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“You may think you are familiar with Beth’s wonderful storytelling gift but this is something new! This is a story that will stay with you for a long, long time. It’s a story of hope when life seems hopeless. It’s a story of how God can redeem the seemingly unredeemable. It’s a message the Church, the world needs to hear.”
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— Kelly Long, best-selling author of Sarah’s Garden 



“Wiseman’s voice is consistently compassionate and her words flow smoothly.”


— Publishers Weekly review of Seek Me With All Your Heart 
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— Shelley Shepard Gray, best-selling author of the Seasons of Sugarcreek series
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ab im kopp—crazy or off in the head



ach—oh



aentis—aunts



baremlich—terrible



boppli—baby



bruder—brother



danki—thank you



daed—dad



dochder—daughter



dummkopp—dunce



dumm—dumb



Englisch—non-Amish



Englischers—non-Amish people



es dutt mir leed—I am sorry



fraa—wife



guder mariye—good morning



gut—good



hatt—hard



haus—house

kaffi—coffee




kapp—prayer covering or cap



kinner—children or grandchildren



kumm—come



lieb—love



maedel—girl



mamm—mom



mammi—grandmother



mei—my



mudder—mother



narrisch—crazy



nee—no



onkel—uncle



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



schee—pretty



sohn—son



wedder—weather



wie bischt?—how are you?



ya—yes
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DANIELLE PERCHED ON THE EDGE OF THE TUB. SHE looked at her watch, then at the pregnancy test in her trembling hand. In two minutes, she’d know if she was going to have a baby.



She bit her bottom lip as she tapped a foot against the white tile floor, her heart beating faster than normal. Please be a blue minus sign.



But it was barely a minute later when a positive, pink cross began to appear. She squeezed her eyes closed and tried to will it to blue. Please, please . . . I can’t be pregnant.



She’d been seeing Matthew for four months, but they’d only been intimate one time. No one gets pregnant the first time.



She slowly opened her eyes and swallowed hard at the realization that she and Matthew were going to be parents. After giving it a few minutes to sink in, Danielle tried to focus on the positive. Laying a hand across her stomach, she held her breath and tried to envision the tiny life growing inside of her. It would be a lot to take on since they were both only eighteen,  but they were in love. They’d said the words to each other only once, but Danielle was sure he was the right guy for her.



Matthew’s parents weren’t wild about him dating someone who wasn’t Amish, but Danielle knew that Matthew had no plans to be baptized into the Amish faith. He’d made it clear to Danielle that he was just waiting for the right time to leave. What better time than now?



She paced the small bathroom, taking deep breaths as she thought about a future with Matthew. It wasn’t the first time she’d fantasized about a life with him, but it was the first time her vision included a baby. She’d just assumed that they would eventually get married and have children, but in that order. The Amish were all about having lots of kids, and Danielle planned to be the best mother on the planet, something her own mother hadn’t been any good at. She was sure Matthew would be a great father. Even though he planned to leave the Old Order district, Danielle knew that he’d had a good upbringing, something he would pass on to his children.



Looking in the mirror, she pulled her hair to the side and gathered it in a loose braid as she fought the worry that began to creep into her mind. Surely he’d be happy about the baby, even if it hadn’t been planned?



Only one way to find out.



LATER THAT AFTERNOON, Danielle shifted her weight on the log where they were sitting by the edge of the creek. It was their special place, the spot where Matthew had kissed her for the first time. As the sun began its descent behind the Sangre de Cristo Mountains, Danielle reached for Matthew’s hand  and took a deep breath. A rush of adrenaline shot from her toes to her fingertips, and she briefly wondered if he felt it. Or could he see or hear her heart pounding in her chest?



As they sat hand in hand, Danielle held her breath as she watched the water. They were beneath the old oak tree as water trickled atop small rocks on the far side of the creek. She watched two cardinals fly by before she finally blew the air from her lungs.



“Matthew . . .”



He brought her hand to his lips, kissed her fingers, and smiled. “Ya?”



She’d practiced how she would tell him about the baby all morning, but as she looked at him, she couldn’t recall any of her preplanned speech. All she could think about was whether their child would have Matthew’s beautiful eyes, shades of amber and green.



“I’m pregnant.” She swallowed hard but kept her gaze fixed on him.
His eyes widened as his jaw dropped. After a few moments, he closed his mouth and stared at the ground.



“I can’t believe it either.” She reached for his hand and squeezed. “But I love you so much. Together, I think we can do this.”



Matthew eased his hand from hers and stood up. He pulled his straw hat off, rubbed his forehead, then paced along the bank as late-afternoon rays from the sun glistened atop the blue-green water. Danielle kept her seat and pulled her pink sweater snug around her. It was a chilly May afternoon in the shadow of the mountains. She glanced at her watch. Four o’clock. It was going to take Matthew a few minutes to realize what this meant for the future.



