firm mouth.

Not for nothing had she practiced kissing in the cracked bureau mirror since she was about twelve. She leaned over him and blew softly on his lips as if to awaken them, then she closed her eyes and pretended he was the mirror. She took her time, fitting her lips to the line and contours of his own, until she sensed a tensing in his chest. She drew back and found him staring up at her.

“Done?” he asked in a casual voice, though his tone didn’t match the heightened color in his cheeks or his intense gaze.

“Ya,” she said primly, gathering up her skirts and rising in some confusion. She couldn’t tell if he’d been affected or not, and it made her annoyed and . . . hurt somehow. Perhaps the mirror wasn’t really a good way to practice. She slipped down the ladder and out of the barn without saying anything more.





JOSEPH LAY IN THE HAY, TRYING TO REGULATE HIS BREATHING. The kiss had thrown him, turned him upside down, in fact. Where had she learned how to kiss like that? He shifted in the hay when he thought of the boys gathered around her at the oak tree, yet he couldn’t explain her innocent tenseness at his every touch or look. It was just him, he thought with a sigh. She’d got herself into the marriage with a leap and no look, and if she ever found out the truth about his past, she’d probably despise him.

He got to his feet, brushing himself down from the hay, and  spied a pair of work gloves near the feed bags. He grabbed them and headed down the ladder before his new father-in-law could come looking for him.

He walked across the open field, listening to the stray, gentle mooing of the cows and the busy chirps of sparrows as they sought seed from the autumn’s bounty. He resisted the urge to stretch his arms wide and lift his head in praise of Derr Herr for such a day. No matter the bonds of his marriage, he felt free. The grass beneath his feet did not seek to hold him, nor did the tree line of pine and oak condemn his every move. The Lord’s nature was new and clean and healing, and it was what he remembered most from his time away.

He’d been a fool; he knew that. He’d tried in desperation to fill the void of emptiness with a multitude of the world’s things. But nothing had worked, at least nothing that was life-sustaining. But here, even on the borrowed ground of his father-in-law, he felt the potential for peace, and he savored it to his very core.

The unmistakable high-pitched cry of a cat in distress cut into his thoughts. He turned his head to listen again. Then he walked with quick steps across the field to the ribbon of highway that bordered the farm.



CHAPTER FIVE
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ABIGAIL WASHED THE LAST OF THE LUNCH DISHES IN A dreamy fashion. She still couldn’t believe her boldness at taking a kiss from her husband. She half smiled at the thought, then frowned again when she wondered what he’d really been thinking. He’d probably kissed a hundred Englisch girls during his years away, and maybe she just didn’t measure up. The teasing thought that practice makes perfect drifted through her mind, and she snapped the dishcloth to get her thoughts back in focus.

She’d have warm-ups for dinner and bring out a few of the desserts she’d held back, and then she’d worry about tomorrow, tomorrow. She left the kitchen and wandered over to the quilt frame that was permanently set up with the sheet-covered, unfinished quilt her mother had been working on when she died. The quilt pattern was called Abby’s Wish, but only fifteen of the eighteen stars had been completed. Abigail often tried to imagine what was in her mother’s mind when she’d been quilting and what her wish might have been for the young daughter she left behind.

Father allowed her to dust the frame, but finishing the quilt or packing it away was always out of the question for some reason. And since the frame was “in use,” or occupied anyway, Abigail could quilt no new work in her own home. Not that she really knew how.

She sat down in the rocking chair by the front window and gazed out at the sunny day, wondering how Joseph was getting along. Normally at this hour she would sneak upstairs to look at  her hidden magazines of the Englisch world, but she didn’t feel like it today. She longed for the visitors of the morning, even with their gentle nosiness. The house was too quiet, as usual.

Suddenly heavy footsteps sounded from the back porch and Joseph entered, his arms and shirt splattered with blood. Abigail jumped to her feet.

“What happened?”

