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“If the Lord would tarry another hundred years, what kind of world will we leave to our children?”

Old Order Amish father of ten, Waldo County, Maine
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“The Amish are a tremendous asset to our community.

They are restoring the agricultural vitality to the land I grew up on.”

Jim Kenney,
lifelong area resident and son of a farmer
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ONE

Rock of Ages, cleft for me

Mount Joy, Pennsylvania

The rain’s finally stopped. We’re late. I’d better get you home before your father comes looking for us carrying his squirrel rifle—thunderstorm or no.”

“Hmm,” replied Amy. John’s attempt at humor fell short of its mark.

“With my next paycheck, I should have enough money for a load of insulation to be delivered next week,” he said with great animation. “I’ll check the total weight. If it’s not too heavy for my flatbed wagon, I’ll pick it up at the lumberyard with your daed’s Belgians. That will save us the delivery charge.”

“Mh-hmm,” replied Amy, trying to shake off the odd sensation snaking up her spine. It was probably the two lemon bars she ate after the sloppy joes. Sweet and spicy didn’t always set well in her stomach.

“And I’ll pick up one of those fancy whirlpool tubs with at least a dozen water jets and also a tanning bed so your mamm won’t get so pale during the winter months.”

“That’s nice. Whatever you think would be best for the dawdi haus addition.” Amy laced her fingers together and pressed both palms down on her roiling belly.

John Detweiler pulled on the reins and steered the open buggy to the side of the road. “What has you distracted, Amy? You haven’t heard a word I’ve said since we left the cookout and singing at the Lapp farm.” His expression revealed concern rather than irritation.

Amy straightened against the bench seat, grinning as his previous words took root in her mind. “Mir leid,” she apologized. “I don’t feel quite right. I should watch the combination of foods I eat at get-togethers instead of nibbling on a dozen different treats.” She offered an apologetic smile. “I do believe mamm and daed would frown on the Jacuzzi and tanning bed ideas, so just stick to insulation.”

They laughed companionably as John checked for traffic and then guided their buggy back onto the roadway. “At least I got your attention.” He patted her knee. Even though her legs were covered by a pine-green dress and black apron, it was still an inappropriate gesture.

But Amy didn’t scold him for his affection, because everyone in the district knew they would announce their engagement this autumn and marry in November—the traditional wedding season in Lancaster County. She opened her mouth to ask him to explain his house addition plans when the acrid smell of wood smoke assailed her senses.

“Fire!” she gasped. Alarm turned her voice into a childish squeak. Her mild sensation of unease quickly escalated into full-blown dread.

“Easy, now. We just left a bonfire and s’mores roast. Who’s to say some Englischer isn’t doing the same thing over the next hill?” Nevertheless, he clucked his tongue to the horse to step up the pace.

As they rounded the bend in the road, Amy saw a streaky orange glow reflected against low-hanging clouds. “Oh, dear Lord,” she gasped, half standing in the buggy. “Bonfires don’t light up the entire sky, and that’s the direction of our farm!”

John gently pulled her down to the seat. “There are plenty of houses in that direction, Amy. Let’s not get worked up until we know for sure.” He spoke words of assurance, yet his tone wasn’t very convincing.

She squeezed her eyes shut and began to pray. Over and over silently in her head, she pleaded for the blaze to be a brush fire, or perhaps an abandoned ramshackle barn torched by the volunteer fire department for training purposes. Every few years the fire marshal scheduled an exercise and invited all surrounding fire departments to participate. Amish and Englischers arrived with lawn chairs to watch the volunteers battle the flames.

“Git up there,” John shouted, slapping the reins with urgency. The Standardbred complied, breaking into a fast trot.

The horse’s effort only hastened the inevitable conclusion for Amy King. As they reached the top of the next hill in Lancaster’s famous rolling countryside, she stared across hay and wheat fields at a daughter’s worst nightmare.

Her fervent prayers weren’t to be answered.

Her parents’ farm—her home for all twenty-two years of her life—was fully engulfed in flames. Sparks from the inferno shot thirty feet into the air as the entire yard glowed with eerie yellow light. Paralysis seized every muscle in her body. She tried to scream, to holler for more people to come help, but no sounds issued forth. Hot, stinging tears filled her eyes and ran down her cheeks as the breeze carried smoke and soot in their direction. The horse neighed loudly and fought against the harness, expressing a strong opinion about getting closer to the fire. John slipped an arm around her shoulders as he turned the buggy into the next driveway.

