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For John Evans, a Champion of the Cross 
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May we all someday be found “washed up on heaven’s shore.” 
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GLOSSARY OF PENNSYLVANIA
 DUTCH WORDS AND PHRASES

ach—an exclamation like oh or my 

aentis—aunts 

appenditlitch—delicious 

boppli—baby/infant 

bruder—brother 

buwe—boy 

daed—dad/father 

danki—thank you 

derr Herr—God 

dumm—dumb/stupid 

eck—bridal table 

Englisch—non-Amish people and their ways 

fraa—wife 

[image: aa]—God 

grossmudder—grandmother 

guder mariye—good morning 

gut—good 

hallich gebottsdaag—Happy Birthday 

hiya!—hi 

hoech-nawszich—high-nosed or high-browed 

hund—dog 

jah—yes 

kapp—prayer cap 

kinner—children 

kumme—come 

maedel—girl 

mamm—mother 

munn—moon 

naerfich—nervous 

narrish—crazy 

nee—no 

rumspringa—running-around time 

schnee—snow 

schtecklimann—groom’s go-between 

schweschder—sister 

sei so gut—please 

wunderbaar—wonderful 
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

In researching this novel I discovered the fact that Amish communities differ from one to another from both simple to larger-life activities. For example, there are dialectal differences in the spelling of such words as “dawdi” house, which may also be spelled “doddy” or daudi,” depending on the region in question. In addition, praying aloud at the dinner table may also, at times, be a voiced prayer when there is a particular praise offered.

The Amish man who was my main source of information, the truly forthright and dry-humored Dan Miller, told me that it would be difficult to find two Amish communities exactly alike. While all may share basic beliefs in the Lord, family, and work ethics, diversity still exists.

It is a lesson to me as an Englischer that though the Amish may appear to live “the simple life,” their differences provide a rich culture for both fact and fiction, and it is my honor to represent some small threads of their ways of life.

—Kelly Long 
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PROLOGUE
 
 PINE CREEK, PENNSYLVANIA


In the moment between heartbeats he heard the ominous report of a gun, then lurched forward from a burst of blinding pain. He groaned aloud and stared down at the dark sleeve of his left arm in the moonlit winter night. He tightened his muscular thighs against the horse. Stay on. Stay on. The voice seemed both his own and that of a fading echo. He wavered, then concentrated on the saddle horn, the reins, and the lead of the other horse behind him. Primal and metallic, the smell of his own blood mingled in his senses with the distancing shouts of the shooter, and he managed a grim smile. He was now, among supposedly other intriguing things, a horse thief . . .
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CHAPTER 1

Lilly Lapp was late. Of course, in the whole scheme of things, no one was bound to notice a missing schoolteacher from the ceremony. Not that her job wasn’t deeply valued, but she knew that the eyes of all the Old Order Amish Community pressed into the King family’s largest barn would be torn between watching two things—the wedding of the season and the face of the man who was not the groom.

She adjusted herself on the hard buggy seat and gave a brisk slap of the reins in an attempt to encourage her horse, Ruler, who plowed along with disinterest through the bleak cold of the late November day. She wished she’d remembered her gloves, but the visit by the Englisch police officer had thrown her normally practical frame of mind and she’d left home in an uncollected hurry. A wounded horse thief hiding in the area, indeed.

Fortunately, her mother had still been asleep when the officer had arrived. Lilly was sure that her widowed mamm would not have given him permission to search the barn and the outbuildings. But Lilly felt that it was her duty to cooperate with the authorities, no matter how strange their notions may be. She just could not believe that any of her own community would ever steal a horse from an Englisch farm, not when there were so many horses available as part of everyday life. Besides, it was wrong. Though, of course, there was always the possibility that someone could have done this. The Amish were certainly not perfect. Still . . . she could not imagine it. 

She felt that Ruler might be picking up speed when the first crystalline drop of icy rain hit her cheek through the open front of the buggy. Soon it was pouring, a thick deluge that struck with all the intensity of a thousand miniature knives. Ruler began to toss at the reins, and Lilly swallowed, nervous at his behavior. She knew she had to get him into shelter of some kind, but the wedding home was still a good two miles away.

She blinked as the rain slanted, pelting into the buggy and soaking her dark cape. Ruler had given in to the onslaught and stopped stock-still along the side of the road. There was no help for it; she’d have to get out and lead him to shelter. From what she could gather, they were somewhere near Deacon Zook’s property. The shifting wind moved the fog and revealed the reassuring bulk of an outlying barn. She slipped from the buggy, quaking from the cold, as she went to the horse’s head and unhitched him, grabbing the reins. She reasoned that the storm would soon pass and the buggy would be all right along the roadside. She pulled, and Ruler lifted his head to roll a baleful eye at her before finally beginning to move forward. 

It seemed miles to the barn, though it was only several hundred feet. Trudging in the freezing rain in her best shoes and long dark dress—which were meant for socializing and not warmth— made the walk almost unbearable. Finally, she pressed her hands against the closed door of the barn, taking deep, panting breaths and searching for the latch with numb fingers.

To her amazement, the door slid open from the inside, and a tall, dark-haired Amish man stared down at her with a grim look. She blinked her eyes, licking surreptitiously at a splat of rain that dripped past her mouth, then spoke the first thing that came to her mind.

“Jacob Wyse. What are you doing here? Today’s the—” she broke off as his handsome face tightened beneath the brim of his black hat.

“The wedding?” he snapped. “Right. But wedding or not, I’d like to know why you’re fool enough to have a horse out in weather like this. You surely must have seen the rain coming.”

He brushed past her to grab Ruler’s reins, and she sagged backward out of the way as the horse followed Jacob like an obedient lamb, leaving her to cling to the barn door with limp hands and suppressed words of ire on her lips at his assumption that she was some sort of weather vane.

“Come in here out of the cold,” Jacob ordered from the dim interior of the barn. She tried to make haste to obey, though her legs seemed too numb to move. He finally came back and hauled her into the shelter without ceremony, sliding the door closed with a strong arm. He sat her down on a bale of hay and returned to Ruler where he ran caressing hands over the animal’s back with a dry rag and made soft, soothing sounds in his throat.