“It’s not me. An old mother cat got hit by a car up by the highway. I tried to do what I could for her, but it didn’t make any difference. She was carrying a kitten in her mouth. I can’t tell if it’s hurt much or not.”

He extended his hands, and Abigail took the tiny animal. It, too, was splattered in blood and meowed in pathetic cries. Its eyes were open, but it couldn’t have been more than a few weeks old, judging by the slightness of its weight. She took it to the kitchen counter and got a damp cloth and began to swipe at its fur with gentle hands.

The blood came off, revealing no major injuries. “I think she’s okay,” Abigail said, peering at the animal.

“Gut. Well, you can keep her for company, then, if you want.”

“My daed’s never allowed pets.” Her voice was wistful, but then she frowned, not wanting to appear weak in front of him.

Joseph shrugged. “We’ll tell him it’s a wedding gift, from me to you. There’s not a whole lot he can say about that now, is there?”

She gave him a reluctant smile.

“All right. So do you think you can get the blood out of this shirt?”

He started to unbutton his shirt, and Abigail turned her full attention to the kitten, wrapping it in a towel and setting it in a wooden box she pulled from beneath the counter. She wanted to watch Joseph, but she didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing her interest.

“Ya, I can try to clean it,” she said.

“Thanks—I only have this and one other, plus my one for church, so I’d like it to last.” He held out the shirt to her, and she took it, darting a quick look at his muscle-toned chest. He turned away and headed for the stairs.

“I’ll just grab my other shirt,” he called.

She stared down at the shirt in her hands, still warm from his body, and wondered how on earth to get bloodstains out of fabric. She decided she’d better look efficient before he came back, and hurried to pump some water into a basin. Opening the spice cabinet, she stared at its contents. Some of the spice jars were older than she was. She grabbed baking soda and a stray bottle of alcohol and dumped both liberally on top of the shirt. She began scrubbing in haste just as he jogged back down the steps.

He patted her shoulder as he passed by on his way back outside. “Danki,” he said, and she heard him walk off the porch.

She frowned and leaned her hip against the counter. The casual touch on her shoulder when no one else was about teased her consciousness with a warm tingle. She supposed he had touched her just to irritate her. It worked. Maybe she should give him a little of his own back. A small smile grew on her lips as she resumed scrubbing, plotting her next move.



CHAPTER SIX
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THEY MOUNTED THE DARK STEPS TO THEIR ROOM TOGETHER while her father rocked in his after-dinner chair next to the fireplace. Abigail lit the lamp on the bedside table and set the kitten in its box on the floor next to the bed. Then she went down the hall to raid a cedar chest for some extra quilts and a pillow. She returned to find Joseph standing, staring out the dark window with his back to her. She closed the door, then laid the quilts on the floor.

“Will you—will you stay turned, please, while I put on my nightdress?”

“Ya.”

She hurried despite his answer, wondering if his idea of “playing” might be to sneak a peek. And despite her resolve of the afternoon to get a little of her own back in teasing him, she found that she couldn’t quite bring herself to anything so bold at the moment. So she wriggled into her gown, then grabbed her hairbrush from the bureau and jumped into the bed, pulling the quilt up to her neck and unpinning her kapp.

“You may turn.”

“Danki,” he said with slight irony. He dropped to his knees and started to make his bed, then he reached for the buttons on his shirt. “Only my shirt, dear wife. Do you mind?”

“Of course not,” she said, turning her gaze away and concentrating on releasing her braid. She ignored the nagging, innate curiosity that wanted to watch him and ran her fingernails through her scalp. She loved the moment each night when she might take  down her hair. It was one of the things that she envied most about Englisch girls—their freedom of hairstyle. She had no choice but to let hers grow, as it had done from childhood, and never might she even so much as take shears to create bangs across her fair forehead. Her hair hung past her waist, and now it spilled over the side of the bed as she brushed it with long, even strokes.