She barely felt his touch as she again tried to speak. “Why is no one ringing the farm bell?” she managed to say between choking coughs.

John jumped out to secure the horse to the hitching post of the house next door—the home of Amy’s aunt, uncle, and grandparents. Then he reached up for her hand. “I’m sure they rang the bell plenty. Everybody who could come is already here.” He also coughed from the bitter smoke that drifted across the yard like a heavy fog.

Avoiding his outstretched hand, Amy jumped from the buggy and sprinted through the meadow separating the two farms. She scrambled over the split rail fences with childlike agility.

John followed close on her heels, trying without success to catch hold of her. “Slow down, Amy! You’ll twist an ankle or break a leg.”

She ignored his warning and focused solely on the total destruction of the hundred-year-old wood-and-stone structure. When the wind shifted, her vision cleared briefly. The back and side yards were swarming with people. Two neighbors aimed green garden hoses ineffectually on the fire. The fire department’s larger hoses rained a steady stream on the back of the house, the side still intact. Firemen in full gear pumped water from the King pond using diesel generators. Some Amish men still clutched full buckets of water, passed to them by lines of women and children from the pond, but the intense heat prevented them from getting close enough to dump their buckets on the blaze. With soot-darkened faces they moved back, acknowledging the inevitable.

Amy stood rooted to the driveway, watching as the roof collapsed in a shower of sparks. Her home was lost. For a minute she stood transfixed, unable to look away. One by one, firemen repositioned the hoses on the barn to keep the blaze from spreading to other outbuildings. She heard the mournful bellowing of cows in the pasture, terrified by sights and sounds and smells they didn’t understand. John again tried to offer comfort with an arm around her back, but his touch merely galvanized her to action. She ran pell-mell through the crowd, amid smoke and sparks and confusion. Hoses and equipment lay everywhere, ready to send the unobservant sprawling.

“Where are my mamm and daed?” she screamed. Yet her strangled wail was barely audible. “Rachel, Beth, Nora—where are my schwestern?”

Several Amish women of their district hurried toward her, but Amy shrugged off their restraining embraces. Headlong toward the inferno she ran, and she might have slipped between firefighters and into the house if John hadn’t caught up to her.

He grabbed her around the waist and dragged her none too gently back from the heat. “Get hold of yourself!” he demanded, pinning her against the trunk of a maple. Even the bark felt warm through the cotton of her dress. “Two of your sisters were with us at the singing. Don’t you remember? Nora and Rachel said they would wait out the thunderstorm and walk home if no one offered them a lift. They chose not to ride with us to give us a chance to talk.” John’s face wavered in front of her, speaking words that took time for her to comprehend. “They are fine, Amy.”

She sucked great gulps of air into parched lungs. “And Beth?” Her voice sounded raw and hoarse from the smoke. “Where is she?”

“You told me your youngest sister was spending the night at Aunt Irene’s. She was disappointed because she’s still too young to attend social events.” John released her shoulders but didn’t step back. He remained vigilant for another sprint toward the fire.

“They’re safe?” Amy repeated the idea before asking a new question. “And my parents? Where are they?”

“I have no idea,” he moaned, his expression a mask of shock and horror.

Slowly, Amy stepped away from the rough tree trunk without her earlier panic. On tiptoes she scanned the throng for several moments before spotting Aunt Irene and Uncle Joseph. Mamm’s sister and brother-in-law had lived next door for as long as she could remember. Uncle Joseph seemed to be supporting someone to keep her from falling to the ash-covered ground. In her stupor, Amy didn’t recognize the elderly woman in the dark-brown dress, soot-speckled kapp and sturdy lace-up shoes. But the tall white-haired man at the woman’s side was very familiar indeed. “Grossdawdi,” she murmured. Her grandfather. With growing horror, Amy recognized the bent, sobbing woman as her grandmother. She could think of only one reason for grossmammi to carry on so. On unsteady legs, she staggered toward her family as John remained at her side, supporting her arm. Onlookers and would-be helpers parted before them like the Red Sea.

“Grossmammi, Aunt Irene,” she said as she approached.

Both her aunt and grandmother looked up with red-rimmed, watery eyes, confirming Amy’s suspicion.