“Matthew?” Danielle stood up and put her hand on his arm. “I know we weren’t expecting all this so soon, and—”



“So soon?” Matthew took a step backward as a muscle clenched along his jaw. He blinked his eyes a few times beneath cropped brown bangs. “I wasn’t expecting this at all.”



Danielle fought the wave of dizziness that came on all of a sudden. Surely Matthew just needed a few more minutes to sort out his feelings. She bit her bottom lip as a faint thread of panic formed a lump in her throat.



He walked closer and hung his head for a moment, fidgeting with his hat in his hands. When he finally looked up at her, Danielle tried to force her confused emotions into order. Please, Matthew . . . don’t say what I think you’re going to.



“Danielle . . .”



She reached up and cupped his cheek in her palm. “I know we’re young, but we can be wonderful parents.” She paused, clinging to hope that Matthew would drop to one knee. Or at the very least, she hoped the tense lines across his forehead would relax and some color would return to his face.



“I don’t want to do this.” He pulled away and stepped back again as fear twisted around Danielle’s heart. “I—I’m not ready for a family. You know that I’ve been waiting for the right time to tell mei mamm and daed that I’m leaving here.”



Danielle’s mind was a crazy mixture of hope and fear. She swallowed and found her voice. “I know it’s not the perfect situation, but you’ve already said your parents can’t shun you because you aren’t baptized yet, so maybe this is the perfect—”



“Danielle.” Matthew latched on to her arms with both hands. “You’re not hearing me. I don’t want to get married, and I don’t  want a family. I want to go to college. I’ve been telling you that. How I’m going to get a job, then save so I can go to school.”



“You can still do all those things. I know how much you want to go to college. I want you to have everything you—”



“Danielle, stop.” Matthew held up both palms and avoided her eyes. “I don’t love you.”



He might as well have closed his hands around her throat and killed her. She couldn’t control the trembling that began to take over. “But you said you did,” she managed to squeak out after a few moments. “You said you loved me.”



“Well, at the time, we were . . .” Matthew looked at the ground, shook his head, and kicked the ground with the tip of his shoe. When he looked back up at her, he eyed her with a critical squint—almost as if she’d been the only one in his parents’ barn that day. “I thought Englisch girls used birth control, took pills or something.”



Danielle’s mouth fell open. “I told you I wasn’t on birth control, and you didn’t seem to care.” She touched her stomach with both hands. “It’s not like I planned this.”



Matthew started to pace again, shaking his head. “Ach, this is a mess.”



Danielle’s stomach twisted. She would have never agreed to be with him in such an intimate way if she’d known he didn’t love her. She tried to recall if she’d pushed him into saying the words. She didn’t think so, but did it really matter now anyway? He doesn’t love me. Her own upbringing had been a disaster, and she was determined to be a good mother and to raise her child in a normal home, one filled with love.



She swallowed back the tears building and imagined telling Martha. If Matthew couldn’t cope with it, how would  Martha? The older woman had taken Danielle in a year ago, before they’d been joined by Arnold, Martha’s new husband. She’d been more of a mother to Danielle than she’d ever had, but this news was going to be upsetting to them both.



Matthew finally stopped pacing and faced her. “Maybe you should give the baby up for adoption?” He looped his thumbs beneath his suspenders and stood taller.



Danielle’s bottom lip began to tremble. “No. I’m not giving my baby away.” She shook her head as she stuffed her hands in the pockets of her sweater. “No way.”



Matthew put on his hat, tapped it into place, then stared down at her with eyes that no longer twinkled of amber and green, but instead were stony as jade. “You’re on your own if you do this. I’ve been trying to get out of here forever. There’re a lot of things I want to do.”



Danielle wanted to cry, beg, tell him that this was a great excuse to leave the community, but she’d heard him loud and clear. He doesn’t just want to leave the community . . . He wants to leave me. She slowly backed away, holding her sweater tightly around her as the tears came.



“Please don’t cry. I’m sorry, Danielle.” He took two steps toward her. “I—I’m just not ready to be a father. Or a husband.” He raised his eyebrows. “I don’t think I’d be gut at either one. You deserve better than—”



“Shut up, Matthew! Just shut up!” She ran to where her car was parked several yards away from Matthew’s horse and buggy. As she hurried into the seat, she could hear Matthew yelling something in Pennsylvania Deitsch. She couldn’t understand his dialect.



Not that she needed to. She’d heard enough.



LEVI SLOWED HIS horse, Chester, to a stop in front of Sarah’s house. Sarah’s father was sitting in a chair on the front porch, the way he had been the last two times Levi brought Sarah home from a Sunday singing.