Lilly tried to slow her breathing as she listened to the sudden quiet of the barn, insulated by bales of hay and stacks of feed bags. Although she was soaked to the skin, she couldn’t seem to think to do anything about it and surveyed the interior instead. She recognized Jacob’s bay gelding, Thunder, in a stall, munching at some hay, while another horse’s head appeared over a half door near the far wall. Then she glanced up at Jacob as he finished wiping Ruler down and led him with ease to an empty stall. He filled the hayrack, turned back to her, and sighed.

“Why are you here?” he finally asked, looking at her like she was an unwanted bug at a picnic. Indeed, considering her bedraggled appearance, she probably looked more hag than girl. But there was nothing she could do about it at the moment, so she slipped off her soggy bonnet.

“I asked you the same thing. Though, in my case, it’s rather obvious that the storm brought me here. Shelter for my horse, you know.”

He shook his head, and she tried to ignore the pull of interest that she felt being so close to him. Jacob Wyse was, in face and form, the most attractive man in the community. she’d thought so ever since they’d been in school together and she’d watched him tend to a stray and starving dog that some other boys were trying to drive away. Jacob had stared the boys down one by one, then went to lift the animal into his strong arms, never knowing he was also stealing Lilly’s impressionable young heart at the same time. But now at twenty-four, Jacob’s tall muscular form, rich hazel eyes, and dark chestnut hair with lighter streaks from the sun were all the more appealing. Still, he’d never spoken more than a few words of any consequence to her in all the time she’d known him.

In the community where everyone knew everything about everyone else, it had been well understood for years that Jacob Wyse only had eyes for the beautiful Sarah King, and every other girl was just part of the mountainous landscape. But today, Sarah King was getting married . . . to another man.

Lilly snapped her attention back to him when she realized he’d been speaking.

“Wh—what?” She shivered, trying to subdue the urge to let her teeth chatter.

“I said, for the third time, that you’re soaked. Go back into one of the stalls and take off as much as your decency will allow. I’ll find you a stable blanket.”

“I will . . . not.” She meant to sound outraged, but her voice came out in a thready squeak.

“Look, I’m not having the beloved schoolteacher of Pine Creek come down with pneumonia on my time. Move!”

She sat still, her practical nature telling her that what he was suggesting made sense, but the woman in her felt insulted at his tone and the casualness with which he commanded she undress. She knew that Jacob Wyse didn’t especially care for the idea of schooling and schoolteachers, at least he didn’t when he was younger. His opinions must not have changed much.

“A gentleman . . . would offer me . . . his coat.” There was no holding back her teeth chattering now. She watched as a grim smile spread over his handsome face.

“A gentleman might,” he agreed.

She reminded herself that he looked good but his temperament had always been wild and brooding. She realized the unpredictable weather might be easier to deal with than him and wondered if the rain had lifted any so that she might just leave.

“It’s still pouring; you can hear it.”

“How did you know what I was thinking?” Lilly asked.

He smiled a real smile then, just briefly, and she felt her heart catch in her chest.

“What’s in a woman’s mind is easy enough to figure out—it usually involves what they think they want and what they wish they had.” 

She tried to ignore the blush that warmed her cheeks; his arrogant words made her fume.

“You should open a shop . . .” she suggested. “Doctor Wyse’s thoughts on women and the summation of their brains.”

“Stop the hoech-nawszich schoolteacher talk and undress, or I may take it into my professional head to help you out.”

She tried to stand, outraged at his words, but her skirt had frozen to the hay. She could only flounder in an undignified manner. 

He bent to lift her, then staggered as if her weight was too much for him. She huffed in embarrassment until she realized that he’d reeled backward in a sudden wash of pallor. “What’s wrong?” Lilly asked.

He shook his head. “Nothing.”

A bead of sweat dripped down his cheek.

“Jacob, are you ill?”

He seemed to rally at her question and stood upright, wiping his cheek. “Nee,” he said in a hoarse voice. “But neither am I . . . a gentleman.”

She stared at him as he opened his heavy black coat and slid it off. She gasped when she saw the blood that stained his white shirt, beginning near his left shoulder and expanding downward to his elbow. “Jacob! What happened?” A dawning awareness struck her. She glanced to the horse in the far stall and then back to the man who nearly sagged before her. “You’re the one they’re looking for? The horse thief?”

“Smart girl,” he acknowledged, his eyes narrowing with pain. 

Jacob allowed himself to sink down onto a bale of hay. He slid off his hat and closed his eyes. For some reason, it felt all right to reveal his wound to the serious, wide, blue eyes of the schoolteacher. She might talk high, but he knew from overhearing conversations that she loved the kinner she taught. And anyone who had a heart for children had compassion, and he needed some right now.

He heard her tussle with her skirts and then opened his eyes to watch her come forward and kneel between the sprawl of his legs. She was nothing if not practical, he thought as she matter-of-factly reached to examine his wound with slender fingers. She leaned close to lift the edge of the handkerchief he’d used to help staunch the blood flow.

“Before the cancer took Daed he taught me a lot about veterinary science, so I learned something about wounds,” she murmured. 

Of course you did. He had to think to keep from muttering the comment aloud.

“You were shot from behind, obviously. From what I can see of the exit wound, it looks clean. No arteries were hit or you would have bled to death by now.”

“Thanks for the thought.”

“What happened exactly?”

He looked away from her, staring up at the broad barn beams above them. “I was fool enough to give in to—let’s say a reckless urge—and stop by Tom Granger’s farm because I heard a horse in pain and distress. I got sick of all the unfairness in life, and when that idiot farmer left the barn with a bloodstained whip in his hand, I went in and put the mare on a lead and led her away. Granger saw me, shot me, and I’ve been hiding out here since last night. I’m lucky no police have come knocking.”