“Amy, I’m glad you’re home,” said her aunt as grossmammi wrapped her arms around her. They both patted and hugged and attempted to console what was inconsolable. Amy allowed herself to be enfolded in their embrace, feeling exhausted and numb, as though she’d run all the way from downtown Lancaster.

“Where’s Beth?” she mewed, sounding more like a kitten than a grown woman.

“Your cousins are keeping Beth away from the fire. She’s safe at our house.” Aunt Irene sounded distant and muffled, as though she were speaking underwater.

“And my mamm and daed?” she asked with her face buried in the soft cotton of her grandmother’s dress.

“No one can locate them in the crowd.”

Aunt Irene’s words were little more than a whisper, but Amy heard the pronouncement clear as a clanging farm bell. She squeezed her eyes tightly shut.

“Amy! John!” A shout pierced Amy’s semiconsciousness.

Amy peered up at two of her sisters running toward her. Stiffening her spine with resolve, she pulled away from her grandmother. As the eldest daughter of Samuel and Edna King, she must be strong. “I’m here, Rachel, Nora.” She opened her arms to them.

Sweating and panting, with dirt-streaked faces, they hurried forward. How long had they been running? The glow from a house fire could be seen for miles in a night sky. The two girls fell into Amy’s arms, crying and hiccuping like young children.

“We’re so glad to see you,” said Rachel. “Is Beth okay?” 

“She’s fine.” Amy delivered a flat, emotionless statement, knowing what question would come next.

“And mamm and daed? Where are they?” asked Nora, extracting herself from the embrace.

Amy locked gazes with Nora, younger than her by only two years. “No one has seen them since the fire started.”

Nora crossed her arms over her ash-speckled apron. “That doesn’t mean they are still in the house!” she protested, outraged at such an idea. “They could have gone for a buggy ride or a walk in the moonlight, or maybe they both went to check on the livestock.”

The third oldest sister, Rachel, also crossed her arms, looking hopeful rather than cross. “Maybe we should check the barn.”

Amy forced her mouth into a smile. “That’s true. It’s entirely possible,” she said, even though she’d never witnessed her parents doing any of those things in the middle of the night. “Why don’t we bow our heads and pray they will soon be home?”

Nora and Rachel wrapped their arms around Amy’s waist, and they all took a few steps toward the fire. The girls watched the flames consume the final side of the house with savage fury. Then they bowed their heads in silent prayer. Relatives and friends huddled close to pray, but they didn’t intrude on the sisters’ private anguish.

Amy kept her head down and eyes closed to the stinging smoke as the sound of their home crashing into a pile of embers rang in her ears. But she couldn’t keep her mind focused on her pleas to God. She wondered instead about how she would manage as the new head of the King household. What will I do when others turn to me for direction, support, and comfort?
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The following days passed in a blur. Blessedly, no one looked to Amy for anything. She and her sisters had spent the waning hours until dawn next door in her aunt’s kitchen. They did not return to the smoldering remains of their home. Uncle Joseph and her cousins cared for the livestock and began moving them to their own herds. The county fire marshal arrived before noon to confirm that he had found the bodies of Edna and Samuel King in the debris. Investigators would conduct a full inquiry, but it appeared the fire started in the attic, most likely from a lightning strike during the thunderstorm. The marshal asked Amy about working smoke detectors. She explained her father wouldn’t allow them, preferring to place their safety and fate in God’s hands. With the marshal’s terrible news, destroying their hopes of possible alternatives, the younger girls broke into sobs. Amy wouldn’t let herself give in to sorrow.

Her solemn grandmother organized a closed-casket viewing in Aunt Irene’s front room and the funeral two days later. It seemed that half of Lancaster County stopped by to bring casseroles or desserts or to offer words of condolence. After the burial, the Kings served at least two hundred people at the luncheon, yet so much food remained they had to pack it up to send home with neighbors. Amy moved through the interminable days nodding her head to sympathetic mourners and murmuring the words, “They’ll sleep peacefully, waiting on the Lord’s return,” over and over. But she didn’t cry or shake an angry fist at the sky. The thoughts jumbling through her brain like puzzle pieces were of her future.

Should we plan to rebuild the house and try to keep the farm going?

We should just sell the place while the prices are high and move elsewhere, her daed had said several times.