A small sound made her turn and glance down at Joseph. He was kneeling on the quilt, shirt off, suspenders around his waist, and he appeared frozen as his dark eyes followed the movement of the brush. Her hand stilled.

“Don’t stop.”

“Why?”

“It’s like a waterfall of gold, all shimmer and shine.”

She blushed then, knowing it was only her husband who might view her hair unbound. It seemed he was claiming his right. She finished the remaining count of strokes, then laid the brush before her on the quilt. “There.”

He seemed to shake himself as if from a dream and dropped to his back on the floor. She watched him stare up at the wooden slat ceiling as she had so often done herself and wondered if she should say something.

“There’re thirty-seven,” she remarked. “Boards, I mean— up there.”

“Thirty-eight, if you count the half board at the end.”

“I never count by halves.”

He laughed. “Nee . . . for you, it’s all or nothing.”

“Well, there’s nothing wrong with that.”

“Maybe not, but it leaves little room for negotiation.”

“You mean our marriage, don’t you?”

He rolled over and propped his head up on one elbow, reaching to rub a tendril of her hair between his thumb and forefinger. “It’s true; there was no room for negotiation. But there’s always time.”

She felt skittish at his touch and longed to pull her hair free.

“But,” he went on, “I’d wager it’s you who’s been caught in your own web more so than me.”

She lifted her chin. “I’m not caught.”

“Aren’t you?” He wound the white-gold strands around his hand.

She chose to ignore his game, but he only smiled, the dark growth of his beard making him look like a pirate, except for the glasses.

“Abby Lambert—now that’s a name I never expected to hear. Time was you probably wouldn’t have even looked at a Lambert. My family wasn’t the best-regarded in the community before we left.”

A sudden, pressing thought intruded on her consciousness as she studied his handsome face and flash of white teeth. “Well, what name did you expect to hear?”

“Hmm?”

She rolled over, inadvertently giving him better access to her hair. “You know what I mean.”

He looked up at her. “Ach, you mean another girl?”

“Ya.”

He wound and unwound the golden strands. “There was no one.”

“You’re lying!” she declared, yanking on her hair.

“How would you know that?”

“Because you looked down and not at me.”

He shrugged his bare shoulders. “So?”

She felt her temper rise at the thought of some unknown Englisch girl, though she couldn’t understand why. “Let me go.”

She pulled free, leaving him with several long strands of hair entwined in his fingers.

“That must have hurt.”

“It did not. Now tell me about the girl.”

He gathered the hair together and slipped it under his pillow, took off his glasses, and buried his face in the quilted sham.

“No girl,” he mumbled, muffled by the pillow.

She watched the lamplight play on the golden muscles of his shoulders and back, and pursed her lips. “Was she very pretty?”

“I’m going to sleep.”

“Not until you tell me the truth, you’re not.”

“You’d be amazed at what I can sleep through.” He nestled against the pillow.

She grabbed her own pillow without thinking and threw it at his head as hard as she could.

He lifted his face with his hair standing a bit on end and arched one dark eyebrow at her. “So you want to have a pillow fight?”

She shrank back in the bed. “No,” she squeaked.

There was a glimmer of mischief in his eyes. He sat up, the quilt sliding from him as he lifted his pillow.

She scrambled out of her bed toward the door. “My father will hear.”

“That’s gut, for your father to hear.”

He stood up, and she leapt back onto the bed and then dived over the side, snatching up her pillow. She faced him, heart pounding and bare toes digging into the wooden floor.

“Ladies first.” He bowed.

She raised the pillow.

“Wait,” he said. “My glasses.” He bent to retrieve the lenses, and she smacked him across the back of the head and then jumped back on the bed.

He set the glasses on the bureau and grinned up at her. “Mrs. Lambert, I believe that you don’t quite fight fair.”

She swung her pillow fiercely. “Tell me about the girl.”

He dived at her feet, and she would have gone backward off the bed if he hadn’t hoisted her over his broad shoulder.