He glanced at her eyes, warm with respect, and he wanted to duck away from her open emotion. Another woman might have played the game of feigning shock at his actions. Clearly, the schoolteacher didn’t understand the affectation of womanly wiles and, more than that, she seemed to hold some kind of misguided admiration for him. And he didn’t think that rescuing a horse from Granger was worth admiring, even though everyone around knew Tom Granger was a surly Englischer who mistreated his wife, son, and stock, and who cursed loudly as Amish women and children walked past his farm. 

Jacob roused from his musings when Lilly replaced the handkerchief and folded the torn edges of his shirtsleeve back over the makeshift bandage, fussing with the fabric.

“You are fortunate that you’ve escaped the notice of the police. They’ve searched the area but probably overlooked this outlying barn.”

“Well, that’s one thing in my favor, I suppose. But I’ve got to face them sooner or later, and I—”

He realized that she peeked at his mouth while he spoke, and he recognized the brief, veiled glance. Girls had studied his lips with speculative interest since he’d turned sixteen, and impetuous instinct now drew his eyes to her lips.

He was bone weary, wounded, and besides the physical pain, his heart hurt more than the time an anxious stallion had broken his ribs.

But he was also alive and sick of feeding on ideas about what might have been. Now mattered. That was all. What was right in front of him. He ignored the prick of conscience that might have checked his words and tilted his head to one side.

“I know what you want,” he said evenly and without conceit.

She startled, a ready denial in the depths of her eyes.

He shook his head. “Don’t. I want it too.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Then the schoolteacher knows more about books than she does about  herself, he thought, leaning forward.

He cupped his callused hand around her fragile chin before she could draw away.

“I’m talking about escape,” he whispered. “Just for a moment. No responsibilities. No wedding. No heartache. Nothing—but now.”

He lowered his lashes until all he could see was the petal pink of her mouth against the paleness of her skin and then he dipped his head. He kissed her until he felt her resistance melt into tentative response, and then he closed his eyes. He wanted to banish the image of Sarah that burned in his brain and slanted his chin to deepen the kiss. He heard his own frantic intake of breath when she laid a hand on his chest, and he surrendered helplessly to the fantasy of another man’s wife—a vision that he longed to deny.
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CHAPTER 2

Lilly envisioned a thousand granules of sugar quickening through a funnel to some dark, waiting center. She was sliding with them, covered in sweetness, until the rational part of her mind intruded. Substitute. Substitute teacher. Sarah’s substitute. She wrenched backward and Jacob made a strangled sound in his throat that jarred her senses, leaving her longing to soothe him. But she sank back to rest on her legs. Her mouth stung and her chin burned from the dark shadow of his jaw. She prayed that the Lord might forgive her for allowing such a thing. And then added her request that He also might bring someone, someday, to love her with as much passion as she felt through Jacob’s kiss.

She watched him come to himself, like a dreamer waking with reluctance. His heavy lashes lifted from his flushed cheeks and he sighed.

“I’m sorry.”

“No, you’re not,” she replied, surprised at the steadiness of her voice. “You wanted an escape; you got it.”

His green-gold eyes narrowed. “I think you got a bit of it too, Miss Schoolteacher.”

“You’re right, of course. I’ve never had the kiss of a man, only a father’s.”

A tenseness appeared around his handsome mouth at her admission, and he looked away.

“You need medical attention.”

He nodded, still concentrating on some unknown spot at the back of the barn. “Jah, but the only doctor around is the good Grant Williams, veterinarian at-large. And he, as you know, has other plans this morning.”

Lilly didn’t need to listen hard to hear the bitterness in his tone. 

Dr. Williams was an Englischer who’d been baptized into the community only a few months past, but he was as accepted as one to the bonnet born. And, he was the man who had won Sarah King’s heart.

Lilly tapped her lips with her index finger as a half-formed idea began to take shape.

“What?” He swung his penetrating gaze back to her.

“If we go anywhere in town to have you treated by the Englisch, they’ll tell the police. Lockport is too small for the town not to know about the horse. So, you only have one person to treat you—the groom.”

“Have you lost your mind?”

She raised an eyebrow at him. Not for nothing was she a teacher, easily engaging stubborn students. “Have you lost yours? And have you stopped to think of how it will look if you don’t show up for the wedding?”

He glared at her. “What does it matter?”

“It matters because you’re not going to run away. You’re going to live here, work here, and so will the Williamses. And you also know how this place is—everyone is just waiting to see how you will react to the wedding. To not show up suggests weakness; something I’m sure is not part of your character.”

He snorted. “Really? You just got a literal taste of my weakness, Lilly Lapp. And seeing Sarah today—well, it’s something I could live without, no matter what people think.”

She shrugged. “It’s your life.”

The words hung with cunning in the chill of the air until he shifted on the bale of hay with a sigh.

“Ach, all right. But tell me, teacher, how do I separate the beloved groom from his beautiful bride so that he can do some stitching without her or anyone else’s notice?”

“At the eck, or as they’re going to be seated, I’ll create some kind of diversion.”

“A diversion? You, the schoolteacher, who’s supposed to be beyond reproach in behavior? What will the school board say? What will your mamm say?” He asked the right questions, but his tone provoked, as if he doubted she’d be capable of doing anything out of the ordinary.

She loved a challenge and smiled at him. “Likely, everyone will have something to say, but so what? I’m twenty-three, my own person, and I—” She swallowed; she’d almost said she cared about him even though she only really knew him from childhood and at a distance in the community. “I can do as I please—relatively.” She ignored the niggle of doubt that warned her that her widowed mamm would not be pleased by any diversionary wedding tactics and plowed on. “So, we’ll go back to your house and put up Granger’s horse. I’ll borrow a dress of your mamm’s, and we’ll go to the wedding.”

She waited to see if he’d dismiss her out of hand because she was a woman, and as her mother often pointed out, probably too decisive a woman at that.

But his own eyes narrowed in consideration and he finally grinned at her. “Lilly Lapp. Who’d have thought? But I don’t really want to get you involved in all of this.”

“Derr Herr involved me,” she pointed out. “The minute you opened that stable door. Sometimes things happen for a reason, Jacob.” 