It’s getting too crowded in Lancaster—too much traffic. It’s dangerous to even cross the street for the mail, her mamm had muttered too often to count.

With so many Englischers settling in the area, it’s getting hard to keep the Plain ways.

Amy remembered her parents’ complaints and those from other district members with bitter nostalgia. Now Edna and Samuel King no longer had to worry about the number of buggy accidents or increased land taxes or aggressive tourists trying to take their pictures in town. They wouldn’t fret about anything ever again.

Now, two weeks later, Amy was no closer to figuring out what to do. Impulsively, she stalked away from those clustered on her aunt’s porch following a preaching service. She headed across the meadow toward a stand of tall pines. Talk, talk, talk—that’s all her Amish family ever did, just like Englischers. Maybe it’s all human beings ever did. But she needed to think, alone, in only God’s presence.

Ever since the night of the fire, the bishop, ministers, and elders had been dropping by to speak with her grossdawdi, Uncle Joseph, and John. Even though she loved her fiancé with all her heart, they weren’t married yet, so why did the elders speak to him more so than her? They hadn’t yet announced their engagement, although everyone knew they were courting. They had both taken classes and joined the Amish church. John had moved to a room in their barn loft so he could spend his free time helping with the remodeling to the King home. The long-range plan had been for mamm and daed to eventually move into the new dawdi haus addition, leaving the main house to Amy and John. That unfinished addition had gone up in smoke along with everything else.

Amy swallowed down her selfishness. Because her mind just now was a confused stew of emotions, she should feel grateful that others were concerned with her well-being. Settling herself on a sunbaked boulder, she turned her face skyward to plead once more for guidance.

But the answering voice came from a tall, muscular man rather than from a merciful Lord.

“I thought I saw you slip off,” said John, striding toward her. “Too many folks around your uncle’s house, no? It’s hard for a person to find a quiet moment.” He sat down in the tall grass by her feet, tipping his hat back to catch the warm sun on his face.

“That’s the truth. And four girls to one bedroom is three too many,” she joked—her first attempt at humor in weeks.

He reached for her hand, cradling it gently inside his. “I imagine so. When one gal runs out of things to say, someone else pipes up.” He focused his sea-blue eyes—truly his best feature—on her. “You’ve been given much to think about the last few days. I know your uncle and the bishop spoke to you about selling your parents’ farm.”

“Jah, they have.” She wished this discussion could be postponed indefinitely.

“Plenty of people are interested in the land, English and Amish, besides your uncle and his sons.” John paused, waiting for a reply. When she sat mutely watching a bumblebee’s move between clover heads, he continued. “And I hope you’ve seriously considered my idea. I have nothing left here in Pennsylvania except for you, Amy. The addition I was building onto your parents’ house is gone. I can’t continue to live in a barn loft on property about to be sold. Both of my brothers reside in Maine. I can’t afford to buy your daed’s acres here in Lancaster, not since the proceeds must be split among your sisters, but my older bruder says I could buy decent farmland up north with what I’ve already saved…and your share of the inheritance.” John’s assurance slipped a notch when she failed to respond. “That is, if you’re still willing to marry me in the fall.” He seemed to be holding his breath, waiting.

She turned to face him and ran her index finger down his smooth-shaven cheek. “Of course I’ll still wed you, John. My parents’ passing didn’t change my feelings for you.”

He smiled, blushing like a schoolboy. “Whew, that’s gut to hear.” He leaned up to brush a quick kiss across her lips.

He tasted of peppermint candy and sheer devotion. John was the only thing Amy felt certain of. She’d fallen in love the night they met and had never doubted his commitment to her for a single moment.

“Thomas said his district grows larger each year. The Englischers have welcomed Plain folks to the community, but there’s little chance the area will become a tourist hot spot like here—at least, not in our lifetime. What say you, Amy? Land in Maine costs a fraction of what it does in Lancaster. I want to farm, but I can’t afford to do so here. I don’t like working construction, but I’ll continue if you don’t want to leave your family.” His ruddy complexion glowed with health and hopeful expectation.

Amy pulled back her hand and rose to her feet. Clearing her throat, she composed her thoughts—the ones that had been churning in her head for days. She’d discussed John’s ideas with her sisters and grandparents. She’d prayed nightly for direction, and finally it had been delivered. Now she needed to stop behaving like a child and speak up. “I have talked things out with my family, and I’ve decided to accompany you to Maine. We can marry before we leave, or, if you prefer, your brother can marry us upon arrival. But there is one catch.” She paused in her narration to meet his gaze.