“I think he’s worried you might try to kiss me good night.” Sarah tipped her chin down, grinning.



Levi was glad it was dark. He could feel the warmth in his cheeks even though his cold breath formed a cloud in front of him. Levi wanted to tell her that didn’t make much sense. He could have kissed her all the way home, not just when he was dropping her off. But he didn’t say anything. He stepped down from the buggy and walked around to Sarah. She eased the heavy brown blanket from around her, then Levi helped her down. She was almost as tall as he was.



“I had a gut time.” Sarah smiled, her teeth chattering. “Danki for taking me.”



“Ya, it was fun.”



Sarah leaned closer, near enough that Levi could have kissed her. “See you next Sunday?”



Levi looked over her shoulder and saw that her daed was still on the porch, so he just smiled as he stared into her dreamy brown eyes. “Ya.”



Sarah was beautiful; a perfect white smile, delicate features, and in the Englisch world, she probably could have been on the covers of those fancy magazines. Every guy in Canaan wanted to court her. Levi still wasn’t sure why she’d chosen him.



“You’re so sweet and shy, Levi. It’s one of the things I love about you.” Sarah kissed him on the cheek, then quickly turned and ran across the yard toward her house.



Levi moved fast too, hurrying back into the buggy since  Sarah’s father was now standing and holding a lantern out in front of him at arm’s length. It was completely dark, but a full moon lit Sarah’s front yard enough to make him wonder if John Troyer saw his daughter’s bold move. He clicked his tongue and moved the horse toward the main road, glad that his house wasn’t far. He pulled the blanket Sarah had used onto his lap and adjusted the small battery-operated heater on the floor of the buggy.



Once his shivering was under control, he thought about what Sarah had said. “It’s one of the things I love about you.”



Was that Sarah’s way of saying she loved him or just a casual comment? He’d known Sarah since her family moved from Indiana to Canaan about six months ago, but it wasn’t until recently that Sarah seemed to take an interest in him. Before that, Sarah had been spending time with Jake King, another newcomer to their small community. The talk around the community was that Jake might even propose. But a few weeks ago, Levi noticed that Sarah was going to the singings alone, and one night she asked Levi to take her home, then continued to do so. He hoped Sarah wasn’t expecting him to propose anytime soon. He cared about Sarah, but they weren’t anywhere near that kind of promise to each other. Plus, Levi wasn’t even baptized yet. Marriage seemed far off in his mind, even though he was twenty-two and his mother constantly pushed him about the issue. Two of his siblings, Jacob and Emily, had both married when they were younger than Levi.



Thankful to be home, and looking forward to the warmth of his house, he pulled into his driveway, parked the buggy, then led Chester to the barn, lighting his path with a flashlight  he kept in the buggy. It was then that he heard crying. He pointed the light to the crumpled-up shape in the corner.



“Danielle?” Levi hurried to her and squatted down. He pushed back long strands of blond hair from her face and saw tears rolling down her cheeks. “What are you doing here?” He sat down on the cold dirt beside her. “What’s wrong, Ladybug?”



Levi had been calling Danielle by that nickname for almost as long as he’d known her, close to a year now. She’d plucked one of the red and black insects from Levi’s hair last spring and told him that ladybugs were lucky, something she wasn’t. Levi had told her that life wasn’t based on luck, but on faith and God’s plan. Danielle had gently placed the bug in her palm, smiled, and said, “I don’t know about that, but I want to be lucky like a ladybug.” And somehow the nickname just stuck.



“I wasn’t ready to go home. I just needed—” Sobbing, she buried her face in her hands. “My life is a wreck. I’ve made a mess of everything, and Martha and Arnold are going to be so upset with me, and Matthew doesn’t love me, and . . .” She started crying so hard that Levi could barely understand her. After a few moments, she lifted her face to his and locked eyes with him. “And . . . and . . . I’m pregnant.”



Levi hung his head and sighed before he looked back at her. “Ach, mei maedel. Are you sure?” Danielle was his best friend, the only person he felt completely comfortable with. It had been like that since they’d met. She was a high-spirited Englisch girl who said whatever was on her mind, and she’d lived life in a way that Levi didn’t understand, but from the beginning, they’d fit together like bread and butter.



“I’m sure.”



Levi’s temples throbbed, and he wanted to leave right then  to find Matthew. He’d never met the man, but he felt the need to punch him in the gut just the same. Matthew lived in a small district near Alamosa, about ten miles away, but Levi’d make the trip to straighten him out . . .
 


He took a deep breath, reminding himself that it was not their way to be aggressive. But how did Matthew let this happen?



Danielle sniffled and studied his face. “It takes two, Levi. This isn’t all Matthew’s fault.”