“I suppose there’s truth in that. All right, help me up then, Miss Independence.”

He leaned against her for just a moment as he got to his feet, and she tried not to notice the heat of his body through his cotton shirt. She helped him with his coat and hat, added her collapsed bonnet to the mess of her hair, and then they turned to the horses. 

“The rain has slowed down,” he said, cocking an ear to the barn roof. “We’ll hitch Ruler to the buggy and tie the little mare behind with a lead. I’ll come back later for Thunder. Deacon Zook’ll figure I left him for shelter in the weather.”

And somehow, despite his injury and her hampering skirts, they made it back across the field with Jacob talking low and easy to the horses as if in some long-forgotten language. Lilly, only half-listening, concentrated on staying upright on shivering legs. She breathed a sigh of relief as she clambered into the buggy with the help of an undignified push from behind.

“Move over,” Jacob instructed. “I’ll drive.”

“But your arm—Ruler’s stubborn.”

“Is he now? I think he’s a lamb.”

“That’s not how he seems to me,” she complained.

Jacob glanced at her. “Is it just Ruler or are you uncomfortable around horses in general?”

“In general, I suppose. Actually, Alice Plank’s little brother, Jonah, usually comes over in the morning to help me get Ruler hitched up and ready. It was something Father arranged when he knew he was growing very ill. I really don’t care much for horses.” 

“What about horse thieves?”

She sniffed. “Slightly more tolerable.”

“In that case”—he laughed—“I’ll say danki, Lilly, for tolerating this horse thief—for helping me.”

She nodded and he set the buggy into easy motion down the wet road.
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CHAPTER 3

If he found it odd that he’d chosen to steal a horse, survived a gunshot wound, and then decided to escort a soaked schoolteacher back to his home after he’d forced a kiss from her novice mouth, it could be no stranger than his automatic actions over the past few months. He’d become more and more restless as Sarah’s wedding date approached. There was no sense denying it—when he’d realized he’d lost Sarah, that in truth he’d never had her, it had devastated him. And there seemed no reason to pretend otherwise. So he’d mentally agonized through the summer and fall, trying to pray, trying to work, and generally feeling more and more despondent as winter set in.

He gave a sidelong glance at Lilly Lapp as she hugged her arms across her chest and shivered, her lips visibly blue—lips he’d deliberately warmed with his own. It had never occurred to him that it might be her first kiss. Now he had to push away a wave of chagrin when he thought about his behavior. Lilly Lapp was someone who’d never even registered in his passing vision let alone his thoughts. Of course, he’d gone to school with her and seen her occasionally about the Lapp farm, often in the shadow of her father. Old Dr. Lapp had been the local veterinarian since Jacob was a child, and he’d learned much about horses and their care from the cheerful Amish man. But Dr. Lapp had passed away, leaving behind a grieving wife, and Lilly, his only child. More than that, Jacob’s mind whispered, the death of Dr. Lapp had made room for Dr. Grant Williams to appear and nothing had been the same since. There was no use dwelling on it. The Lord knew he’d spent long enough doing that these past months.

“Come over here,” he said, indicating the small distance between them in the buggy.

“Nee. I’m fine.”

He sighed. “If we’re going to be coconspirators, I can’t let you freeze to death before we can accomplish our plan. I promise I mean you no impropriety.” He choked on a sudden laugh at his formality after the brazen kiss in the barn.

She threw him a wry look that suggested she knew what he was thinking but scooted a bit closer under his outstretched arm anyway. He enclosed her cloaked shoulder in his big hand, sliding her firmly up against his side. He felt her quaking even through the thick wool of his coat and frowned.

“We’re almost there,” he soothed kindly, raising his chin toward the large Wyse horse farm and barns visible over the next rise in the road. “I just don’t want to make the mare go too fast.”

“It looks like her right side took the brunt of the lashings.”

“Jah,” he agreed, his jaw squaring when he thought of Granger. “Those will soon heal well enough. The two on her rump are the deepest. I’m most worried about those—and her spirit.”

“Are you going to take her back?”

He looked down at her. “Are you asking if I’m going to come clean with Granger? Yes, teacher, right after today’s big doings, but I need to get through the wedding first.” He watched her lips part on a sigh, revealing perfect white teeth, and went on.

“Perhaps I could let money talk to Granger. He might overlook the theft if I offer a more-than-fair price for the mare.”

She looked back at him, understanding dawning in her eyes. “You’ve thought that all along, haven’t you? Even when you took her? Then why didn’t you just buy her outright? Why go to all this trouble? And what did you think would happen when you did steal her—especially if Granger caught sight of you? That he would merrily wave you off?”

He shrugged. “It’s not like I asked to be shot.” He gave her a wry smile. “I was wrong—that’s it. I have no excuse. I was mad and I gave in to the sin of anger. I wanted to do violence to Granger. I wanted to . . . to break something. The hold he held on the mare, maybe.”

“Just like a fairy tale,” she remarked.

“A what?”

“Rescuing the damsel in distress—only this one happens to be a horse.”

He felt baffled. What did a fairy tale have to do with anything? 

“Too bad it wasn’t Sarah you rescued, eh?”

He could feel the heat rising in his cheeks. “Are you comparing Sarah to a horse?” he tried to quip, hoping to change the direction of the conversation.

“No.”

He pursed his lips. “Well, let’s just say that you’ve got quite the imagination, but I guess you need it to work with children. Here we are.”

He swung the buggy down the narrow lane and avoided the palpable sensation of her stare.

I’ll take the mare into the barn and tend to her a bit. Go on in. My mamm and daed’s room is the first door off the sitting area. Help yourself to whatever you can find to wear, although Mamm’s clothes may be a bit short on you.”

She looked away from his measuring gaze and tried hard to forget about the sensation of his fervent kiss. Taking his offered hand, she stepped from the buggy, hastened past him, and took the steps up to the porch. She glanced back to watch him lead the mare to a nearby barn, then slipped through the unlocked door.