He opened his palms wide. “Name it. I only wish to see my future fraa happy.”

“Nora wants to move north with us. None of the young men in this district interest her in terms of courting. She yearns for a fresh start where everyone isn’t as familiar as old shoes.”

John’s brilliant smile slipped a notch. “Thomas and Sally have a large home, according to his letter. I’m sure they will take in Nora until we marry and buy our own place.”

“Danki. Having one sister near will lessen the pain of leaving home. Rachel and Beth refuse to leave our grandparents. They are planning on moving into the attic of the dawdi haus and adjusting as well as can be expected.”

“We’re not moving to the moon, Amy. You’ll still see them occasionally.”

“I’ve looked up Maine on a map. Visits will be few and far between.” Amy inhaled a deep, calming breath. “As the eldest King sister, I’ve made another decision too. I refuse to sell my parents’ farm to an English developer. I don’t want dozens of houses springing up next to my grandparents. The traffic on this road is bad enough already.”

John’s smile vanished altogether. “But no farmer can afford to pay what this land is worth.”

“You mean worth by English standards. This land has been in my family for generations, constantly divided up into ever smaller plots for sons who marry. My uncle wishes to buy our acres and combine them with his. My cousins want to farm. They will secure bank loans to add to Uncle Joseph’s down payment. The amount won’t come close to what a land developer would pay, but it will be enough for the four King girls to make new beginnings.” She lifted her chin. “As you already pointed out, land in other places is far cheaper than here.”

He opened his mouth to argue, to protest the foolish idea of turning down a million dollars, but stopped. Maybe it was her ramrod posture, or the set of her jaw, or the hard glint in her cornflower eyes, but he closed his mouth before it started catching mosquitoes. “Your sisters agree with you?” he asked after a pause.

She nodded. “Jah, they do. Perhaps for the first time the four of us see eye to eye.”

John pushed off the rock to rise to his feet. “Then it’s settled. I’ll tell the bishop and Uncle Joseph of your decision. Shall we head back to the house? I could use a cup of strong coffee.” He held out his elbow toward her in a gentlemanly fashion.

Amy stood and hooked her arm through his, and then they strolled across the meadow back to the house. A long-absent sense of relief settled deep inside her. Finally she felt she could breathe again.
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John Detweiler stared across starlit fields under a full moon, trying not to cough. The foul smell of smoke still hung in the air of his austere quarters. The night of the fire, he’d left his windows open to catch the evening breeze before taking Amy to the social gathering. Instead of cool air, the windows had allowed in thick, cloying smoke. District women and the four sisters had washed his walls and floor and laundered his bedding, yet the stench still remained throughout the barn, including his loft bedroom. Amy’s aunt and uncle invited him to bunk with their sons next door, but he’d declined. He could tolerate the loft for a while longer. Because the woman of his dreams had agreed to become his wife, he was a happy man. They would soon leave the fast-paced, crowded world of Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, for the tranquil countryside of Waldo County, Maine.

Maybe the winters would be long and harsh.

Maybe the soil might be less fertile than that of the Garden Spot of America.

Maybe he would have to build a house from the ground up for his new bride without the plentiful able hands in his current district. Amish homes without electrical wiring wouldn’t be readily available in a four-year-old community. Four years in existence—as opposed to nearly three hundred years in Lancaster.

But those years had wrought much change to the lives of the descendants of the original Swiss refugees. And in his opinion, those changes hadn’t been for the better. Scouting parties of Amish had been quietly looking at land in other parts of the country for years. For the price of a farm in this part of Pennsylvania, a father could buy several homes for his sons in other states. What drove the Amish from Lancaster wasn’t tourism but its consequences. Once Englischers visited, many wanted to stay and build houses, driving up prices and clogging the narrow roads with increased traffic. They demanded things like city water, professional police forces, and modern schools, raising taxes for everyone.

Many Amish families earned great sums selling quilts, crafts, furniture, and baked goods to the constant stream of tourists…and had become corrupted by the almighty dollar in return. He’d heard of Amish with gas-powered air-conditioning, modern propane-powered light fixtures, and women no longer content with traditional clothing fabrics, not when permanent press made ironing an unpleasant memory. Many had forgotten that subsistence existence, demanded in the Ordnung, had served the Amish for generations.