Levi gritted his teeth together for a few moments. “Well, he should have . . . I don’t know . . . done something different.” He paused, shining the flashlight toward the barn window. “Where’s your car? You didn’t walk here, did you?” His teeth chattered as he spoke.



Danielle nodded in the direction of the light. “It’s out there, parked on the other side of the barn. I didn’t want your parents to know that I was out here.”



“You should have waited inside. It’s not that late, and you know Mamm stays up until I get home.”



Frowning, she sighed. “Your mom doesn’t like me. You know that.”



“She likes you.” He let the lie slip from his lips. Vera Detweiler hadn’t liked Danielle since the first time she noticed her spending time with Levi after worship service. Martha was friends with the Amish community, attended the Amish church service every other week, and often brought Danielle with her. His mother saw Danielle as a threat—an Englisch girl set on stealing away her baby boy, which couldn’t have been further from the truth. If his mother only knew how much time he and Danielle had really spent together, she’d have been doubly worried.



Danielle smiled a bit, but sniffled again. “Thanks for saying that, but we both know it’s not true.”



Levi gave her a rueful smile. He’d hoped his mom would have relaxed once she found out that Danielle was seeing someone, and now that Levi was seeing Sarah. But no, his mother was still worried. “You are too close to that girl. She’s wild, and she’ll lure you into her world,” Mamm had said. More than once.



Levi pushed back the rim of his hat, and in an effort to avoid another lie, he changed the subject back to her pregnancy. “What are you going to do?”



“I don’t know.” She swiped at her eyes. “Remember when I got stung by that huge bumblebee when we were picking blueberries?”



Levi nodded. “Ya, your hand swelled up pretty bad.”



“But you went to your house and got something to put on it, and the swelling went down right away.” Danielle almost smiled.



He shrugged. “It was just an herb mixture Mamm keeps around the haus. It wasn’t that big of a deal.”



“I could name lots of other times, but the point is . . . you always know what to do about things.” She let out a heavy sigh.



Levi scratched his chin, knowing he couldn’t fix this for her.



“I’m going to be the best mother in the world,” she said. “That’s what I’m going to do.”



Levi knew that Danielle hadn’t seen her own mother in over a year. And that was a good thing since the last time she’d been around, Danielle landed in the hospital; a faint scar on her cheek was a reminder of her mother’s cruel blow. That’s when the older Englisch woman, Martha, had taken her in. Levi  figured it was the best thing that had happened to Danielle. Even though Danielle and Martha didn’t see eye-to-eye much of the time, it was clear that they loved each other.



“I know you’ll be a great mudder. What do you think Martha and Arnold will say?”



“I don’t think Arnold will say much. He’s kinda quiet.” She smiled for a moment, swiping at her eyes. “Like you.” She bit her bottom lip, pausing before she went on. “But I suspect Martha will have plenty to say.”



“Maybe not. She loves babies. She keeps Katie Ann’s boppli all the time.”



Levi looked at her and wished they could go back in time. Back to before she fell in love with Matthew. Before she gave him everything and ended up with nothing but a babe in her womb and a new set of challenges ahead of her.



Danielle leaned her head against the barn wall, then turned to him with teary eyes.



“Levi?”



“Ya?”



“Do you really think I’ll be a good mother?”



He smiled. “Ya. I do.” He glanced at her stomach. “How long ’til . . . ?”



“I think sometime around Christmas.”



They were quiet for a few moments, then Levi asked, “So, what exactly did Matthew say?”



“That he wants to go to school, that he’s leaving his community, and that a wife and baby aren’t in his plans.”



Levi stiffened. “Did you tell him that God has other plans for his life?” After the words were out, he held his breath. Months ago, Levi learned the hard way that if they were going  to be friends, he couldn’t force the Lord on her. But he’d often wondered if God put Danielle in his path so that he could minister to her, even though it wasn’t the Amish way to do so with the Englisch.



“Levi, I don’t want to be with someone who doesn’t want to be with me. I need Matthew to want me, whatever God has planned.” She started to cry again. “You don’t think being a bad mother is hereditary, do you? You don’t think I’ll be like my mom, do you?”



Levi shook his head. “Nee, I don’t. I told you. You’ll be a great mudder.”



Danielle shifted her weight, twisting to face him. As she leaned forward with teary eyes, the movement brought her lips within inches of his. It wasn’t the first time he’d wanted to kiss her. But he never did. She was his best friend, and he didn’t want anything to mess that up. Plus, her being Englisch complicated things. But sometimes it was a struggle, especially now when he wanted so much to comfort her.



“You think I’m a bad person, don’t you? Because I slept with Matthew.” Danielle leaned back against the barn wall again as she crossed her legs underneath her. Her teeth were chattering, like his. “Tell me the truth, Levi.”