Lilly had only been to the Wyse home for Meeting, and then it was always so crowded that she’d never really had a chance to look around the beautiful downstairs with its detailed woodworking, comfortable-looking chairs, and pristine kitchen with wild winter roses growing from a watering can on the bright windowsill.

It was such a contrast to her own home where heavy, dark furniture blocked the windows of most rooms and the stinging scent of pine oil often permeated the air. Her mamm had so changed since the death of her daed that she now seemed to hide from the sunlight. The Wyses’ home, on the other hand, gleamed with light and smelled like a combination of fresh baking and starched linen, presenting quite an inviting atmosphere.

Despite Jacob’s invitation to be bold, she slipped off her shoes and tiptoed into the bedroom, turning up a kerosene lamp on a lovely cherry bedside table. She removed her ruined bonnet and soaked prayer kapp and then pulled as many hairpins as she could find from the tangled mass of her dark hair. Then she caught sight of the walls and her lips parted in surprise and wonder.

She pivoted on wet, stockinged feet to stare with amazement at the paintings that decorated the light wood. She drew a deep breath at myriad striking watercolors portraying Amish life in bright detail. Kinner and men with long beards, planting and harvest, all seasons of life and earth seemed to be represented by the artist’s brush. She marveled at the irresistible beauty of the images. She knew that some Old Order Amish communities eschewed art as being impractical, but the local bishop encouraged the use of the Lord’s given talents. And these paintings certainly seemed purposeful in capturing the life and vitality of her people.

A quick knock on the door sounded. She responded in an absent tone, her mind enraptured. “Come in.”

There was a distinct moment of silence, a sudden drifting awareness, and then the dawning knowledge that Jacob had entered the room, and that her hair hung loose and damp below her waist. It was only the privilege of a husband to view his wife’s hair unbound, and her lack of haste had put her in this awkward situation. She started to bundle the dark mass up with frantic fingers but to no avail. She discarded the passing, childish thought to run and jump into the bright, quilted bed and hide under the covers.

“Jacob—I—the paintings. They’re amazing. Who does them?” 

“Seth. It’s kind of a thing he only shares with the family. That’s why the paintings are in here. I’ve got one in my room.”

Lilly thought of Jacob’s younger brother. Twenty-three-year-old Seth Wyse, with his golden hair and bright blue eyes, seemed the absolute antithesis of the dark Jacob. Although the brothers were similar in attracting the girls, Seth had an infectious grin, a cheerful disposition, and the deepest baritone at singings. He was a charmer to be sure. Yet his paintings revealed a side of him that she never imagined existed. The depth and maturity of the art drew both heart and spirit.

She held her hair back over her shoulders and wished Jacob would go out, seeking for something to say to break the moment.

“You must be very proud of Seth.”

“He’s my little bruder, but he’s my best friend. I’d ask you not to say anything of his painting though. It really is a private thing.”

“Of course, but it’s also a gift from Derr Herr.” She tried not to shiver. “Do you think he might come to school one day to give the  kinner a drawing lesson?” She smiled at the thought while a frown appeared on Jacob’s face.

“Seth’s finished his schooling.”

“Ach, I know but—”

“You’d best hurry. And, if you don’t mind, I could use a bit of help bandaging this arm again before I change my shirt.”

Politely snubbed, Lilly thought. She began to tap one slender foot in the same rhythm she used when dealing with stubborn students.

“Am I in trouble?” he asked, his mood quicksilver and his deep voice laced with humor. “I always seemed to rub teachers the wrong way when I was in school; things must not have changed much.”

She stopped tapping when her arms began to ache from holding her hair back. “You know perfectly well that I’m standing here, with my hair down, and you should show enough respect to—”

He laughed aloud and she frowned at the provoking sound.

“After aiding a horse thief, checking out a gunshot wound, and time alone in a deserted barn, you’re worried about your hair being down?”

“Yes,” she snapped, ignoring the faint guilt that added a heated kiss to his list.

“Your priorities are strange, teacher, but if you still want to go, you need to hurry. The ceremony will be over and they’ll be at the food soon. I will go out while you change, of course.”

“Of course,” she said. As his eyes sparkled at her, she felt foolish for losing her temper. He gave her a parting grin, and she went to the bureau to find dry underclothes and socks and then hastened to change into a dark green blouse, black dress, and apron. She bundled her hair back up into a dry kapp, then glanced ruefully down at her borrowed attire. The clothes were too short on her, revealing both black-stockinged ankles and long white arms.

Nevertheless, she really had no choice; she couldn’t return home for her own things. she’d have to explain the situation to her mother, who would have risen from her bed by now but would be ensconced on a couch downstairs. And she’d gone to all the trouble of securing a substitute teacher from Elk County for her class. This wedding, like most winter weddings, was being held on a less busy weekday instead of the weekend. More than that, she did not want to miss this social opportunity, even if it had become one of the most upside-down days of her young life.

She prayed as she extinguished the lamp and left the room, wanting to greet Jacob with encouragement and an apology for her snap of temper. When she went into the sitting area, she stopped when she saw him standing next to the kitchen sink, his shirt off and his back toward her. She did have an interest in the study of anatomy, but it was one thing to read it in a book and quite another to see it clearly delineated in broad musculature and well-shaped bones. And, she reasoned, she’d been so used to caring for her daed in the latter stages of his illness that she’d nearly forgotten what health looked like in the human frame. Thus reassured, she approached him and he turned his head over his shoulder.

“I cleaned the exit wound as best as I can, but I can’t reach all the way round.”

She nodded, sidling next to him to wash her hands with soap. She ignored the scent of his body—something like pine and summer mixed together—and dampened a fresh cloth to clean the back of his arm. He flinched when she dabbed at the small entry wound. 

“Sorry.”

He shook his head. “Just go on.”

She proceeded while he gripped the sink edge with white-tipped fingers. She felt naerfich, nervous, at his proximity, then told herself that the feeling was ridiculous in light of their kiss. But if she moved forward in any direction, she’d come in contact with his lean hip, the fall of his suspender, or the warmth of his tanned arm, and it made her skittish.