Almost every young woman he knew worked for a while in the English world, facing the temptations of a fancy lifestyle. He didn’t want that for his sweet Amy. So far she’d remained home, helping her mamm with housework and occasionally babysitting for the English woman down the road. But once he overheard Nora and Amy talking about looking for jobs in a tourist shop to help their parents pay bills. John cringed, thinking about Amy with women who wore short skirts, low-cut blouses, and heavy makeup. Already he’d noticed subtle changes in her demeanor he didn’t like. He hadn’t appreciated the way she’d turned his words against him regarding land prices up north. She became evasive with his questions and forthright with her opinions, even on matters she knew little about. It’s not that he thought women shouldn’t have a say, but why should she burden herself with difficult choices when she had a man who loved and cherished her?

John walked to his cot and withdrew a tattered, dog-eared road atlas from beneath the mattress. An Englischer had either lost it or thrown it out a car window when it no longer served a purpose. He had found the atlas in the ditch and taken it home to study when sleep wouldn’t come. By kerosene lamplight he located Indiana, Kentucky, Missouri, Tennessee, and Wisconsin—states that many Old Order Amish had settled in when Pennsylvania and Ohio had grown overcrowded. His fingers quickly found his favorite map—Maine—home to his older brother, Thomas, and Thomas’s wife, Sally, and his younger brother, Elam.

John slipped on the reading glasses he’d purchased at the dollar store. He stared at the small dot that would become the new home of the John Detweiler family. Even the town’s name portended a good life for those wishing nothing more than to farm and serve God—Harmony. Now that the prettiest woman in the world would be at his side, perhaps harmony would replace the doubt and disappointment filling his heart of late.


TWO

From Thy wounded side which flowed

Amy King had never felt so tired in all her life. When John said they would travel to Maine by train, she imagined herself sitting comfortably in a train car watching pretty scenery pass by. She had no idea how long it took to get to the Amtrak station in Philadelphia, first by hired driver to Lancaster and then by bus. The train itself rattled down the tracks so fast, she felt as though her stomach had taken permanent residence in her throat. But the countryside fascinated her and Nora—what they could see from the moving bullet.

John buried his nose in a paperback from the bus terminal bookstore, purchased before they boarded: The Agriculture of New England. He couldn’t wait to take up the reins of a draft team or feel rich, soft earth between his fingers. Amy couldn’t wait to sleep in a real bed instead of in a seat with her head bouncing against the window. She had no clue regarding what their accommodations would be like in Harmony because John had not yet visited his brother in his new home. He had never met his nephews or his sister-in-law, Sally. The eldest Detweiler had left Lancaster a long time ago, moving originally to Missouri before settling down in the Maine community—the first of New England—with his bride of one year.

After the train deposited them in the seaport town of Portland, they caught a bus to Augusta and then climbed into transportation arranged by his brother. She begged John to see the ocean for the first time, but he promised they would travel there for their honeymoon. Fortunately, Thomas had received John’s letter in time and had arranged a van. Otherwise, they would have been looking for hotel rooms in the middle of the night on foot. It seemed strange to carry all her clothes and personal items in one large cloth duffel bag that held Nora’s things as well. House fires never announced their arrival, allowing people to safely remove their possessions beforehand. With a stab of sorrow, Amy remembered whom she and her sisters lost that horrible night. Odd how she could mull over the destroyed fabric for her wedding dress, her hairbrush and pins, and her brand-new tennis shoes, but she couldn’t think about the parents she wouldn’t see again this side of heaven.

“This is it, folks,” announced the driver in an unfamiliar accent. “This is the Thomas Detweiler farm.”

Amy shook her head as though waking from a dream. In the darkness she saw nothing but the gaping mouth of a dirt lane.

The driver lowered his voice to speak to John, who sat next to him in the front seat. “Would you mind much if I left you off here, young man? We’ve had a lot of rain recently. I could get the vehicle stuck if the driveway has turned muddy.”

“Not at all.” John sounded cheery, as though he were chatting at a potluck instead of having just traveled a thousand miles by six different conveyances. “We have little luggage, so the walk won’t be any trouble to us.”

“Wake up, Nora.” Amy shook her sister’s arm. “We’re here.”