He frowned. Everything about her screamed goodness. If only she could find her way to a relationship with God, she’d find the direction she so desperately sought. “You know I don’t think you’re bad.” He playfully rolled his eyes.



“But you’re disappointed in me,” she was quick to say.



“Danielle, it’s not my place to judge. Only God—”



“Yeah, I know.”



But she didn’t. She was just cutting him off at the mention  of God, like she’d done so many times before. She sat up taller and sniffled.



“I gotta go.” She stood up, and so did Levi.



“You gonna be okay? Are you going to talk to Martha and Arnold tonight?”



She shook her head. “No. Martha has her schedule. She eats at seven, bathes at seven thirty, and she and Arnold watch TV until nine.” She looked at her watch. “I can’t see what time it is, but I know it’s after nine, and they’re probably in bed.”



Levi smiled. He’d heard about Martha’s strict schedule from Danielle plenty of times. “If I miss my scheduled bath time, well, I’m just out of luck,” Danielle had told him before. Martha lived in a large house with two and a half bathrooms, but it was old and had a small, noisy water heater that required time to heat up between the scheduled bath times. There was no bathing allowed after nine o’clock because that was when Martha and Arnold went to bed. It was one of Martha’s many rules.



Danielle wrapped her arms around Levi’s waist, and he pulled her close, resting his cheek on the top of her head. “You’ll be okay, mei maedel.”



Among his people, it wasn’t unheard of to be married and pregnant at eighteen. The average family had six or eight children, so they started early. But he knew it was considered young in the Englisch world, and the fact that Danielle had no husband . . . It would be hard for her. And the baby.



He walked her to the car and waited until she pulled out of the driveway before he headed toward the house, dropping his flashlight back in the buggy on the way. Enough light shone  through the living room window to illuminate his way up the porch steps. He pulled open the screen, then eased the wooden door open, not surprised to find his mother curled up on the couch reading a book, a lantern on the end table. She closed the book when Levi shut the door behind him.



“Does that girl really think we don’t know she’s in the barn?” Mamm spit the words out as if Danielle had committed a crime. She placed her book on the coffee table in front of her. “Why doesn’t she just come inside like a normal person?”



Levi dropped his shoes by the front door in the pile with everyone else’s, hung his black coat and hat on the rack, and warmed his hands by the fire. “She knows you don’t like her.”



Mamm scowled before shaking her head briefly. “That’s not true.”



Levi sat down on the couch, leaned his head back, and closed his eyes.



“How’s your asthma?”



“It’s okay.” It had been better for the past couple of years, since they moved from Ohio to Colorado. But Mamm still asked about it once a week. Vera Detweiler was a wonderful mother. A bit meddlesome at times, but she loved her kinner. Pushing his sister Emily to go out with David Stoltzfus—and then seeing them get married—had only made her more convinced she should meddle. He didn’t think she was going to change her mind about Danielle, and if anything, Mamm was about to like her even less. He hoped Danielle was okay tonight. His heart hurt for her.



“Well, you don’t need to be sitting out in the barn, in the cold air, with that girl. That’s not gut for your asthma.” His mother folded her hands in her lap.



Levi grinned. “Ach, I see . . . but it’s fine for me to be out in the cold air carting Sarah around?”



“Don’t sass, Levi.”



He rubbed his eyes, too tired to argue with his mother. Where Danielle was concerned, he wasn’t going to win.
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DANIELLE MADE UP HER BED AND THEN PULLED her blue work dress from the closet. Once she had it on, she twisted her hair into a bun.



She’d worked at The Mountain View Restaurant in Monte Vista for exactly one year today, and her friend Sue said they’d celebrate after their shift ended at two o’clock. Danielle wasn’t sure a year logged at The Mountain View was worthy of celebration, exactly, but she planned to use the time to share her news with Sue. Maybe she can help me figure out my next steps. Danielle had barely done the home pregnancy test when she’d rushed off to Alamosa to see Matthew, confident that together, they’d figure it out. So much for that . . .



Just thinking about his reaction caused quick tears to rise. How could any father not want to be a part of his child’s life? She sat down on the bed, and a few tears slid down her cheek as she thought about the possibilities. Maybe Matthew would still want to be involved in the baby’s life. He didn’t love her, but maybe he’d love their child. They hadn’t really gotten that far in their conversation before she felt the need to bolt.



She pulled on her socks and white tennis shoes as she thought about her own mother. Despite the beatings and everything, she loved her mom. But Danielle was glad Vivian hadn’t been back to Canaan. The woman probably didn’t want to face Martha. “You ever touch this girl again, you’ll be dealing with me,” Martha had said to her mother. Never had she felt such a measure of protection and fierce love.