She ignored the faint groan that came from his lips as she bandaged the wound in haste. Then she avoided looking at him entirely as she helped him into the clean blue shirt he’d gotten.

“Look, I’m not going to kiss you again, all right?”

“I didn’t say you were.”

He worked at tucking the shirt into his dark waistband with one hand and frowned at her. “Nee, but you’re as naerfich as a cat.” 

“Cats are actually remarkably sedate.” She slid across the room and bent to feel the everyday reality of the damp leather of her soaking shoes. Clearly he did make her nervous, and she decided she didn’t like the rattling of her normal composure. It would be best to help him and be done with it.

“Here’s a cloak and bonnet of Mamm’s. I’ll be outside waiting.” 

She caught the fall of wool that he tossed to her and watched him leave, now properly covered in shirt and another coat, and exhaled a breath she’d been holding for a very long time.
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CHAPTER 4

As they neared the King farm, a seemingly endless row of horses and buggies came into view. The whole adult community must have been invited; most weddings were smaller. Jacob began to doubt his actions in allowing the schoolteacher to be part of any of the mess he’d gotten himself into. Yet, at the thought of insisting she enter the well-lit King home alone, a soft voice, gentle but persistent, came to him from inside his heart. He’d experienced enough of his faith to recognize that it was Derr Herr who’d brought the girl to the barn this morning, and, for some reason, he understood that she was supposed to be involved. Still, as he angled the buggy into a spot, he felt he should give her one more chance to choose—but he already could guess her response. She has a strong will, he thought with a private smile.

“Sure we shouldn’t rather have a Doc in town take a look at this arm?” he asked her. “We know the bullet passed clean through; the bleeding’s pretty much stopped. It’s not too late for you to just slip out of the buggy and forget the whole thing.”

“Everyone will have seen us by now—together,” Lilly said, glancing at the wide, uncurtained windows of the King house where figures passed in gay motion, illuminated by many kerosene lamps.

Together. He blinked at that. He hadn’t considered how it might appear if they showed up late—and together—for the wedding celebration. He, who’d spent years dodging, or merely ignoring, advances from the ladies of the community, was arriving late to a wedding with a rumpled and ill-clothed schoolteacher. He bent his head and ran through the social implications of such an arrival. Of course, it could be as simple an explanation as him finding her along the road, stuck in the icy rain, and he just happened by. He nearly groaned aloud. More lies. And all his fault. But before he could think further, she’d slipped down from the buggy and stood on the ground looking up at him expectantly.

There was something brave about the way she stood in his mother’s socks and the too-short cloak and dress she wore. Her blue eyes were steady and trusting. But she had far more to lose in this situation than he did. Why, she could be forced to give up her teaching position if there was any question about where they had been. And he knew well enough the wagging tongues that some women in the community enjoyed using against others. He needed to just forget this whole thing and go see Granger, alone.

He looked up to see Lilly on the porch, looking back at him. He hastened to get down from the buggy and to reach her side. Before he could get there, the door was flung open by a young woman—Kate Zook. Jacob stifled a sigh. The newly-turned nineteen-year-old Zook girl was as spiteful as her mother, and he and Seth had spent many a social engagement trying to avoid the overt advances of the wily female. The girl was currently looking Lilly up and down with raised, questioning blond brows.

“Why, Jacob Wyse . . . and Lilly Lapp.” The girl’s voice carried insinuation. Jacob squared his jaw as those nearest the door stopped still to glance in their direction.

He took Lilly’s arm. “Kate. Good to see you. The cold is a bit much today. Would you mind letting us in?”

The girl widened the door, and Jacob kept a hand on Lilly’s arm as they pushed into the crowded room. The space seemed overly full of speculative and all-too-interested eyes. Jacob nodded to the men closest to him, then removed his hat, hanging it on a nail. A stirring in the crowd brought forth a petite older woman with a careworn face and anxious hazel eyes, who reached out small hands to touch his sleeve.

“Jacob, we’ve been so worried,” the woman said in a low voice. 

He smiled down at her. “It’s all right, Mamm. It’s just been a busy morning.” He glanced at Lilly and Mrs. Wyse extended her hand to greet the schoolteacher.

“Lilly, it’s gut to see you.” His mother’s smile was warm; then she turned to her son. “Last night, Jacob—Seth and your daed went looking when you didn’t come home.”

Jacob loved his mother, though at the moment he wished she’d contain her concern; she certainly wasn’t making the situation look any better for Lilly.

He smiled again with reassurance, ignoring the group who’d now gathered about the door. “I’ll explain later, Mamm. Let’s take some time to celebrate. I, er, we must congratulate the bride and groom.”

“Jah.” His mother nodded, patting his arm. “You both, take off your outdoor things and come and have something warm to eat.”

He hesitated to take off his coat, unsure if his arm had started to bleed again and shot a quick glance at Lilly. She appeared confident as she prepared to remove the borrowed cloak, but he knew how odd she’d appear once it was off.

“Uh, Mamm . . . Lilly, I mean, Miss Lapp, would surely like to keep her cloak on, as I would my coat, at least until we warm up a bit.” 

He almost breathed a sigh of relief as Lilly’s fingers paused.

Then Kate Zook spoke loudly. “Not home last night, then late to the wedding, with the schoolteacher not wearing her own clothes—they do appear rather short. Were you two in some kind of trouble?”

Jacob saw his mother’s eyes flash green fire at the girl, and Lilly opened her mouth to speak. He cut her off.

“Kate, danki for your concern, but we must see the bride and groom before we enjoy any of the delicious food. If you’ll excuse us.”

He grabbed his mother’s arm and Lilly’s hand, figuring it was best to keep them close by in case anyone raised more questions. He plowed through the crowded front room into the next sitting room. Lavish food tables lined the area, with the eck, or bridal table, in one corner of the room. He squared his shoulders as he approached the bride and groom and their attendants with the two women in tow. He was perfectly aware of the attention he was attracting, not just with his mother and Lilly, but also because of the interest people had in what his reaction to the bridal couple would be.