“Let me go,” she hissed, whacking the pillow against his lower back.

He dumped her without ceremony on the bed, then gave her a swift pat with the pillow.

She scrambled to rise and he sat on the edge of the bed, holding her down with one hand on her shoulder.

She realized she was trapped, so she sucked in a deep breath and regarded him through venomous blue eyes.

“If this is how far you’re going to keep from telling me, I’ll just have to imagine the worst.” She closed her eyes, ignoring his nearness. “Green eyes . . . a fine figure, brown hair . . . no, maybe red . . .” She peeked up at him.

There was a sudden tenseness to his firm mouth that bothered her.

“I’m right, aren’t I . . . red hair?”

He rose and pulled her quilt up around her, tucking it in at her shoulders. “Good night, Mrs. Lambert,” he said in a sober tone.

She watched him pick up his pillow and return to the bed on the floor. She felt lost somehow, adrift, and she admonished herself for the feelings. Of course there was another girl, an Englisch girl. Perhaps he’d been in love even, and she had stolen all of that with her careless plotting.

But then, he had been the one to rejoin the community and end any possibility of a life outside. Still, she swallowed and grasped a handful of her own hair. How completely opposite it was to red— he must despise her. She stifled a sniff and turned over, refusing to allow any tears to fall as she drifted into a fitful sleep.



CHAPTER SEVEN
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HE WAS DREAMING. HE KNEW IT AND DIDN’T REALLY WANT to wake. Molly was smiling down at him, her hands on his chest. They were sprawled on a picnic blanket in the summer sun in the middle of a park. He felt happy, sated. She bent to kiss him, and he could count the freckles on the bridge of her nose. He returned the kiss with ease, his hands threading through her wild red curls. But suddenly everything was being swept away by rushing water. He tried to hang on to Molly, but she was gone from him and he was drowning. He finally caught hold of a stand of honey wheat protruding from a creek bank and held on until the water slowed, then drifted to a lazy trickle. Shivering, he pulled himself up against the wheat and it turned into long blonde hair that wrapped around him with an intense warmth, making his chest feel tight. He clung to the hair and breathed in its sweet fragrance, like melting mint, and smiled as he buried his face in the hot strands.

He awoke with an uncomfortable gasp, hiking up to a sitting position and glancing over in the near morning light to the lump of covers that was his wife in her little-girl’s bed. He stretched his fingers to touch her hair, which still spilled over the mattress and to the floor. Then he half laughed at himself for the dream; he was clearly a fool when it came to women and their wiles. He let her hair go and hugged the quilt against his chest, realizing that he was cold. He considered rising before the sun came up to start the chores when Abby rolled over and sat straight up in the bed.

“Wh–what are you doing here?” She was still half asleep.

He put his glasses on and smiled at her. “Just me, Abby—your husband, remember?” He watched her curl up.

“Ya,” she murmured. “I did that to you.”

“Did what?”

“The marriage . . . sorry,” she murmured, still half asleep.

“Now, now—no time for regrets. Why don’t you go start breakfast?”

She opened her eyes then, peering down at him with an annoyed look in the half-light. “Joseph?”

He was feeling for his shirt. “Mmm-hmm?”

“I might as well tell you something, a secret. It’s really bad.”

His hands stilled. With Abby, he should be prepared for anything: She only married him to make another man jealous? She knew where a body was buried?

“I can’t cook.”

“What?”

“I can’t cook,” she whispered, her tone taut. “All that food yesterday—it was from neighbors who wanted to know about us. I can’t cook.”

“So you’re a bad cook, so what?” He resumed looking for his shirt.

“You don’t understand, but you will. I make a mess of everything that an Amish housewife is supposed to do.”

“And what is an Amish housewife supposed to do?”

“Everything right,” she mumbled with sarcasm.

“Sounds boring.”