Martha was a pain in the neck, for sure. Rules, rules, and more rules. And then there was her quirky character. But Danielle knew that Martha and Arnold loved her, and Danielle knew that she was safe with them, something she’d never felt before. Funny thing was, Danielle still missed her mother, which probably meant that Danielle was messed up in the head. Who’d miss someone who drank too much and beat the snot out of their kid?



She reached down and touched her stomach, closing her eyes. She wasn’t sure there was a God, but every now and then she’d offer up a little prayer on the off chance that there was. Please don’t let anything bad happen today.



Danielle shook her head. The idea of a God who’d allow all the bad stuff in the world just didn’t compute in her mind. If He was God, why didn’t He just fix everything and have everyone live in perfect harmony? Why all the suffering? Why me, pregnant by a guy who doesn’t love me?



She took a deep breath, wiped her eyes, and dabbed on lip gloss before she headed downstairs. Entering the kitchen, she smelled burned toast and it made her smile. Every morning, the same odor greeted her. It was familiar. It was home.



“Good morning and happy Monday.” Arnold looked up at Danielle from the kitchen table, smiling broadly, his kind  gray eyes twinkling. Then he went back to buttering a piece of dark toast. Danielle was sure Arnold was the kindest man on the planet. And the fact that he adored Martha made her like him all the more.



Danielle sat down at the table, and Martha slid an omelet from the skillet onto her plate. It wouldn’t have been Danielle’s first choice for breakfast, simply because there was no telling what was in Martha’s omelets, but it was food. Awhile back, they’d had omelets and Martha had used leftover squash as filler. This morning Danielle picked at the egg until something bright red oozed out. She tried to recall what Martha made for dinner last night. The woman wasn’t much of a cook, except for a great chicken lasagna she made at least once a week.



“Beets?” Danielle squeaked out, trying not to sound too negative. She pushed the pinkish mush around on her plate and hoped she didn’t vomit right there at the table. Food in general didn’t sound good, but this made her want to hurl.



“Just try it.” Martha put her hands on her hips and frowned. “You are the pickiest eater.”



Danielle turned to Arnold and lifted her shoulders and her eyebrows, hoping he’d jump on her side. He just smiled.



Martha sat down at the table with her own omelet, and they all bowed their heads in prayer. Danielle went through the motions, knowing what would happen if she didn’t. The first time Danielle had said she’d rather not pray, Martha had refused to serve her any food.



Danielle bit into her piece of toast, watching as Arnold dutifully ate his omelet, then she shifted her eyes to Martha, who was already dressed in a red and white pantsuit that had to be from the ’70s. Then of course there was the pink  butterfly clip, always holding her brown and gray hair on top of her head.



When Martha spit her first bite of omelet into her napkin, Danielle started to laugh, which felt good after all the crying she’d been doing.



“Arnold, good grief. How could you eat that?” Martha quickly snatched up everyone’s plate and put them on the counter.



“It wasn’t bad, dear. Not at all.” Arnold reached for another piece of toast as he winked at Danielle.



“Well, if ever there was a need for a dog, it would be this morning.” Martha put her hands on her hips and stared at the plates still full of food. “Look at this mess.”



Danielle didn’t think even a dog would eat it. She buttered herself a piece of toast, thinking that was all she could stomach anyway.



“Maybe we should get a dog,” Arnold said before taking a bite of toast.



“What for?” Martha scraped the omelets into the trash.



Arnold finished chewing and took a sip of milk before he spoke. “Because they make nice pets.” He grinned.



Martha turned around and leaned against the counter. “I was just kidding. Last thing we need is another mouth to feed.”



Danielle’s bite of toast caught in her throat. She’d thought about telling Martha and Arnold about her pregnancy, but maybe now wasn’t the best time. She pressed her lips together and lowered her head. Not that there’d be a good time. Martha wouldn’t throw her out, but maybe adding a baby to their little family was too much to ask for. She’d saved some money, but not nearly enough to get a place of her own. And she didn’t think she could survive on her wages from the restaurant,  especially not with a baby. To say nothing of how she’d figure out paying a babysitter . . . She felt the tears coming on again.
 



Martha strode over to her, her face drawn. “Honey, what’s the matter?” She touched Danielle on the arm, and Danielle wanted nothing more than to rise and sink into Martha’s arms. To tell her everything. She needed someone to be happy about this, to welcome the news. Even Levi’d been disappointed in her. Despite his efforts to comfort her, she could tell. And she was fearful that Martha would feel the same.



“Danielle?” Martha said, her frown deepening.



“Nothing. I’m just tired. And late.” She pushed back her chair and moved toward the door. “I work until two, but I’m going to spend some time with Sue after work, so I’ll see you after that.”



Martha called out to her, but she kept going, pretending she hadn’t heard.



MARTHA FINISHED CLEANING the kitchen, then sat down at the table with Arnold. “Danielle was starting to cry. Did you see that?”