His determined eyes took in the beauty of the bride, Sarah King—nee, Sarah Williams now—and her dear, familiar face; a face he’d known and loved since childhood. He couldn’t help it; when he saw her he forgot that she was the bride of the day—another man’s wife. He only thought of the years that he’d harbored a love for her that harrowed his heart and mind and robbed his will of reason. It was beyond him, beyond his ability to solve or escape. Then, unbidden, and against his will, he found himself praying a prayer for another love, a love that would sweep all before it like a driving spring rain. He almost smiled as he finished the thought. He must be addled in the head, from his wound and the wedding, because he knew without a doubt that he wanted absolutely nothing to do with another woman. His whole focus of living for the moment would bear no place for a second-best love.

He refocused and forced himself to acknowledge that Sarah looked happy, even radiant. He’d rehearsed this moment a million times, wondering how he’d get through it. But never had he imagined approaching the table with a concealed gunshot wound and two women in tow.

Sarah and Grant beamed at them as they came forward. Lovely  diversion, he thought, plastering a smile on his face. He stood about as much chance of getting his arm looked at now as an Englischer did at hiding out at an Amish baptism.

He was within a foot of the eck when sudden, loud voices from the front door echoed across the rooms and he turned with everyone else to see what the disturbance could be. He heard Lilly’s sharp, indrawn breath as a young police officer, with gun drawn, entered the main bridal party room. The bishop, Ezekiel Loftus, an elderly and outspoken man, followed closely behind.

“I tell you to stop, young man! You’ve no right to be here at such a time as this. It’s a wedding and our people’s own doings.”

The police officer stood amidst the crowd of stunned guests. The Amish, as a rule, did not believe in violence against fellow human beings and the handgun was an insult to Sarah and her day. Jacob wanted to rap the young man in the head.

“It’s my doings if there’s a horse thief here,” the officer returned. “And I say there is. I’ve been watching from the woods for the past hour and I noticed you had a late guest or two. One was a big Amish man, no beard, dark hat and coat.”

The bishop nodded. “And what Amish man doesn’t have a dark hat and coat?”

“You know what I mean.” The officer’s gaze swung through the crowd and lighted on Jacob, still dressed in his outerwear. “You! Take off your coat.”

All eyes turned to Jacob and he let go of his mother and Lilly. “As you like.” He reached for the closures on the heavy wool and would have slipped it from his shoulders when Lilly’s voice rang out, clear and resonant.

“You’re mistaken, Officer. It’s true that Jacob Wyse was late, but he was with me.” From the corner of his eye, Jacob saw her small jaw tighten as she stepped forward.

The policeman nodded. “Uh-huh, and so would a hundred others of you say to protect one of your own. But the horse was stolen last night, Miss . . . late.”

Lilly’s voice dropped and her lashes lowered. “He was with me then as well.”

A collective gasp followed her words. Jacob couldn’t believe what she was saying. The girl had just thrown away her reputation, her very livelihood—for him—in front of everyone.

“What are you talking about, Miss Lapp?” The bishop demanded, turning toward her, the police officer forgotten, as the guests began to murmur. The bishop was also the chairman of the school board and in charge of Lilly’s position.

Jacob moved between Lilly and the old man, and something in his spirit forced his voice to carry with level force. From far away he heard the compelling words he pronounced as if they were spoken by someone else. “Jah, sir. It’s as Miss Lapp says, but not as you all may think.” He let his eyes flash to the encircling crowd and reached out to take her hand in his own. “Lilly and I were together, but we were talking—about our future. Sei so gut congratulate us on our engagement.”
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CHAPTER 5

They say you never hear it coming,” Grant Williams remarked as Jacob forced himself to be still while the vet sutured.

“What? The bullet?”

Grant laughed. “Or the engagement.”

Jacob wanted to hit something. He found himself actually liking the man who’d taken Sarah’s heart. They were in a back room at the King house and the sounds of the crowd were subdued by the thick wooden walls.

Lilly Lapp had gone along with his narrish announcement, then apparently explained the situation of his wound to Grant under cover of a congratulatory embrace. He’d soon found himself hustled off by the groom and no one seemed to notice as they surrounded Lilly. The last he saw of her, she was composed and smiling, fending off more questions than trout nibbles during a storm.

“I’m putting a small drain in. You can see me in a week to have it out. The stitches need another two weeks after that. Which—” Grant grinned at him. “Should put you somewhere around your wedding date, right?”

“Yeah. Thanks.”

Grant cleaned up the small mess from a table and put a few things back in his bag. “Guess it’s lucky that around here folks expect me to be able to treat people sometimes as well as animals. I’ve learned to stock up on a few supplies.”

Jacob sighed. “Look, Grant, you can turn me in, all right?”

“What?”

“You know it’s a gunshot wound and that I stole the horse. I don’t want to intrude on your day any more than I’ve done. You could probably get in trouble for helping me.”

“You think I’d turn my wife’s best childhood friend in to the police? On our wedding day?” He snapped his bag closed. “Nee,  danki.”

“All right, then—thank you. And congratulations.”

“Danki. Now make sure you get those antibiotics down every day and no lifting saddles or anything else heavy. I don’t want those stitches torn out. I’d offer you some pain medicine but you wouldn’t take it. Right?”

Jacob shook his head and Grant grinned. “Stubborn Amish man. All right. See me in a week and I’ll see you—back out there with your lovely betrothed.” Grant smiled and closed the door behind him, leaving Jacob to rest his head against the wall. His mind whirled as he wondered in surreal confusion what he’d been doing with his life—especially over the past twenty-four hours.

I thought that you weren’t a gentleman.”

“I thought that you couldn’t really create a diversion.”

They were in the long queue of buggies heading home from the wedding in the winter twilight. Lilly scrunched her eyes closed for a moment against the headache of recalling the afternoon. She sought for something else to say.

“Well, at least the police are no longer interested in you.”

Jacob nodded, and she swallowed, thinking about the moment when the young officer’s apparent superior had entered the room. He’d seemed appalled at his junior officer and had sent the young man out. The older officer then apologized profusely to the bishop and the room at large, assuring them that they would look elsewhere for the horse thief.