She let out a huff of frustration, then began braiding her hair. “You’re going to see—I don’t know what my father thought. It was probably the first time he wasn’t disappointed in me. Now you’re going to be disappointed, too, but it’s just going to have to be the way it is, because I am not going to try and change for you.”

He considered her words as he hitched up his suspenders and folded the quilts.

“I’ll help you cook,” he said.

“What?”

He’d taken his glasses off and was splashing water on his face from the bowl and pitcher on her bureau.

“I know how to cook. We’ll just get up a little earlier every day and go down and do it together. I can give you tips for lunch and dinner too.”

He dried his face on a towel that smelled like fresh mint and put it down with haste, recalling his dream. He turned to the bed.

She was staring at him, her fingers poised on her braid. “You’d help me? Why?”

He shrugged. “I’m your husband.”

“Ach . . .” she whispered. She finished her braid and rose from the bed, careless of her nightgown this morning.

He turned to look out the window. “Do you want me out of here so you can dress?”

“Ya . . . I mean . . . nee, it’s all right. I guess I’ll hurry up.”

He felt the back of his neck grow warm as he listened to the various sounds behind him. The slide of her gown coming up her body, the pulling on of another. He closed his eyes against the wash of images going through his mind. His wife. She was his wife.

“All right,” she said, snapping him out of his reverie. He turned, feeling awkward, to watch her adjust her kapp. “I’m ready.”

He nodded. “Let’s go, then.”

He waited until she’d scooped up the kitten in its box, then followed her down the stairs to enter the still-dark rooms below. She went about turning up the lamps while he peered into cabinets in the kitchen. He found a frying pan but no spatula, then went to light the woodstove.

Lighting a woodstove was like riding a bicycle, he thought; you never forgot how to do it. There was always a firebox in the left-hand corner that contained shredded paper, wood chips, and small pieces of wood. He knew that the type and amount of fuel  used were one of the easiest ways to control the heat. Good cooking required a low, slow burn and no raging fire. The woodstove also had two dampers, which he fooled around with for a minute to get them just right. The chimney damper controlled the amount of smoke moving out of the woodstove into the chimney, while the oven damper regulated the amount of heat moving between the firebox and the oven.

When he’d adjusted the dampers to his satisfaction, Joseph rose and put the frying pan on top of the stove. The entire surface of the stove could be used for cooking, but you had to spend some time getting to know a stove’s quirks to get adept at moving pots and pans around to capitalize on the hot spots. When he was done, he turned back to Abby.

“All right. When you say you can’t cook, how bad do you mean?”

She frowned. “I can’t even scramble eggs without them being watery.”

“Why?” he asked.

“What?”

“Why can’t you cook—I mean, really?”

She scuffed her small shoe on the wooden floor. “My mamm died . . . you know that. Father never taught me anything . . . and there’s never been other womenfolk around. He wouldn’t allow it. So I’ve just tried to figure it out, and I haven’t been very good at it.”

“You mean to tell me that your father let you try and run this house from the time you were little?”

She nodded. “I know . . . I should have it figured out by now.”

“No, that’s not what I mean. You were a baby girl—five years old. You could have been badly injured in the kitchen or even filling the lamps.”

“Well, I have been burned a few times.” She absently rubbed at her left arm under its long sleeve. “But Mamm taught me a few  things before she died—how to peel vegetables, just not how to grow them . . . and how to make up the beds and do the laundry.”

“You were five years old,” he repeated, his heart aching for the image of a blonde, tumble-curled little girl trying to cook breakfast all alone.

“Ya, but I’m not anymore, and I . . .” She grimaced. “I thank you for helping me.”

He looked carefully at her face, recalling the circumstances of their marriage, and hardened his heart; she could be lying even now. He turned to the stove, then glanced at her over his shoulder.

“I hope that you can at least gather eggs,” he remarked with sarcasm, ignoring the sudden flash of hurt on her pretty face.

“Ya.” She nodded. “It’s the least that I can do.”

She marched out the back door, leaving him alone in the cold kitchen.
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