“Yes, I did.” Her husband frowned as he rubbed his chin. “You never can tell with these teenagers. It could be anything at their age.”



“Well, at least you raised one and lived to tell about it. I still feel like I’m in new territory, even after a year.” Martha drummed her fingers on the table. “It wasn’t much of a breakfast. Why don’t we go eat at The Mountain View for lunch, and we can check to make sure she’s okay?”



“That sounds like a good idea.” Arnold leaned over and  kissed Martha on the cheek, which still warmed her heart just like it did when they were first married. “And you haven’t raised any teenagers until now. Danielle loves you and you love her—after that, you just find your way through, day by day.”



Martha grunted. “She’s ornery and a slob. Have you seen her room? It stinks in there.” She grimaced until she saw Arnold grin, then she couldn’t help but smile along with him. “Yes, I love her. Like she’s my own.”



Arnold passed her a section of the paper. “The girl needs a good dose of God in her life. What happened to your deal that she attend church with one of us?”



Martha unfolded the paper. “Hmph. She always has some excuse. Sick or something.”



Before Martha married Arnold, she’d been attending the Amish church in town, and she’d told him that wouldn’t change. She loved her Amish friends, and even though she didn’t always understand the service—partly in German and Pennsylvania Deitsch—her Amish friend Katie Ann would translate for her later during the big meal after church. That was the best part of going to the Amish worship, the meal afterward. She was blessed to know her Amish friends and to be accepted in their world.



Arnold was born and raised Catholic, and he wanted to keep it that way. So Danielle had two choices when it came to worship services. Not that it mattered where the girl went to church if she wasn’t talking to God, listening to Him, and trusting His will. Martha constantly prayed for Danielle, that she’d find her way to the Lord.



“Is she still seeing the Amish boy in Alamosa?” Arnold scratched his head. “Matthew, right?”



“Yeah. Not often. He works a lot, and Danielle said his parents aren’t too thrilled about him seeing someone who isn’t Amish.” She stretched her aching back and sat taller. “The Amish are scared their kids will leave the Old Order and run off with one of us sinful Englischers.”



Arnold chuckled and a smile stayed on his face.



Martha folded her arms across her chest and stared him down. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”



Arnold pointed a finger in her direction. “Let’s turn it around. What if Danielle chose to marry into the Amish faith? How would you feel about that?”



She threw her hands up in the air. “Since Danielle barely believes in God, I don’t see that happening.” She paused as she tapped a finger to her chin. “You’d think Levi could reach her, given how close they are. That she’d listen to him about matters of faith.”



“His mother probably does her best to keep them from being alone,” Arnold said. “Hard to get into matters of the Almighty if you don’t have much time.”



“Oh, they’ve spent plenty of time together. But I’m sure Vera doesn’t know about most of it.” Martha rolled her eyes. “You’d think Vera would ease up since the two have proven that they’re just friends. I’ve even had to have words with Vera about her attitude toward Danielle.” She raised her chin as she reached a hand behind her head to tighten her butterfly clip.



They were quiet for a few moments, then Arnold asked, “Why is it, given all the other young men around her, that Danielle has taken up with an Amish boy in Alamosa? And her best friend is also a young Amish man. She doesn’t really have  any close Amish girlfriends, so why do you think these two particular fellows hold a place close to her heart?”



Martha sighed. “I think she feels safe with those boys.”



They were quiet for a few moments as Arnold leaned back in his chair. “I know her relationship with her mother was bad, but what about her father?”



“He died about seven years ago. Car wreck, Danielle said. Apparently that’s when her mother started to drink heavily. She doesn’t talk about it a lot, but she’s mentioned that there were lots of men in and out of her mother’s life for a while too.” Martha paused. “You know, she’s never said very much about her father, just that he wasn’t around much. Worked a lot.”



Arnold stood up and pushed his chair in. “I’m going into town to find us a dog.”



Martha stiffened and calmly placed her palms on the table. “Do what?”



“You heard me, my dear. I’m going to get a dog.”



She frowned. “I’ll start cooking better. I promise.”



Arnold laughed. “Not for scraps, but because I think a dog is good for any family.”



Martha thought about her parrot that died a couple of years ago. Her Elvis had been like a person. He’d talked, for starters. Smart as a whip, that bird. She’d never owned a dog, but she was pretty sure you couldn’t teach one to talk.



LEVI FOLLOWED HIS father to a picnic table outside the Barkers’ house after they installed a solar panel for the Englisch family. Mrs. Barker had invited them in for lunch, but Daed had thanked her and said they’d brought their own. The smell  of Mrs. Barker’s baked chicken wafted out her open windows, and Levi was sure it was better than their own ham sandwiches. After lunch, they’d clean up their tools and head to their next stop. Levi knew this was the best opportunity to talk to his father about what had been bothering him.