“And how is your arm?”

He shrugged. “Sore. Thank you for telling Grant.”

She nodded, then spoke in a brisk tone that didn’t match how she felt. “So, shall we go tomorrow and tell the bishop that the engagement is broken?”

“What?” He turned to face her in the dim interior of the buggy. 

She stared ahead, resolute. “The engagement. I didn’t expect you to speak back there. You should have just let them believe my excuse.”

“What kind of a man do you think I am to hide behind a woman’s skirts? And you, throwing away your teaching position—how are you going to support your mother?”

Lilly clenched her lips tight against his words. She knew why she had spoken in defense of him, no matter how strange a reason it seemed, even to her. She searched her heart and felt the conviction of Derr Herr to tell him the truth.

She pressed her hands together and found her voice. “I would imagine that you haven’t ever given me more than a passing thought in this life, but I’ve always admired you—since we were in school together and you saved that dog.”

“What dog?”

“It’s not just that. I don’t want you to think I was angling for an engagement. I wasn’t.” She took a deep breath. “When you kissed me in the barn, I know you thought of Sarah. I pulled away because I do not wish to be a substitute for her.”

“Then how could you even consider an engagement, a marriage, when you know that I—”

“That you still love her, and I’d be second-best?”

“Jah,” he whispered miserably.

“At the reception, Derr Herr gave me an idea before I ever stepped forward to speak in your defense. Maybe you’d call it an affirmation. Anyway, I had this vision of quilts.”

“Quilts?”

“Yes, quilts are made from scraps and secondhand things—but never from the original whole piece of cloth.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I like quilting. I don’t have time for it much anymore, but I used to love taking secondhand fabric scraps and making something beautiful from them. If Derr Herr gives us the ability to do that with pieces of cloth, how much more of a gift does He give us to patch scraps of lives together to bring Him glory?”

“But no girl is willing to settle for scraps or to be thought of as secondhand.”

Lilly laughed. “I could simply tell you that some leftovers are better than the fresh dish itself.”

“You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“I guess I am.”

He stared at her in the dim light. “You’re strong, Lilly Lapp. Courageous. And I think you know how to meet life with all of its unpredictability. I admire those qualities, but I’m not going to lie to you—I guess I can’t anyway if you knew what I was thinking in the barn. I don’t have much of a heart left to give, in fact, it’s mostly scraps itself—a secondhand heart.” He grimaced. “I think it’s one thing to have an ideal like your quilt notion, and a whole other challenge to actually live it out.”

“It’s a challenge to live anyway sometimes,” she said low. “At least for me.”

The sound of horses’ hooves echoed in the stillness as she finished speaking. She stole a glance at him, now in profile, as he eased his hat back on his head, revealing more of his handsome face. “Yeah, me too.” He took a deep breath. “You’re like your father. When he’d treat a horse, he’d kind of mutter to himself for a moment, decide what to do, and then he did it. No doubting, no worry—he just moved ahead.”

Lilly smiled in the darkness. “He used to quote that Scripture verse, ‘Where there is no vision, the people are unrestrained.’ So, I guess he’d get a vision of the way things are supposed to be and hang on to that.”

“I haven’t had much vision lately, but I know this much about horses—certain jobs go better with two at the pull rather than one. And you and I are strong, Lilly Lapp.”

“Is that a real proposal, Jacob Wyse?” she asked, her voice laced with humor.

“It’s a lean proposal; I’ll admit that. But it’s honest.”

She thought for a moment, her heart beating with a mixture of excitement and trepidation. “So we go through with the engagement?”

“With the wedding. Bishop Loftus cornered me at the root beer table and pressed for a date.” He grinned at her, a flash of white in the growing dark. “So I gave him one.”

“You did?” An Amish engagement was supposed to be a secret thing, with courtship carried out just as secretly until the engagement announcement was made at Meeting, at least two weeks prior to the wedding. But what did she expect, announcing herself to being with Jacob alone?

“I did.” He chuckled. “No one’s likely to forget our engagement for a long time to come.”

“True enough,” she said, wondering at the stepped-up beating of her heart. “What date did you give?”

“December twenty-third. They’ll announce it at the next Meeting.”

She looked at his big hands, wishing he’d squeeze her cold fingers with reassurance.

“Our school Christmas program is on the twenty-first.” Her head swam at the idea of things to be done in the coming short weeks.

“The bishop wants you to finish the spring term and to go on teaching until—” He broke off.

“Until what?”

“Nothing.”

“What?”

He sighed. “Until the kinner start to come.”

“Oh . . .” she whispered.

Jacob cleared his throat. “Let’s have this out in the open then, Lilly. I have no desire to force you into a marriage, a marriage in truth anyway, until we’ve had a chance to get to know one another—for quite a while.”

“For quite a while,” she agreed, wishing she could slide down the buggy seat and disappear into a spot on the floor.

“Gut . . . gut. So, here we are. Let’s go in and tell your mamm.” 

Lilly gave a wild glance out the buggy window and realized they’d turned into her own lane. This was what she’d been dreading the most—facing her mother. And she didn’t expect that he’d accompany her. She hadn’t thought that far.

“I assumed I’d just go in by myself,” she said.

“Nee, you don’t have to do it alone.”

You don’t have to do it alone. His words echoed in her mind with layers of meaning. Ach, if only it were true, and he became someone she could share her everyday fears and burdens with, like she had done with her father. Of course, there was Derr Herr and His Word, but sometimes even He felt distant.

She realized that Jacob had gotten out of the buggy and stood waiting, hand extended to help her down. She gave his palm a light touch as she jumped down and then squared her shoulders to face the white house. Only a single lamp burned in a downstairs window, its flame little welcome against the night.

“I don’t know how my mamm will be, and I—”

“Lilly, I understand about your mother. I mean, well, not everything. Don’t try to apologize for her or anything she says. Sometimes people are just hurt, and they need time to heal.”

“All right.” Lilly nodded, thinking he had absolutely no idea what he was in for.
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