“Daed, do you . . .” He paused and took a deep breath. “Do you think God talks to us through our dreams?”



His father finished chewing a bite of his sandwich. “Ya. I think so.” He dabbed his mouth with a napkin, looking across the table at Levi. “Why do you ask?”



Levi shrugged, unsure how much of the dream he wanted to share with his father. It had been so real, but confusing. He’d woken up in a cold sweat this morning, certain that God had spoken to him directly. But as the morning went on, he’d talked himself out of it. God would never ask him to do something like what he dreamed. “Just wondering.”



“There’re lots of times in the Bible when the Lord speaks to people in their dreams.” Daed unwrapped a piece of apple pie that Mamm had put in each of their lunch pails.



Levi nodded, recalling some of those dreams. The angel telling Joseph to take Mary as his wife, and when he told him to take Mary and Jesus to Egypt to escape the evil king. God also used a dream to help Joseph, and then there was Pilate’s wife . . . Levi reflected on those dreams for a while as he thought about his own.



After they’d both finished their pie, Levi stuffed his trash into his black lunch pail. When his father stood up, so did Levi, and they both walked back to the area where they’d left their tools.



Levi would do anything that God asked him to do. But  there was no way it could have been God talking to him last night. Or had Levi misunderstood the Lord’s instructions?



After they had everything loaded into the buggy, they left for their next stop. About fifteen minutes into the trip, his father turned left onto a country road Levi had never been on. There was a stream on the left, and for a while Levi couldn’t pull his eyes away from the slow current. But when he finally did, he recalled his dream in vivid detail.



He’d walked along a river’s edge, the blue water sparkling brighter than any river he’d ever seen and rushing atop boulders that protruded here and there amidst the rapids. The leaves on the trees were a brilliant shade of emerald as tiny drops of fresh dew twinkled and hung on the leaves in the wake of a new morning. He’d strolled along casually as if he’d been there a thousand times before, even though he couldn’t recall such a place. He’d felt lighter than normal as he walked barefoot along a path that he somehow knew had recently been cleared just for him.



A silver canoe came up the river with one passenger paddling against the current. The man looked about Levi’s age and wore blue jeans and a short-sleeve white shirt. On his head, a red baseball cap sat atop a head full of wavy brown hair. He’d waved the paddle in Levi’s direction, smiling, then said, “A wife is bound to her husband as long as he lives.”



Levi had waved back and continued along the bank. He remembered thinking about Sarah during the dream and how he wasn’t ready to get married. Moments later, his father stood along the worn path. He shook Levi’s hand, almost as if they were strangers. “Remember, love is patient and kind.” Then he’d smiled and eased around Levi.



Next, a man stepped out of the woods in front of Levi. A man Levi had never seen before. He had light brown eyes flecked with gold, a long gray beard, and he was dressed in a black suit like the Englisch wear. Gold-rimmed spectacles hung low on his nose, and when he smiled at Levi, one corner of his mouth lifted higher than the other. His voice was soft, and Levi had to strain to listen.



“For this cause shall a man leave his father and mother and shall be joined unto his wife, and they two shall be one flesh,” the man had said. Then, as his father had done, the man eased around Levi and walked away, singing. Levi recognized the tune. “For God So Loved Us.”



Even now, as he recalled the dream, it was amazing to him that he could remember it all in such detail. It wasn’t until the end of the dream that he came to a complete stop in the middle of the path, a peacefulness washing over him, and Levi knew he was in the presence of the Holy Spirit and surrounded by God.



And he heard only two words. Powerful words unlike anything he’d ever heard.



Marry Danielle.



Levi shook his head, hoping to clear the dream from his mind. He took a deep breath and stared out the window of the buggy. There was no way that God would be telling him to marry Danielle. Forgetting the part about them only being friends—and her being pregnant—something else had been drilled into his head since he was a child.



Do not be unequally yoked with unbelievers.



Back in Ohio, they’d had few Englisch friends because of this. His mother had explained it to him in a way he could understand when he was a young boy. She’d said, “We’re not  here to judge whether or not someone outside of our faith is a Christian. They can tell us they are, but we don’t know it to be true or not. We can only be sure about the baptized members of our community. We know that we are equally yoked spiritually with our own kind.”



Things were different here in Canaan. The town was small with almost as many Amish as there were Englisch, and over time Levi’s people had learned to trust folks outside of their own, even socialize with them and allow them to attend worship in some cases. Martha and Danielle were examples of that, although Danielle hadn’t been to one of their services in a while.



Levi wasn’t even sure if God approved of his friendship with Danielle since they were in such different places spiritually. He just couldn’t believe that the Lord would ask him to marry her.



But as they drove on, the dream began to replay again in his mind.
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