“Where?” Nora straightened, peering around with a frown. “I don’t see a thing.”

“Harmony, Maine.” Amy accepted John’s hand as she climbed from the van’s backseat.

“It’s about time,” muttered Nora, not hiding her crankiness.

John paid the driver and hefted both bags by the shoulder straps. The van disappeared down the road in a great hurry. “I can’t wait to see my brother’s face. It’s been years. He’s gotten married, become a minster, and fathered two boys during that time.” He slipped an arm around Amy’s waist.

Amy clung to him and breathed deeply, glad to be out of the stuffy vehicle with odors of onions and garlic. “That driver must eat his lunch and dinner in there on a regular basis.”

“Englischers love to eat on the run.” John filled his lungs too. “Smell that fresh clean air. Do I detect a hint of pine and not the exhaust fumes from tour buses?”

Amy grinned at him despite her overwhelming fatigue. Beyond them lay only inky darkness. “No buses filled with shutterbugs will be nice for a change.”

“How will we find the house?” wailed Nora. “It’s pitch-black out here.”

“You can see the dirt and gravel at your feet, can’t you?” John mustered an easygoing tone. “We’ll put one foot after the other until a house appears in front of our noses. Grab on to your sister and hang on tight.”

His tender patience with Nora warmed Amy’s heart. He’d had to call upon it many times since they left their other two sisters and grandparents in Lancaster. Even though Nora begged to accompany them north, she’d done an uncharacteristic amount of complaining on the trip. Amy snaked an arm around Nora’s waist. “Lean on me. I’ll catch you if you fall. It’s been a long day.”

Nora turned her face up. Moonlight filtered through the canopy and glinted off her cat-green eyes. “What if they don’t like us?” she whispered close to Amy’s ear.

“What’s not to like? Two sweet, always cheerful, hardworking women like us?” Amy patted her back as John laughed under his breath.

“That’s what I’m worried about.” Nora’s whisper floated on thick humid air.

“We have a clean slate with an opportunity to make good first impressions,” stated John. Then he added, “All three of us, I mean. I’ve never met Sally before.”

As they walked up the lane, Amy clung to John while Nora clung to her. Please Lord, don’t let John’s kin be in talkative moods tonight, she prayed. I just want to sleep.

A serenade of nocturnal animals and insects closed in around her, but it did not offer the familiar comfort as it did back home. These critters might be dangerous for all she knew. According to John’s book, moose, black bear, fox, and coyote filled the Maine woods. What would prevent a lost wolf from wandering down from Canada? They owned no maps to confine themselves to acceptable national forests.

But before a predator could strike, a rambling white house with a green metal roof and long front porch loomed before them. Flowers bloomed on both sides of the steps, while vines encircled the posts and entwined the handrails. Somehow she’d envisioned Maine’s landscape inhospitable to climbing roses, clematis, daylilies, and black-eyed Susans.

Without warning, the front door swung open as they reached the porch. “Welcome, welcome!” a deep voice boomed. Soft yellow light from a kerosene lamp framed a tall man in the open doorway. Amy spotted a second lamp burning on the table behind him.

“Thomas,” greeted John, hurrying up the steps. “You’re a sight for sore eyes.” The two men hugged clumsily with much backslapping. “This is my intended, Amy King.” John pulled her up the steps. “And this is her younger sister, Nora. She was eager to try out your new community.”

Nora stepped into the light and nodded demurely. “Danki for letting me come to visit.”

Thomas appeared momentarily befuddled. “Oh…of course. We’ll all be joined as family when John and Amy tie the knot. Come in. Meet my fraa, Sally.” He stepped aside, and they entered his austere but pleasant front room.

Amy’s gaze fell on a tiny woman holding a sleeping infant. She looked no more than twenty—younger than she was. Another child peeked out from behind Sally, clutching her dark-brown skirt in his tiny fist. Amy held out her hand to the woman. “I’m Amy King. Danki, Sally, for opening your home. I hope you haven’t kept your kinner up waiting for us.”

Sally stared at her hand as though handshaking weren’t a common practice. She squeezed Amy’s fingers rather than shaking them. Amy filed away the information for future use.

“Oh, no. This one woke up with a wet diaper. Then his howls woke up his brother. This is Jeremiah.” Sally hoisted the boppli up on her hip. “And this is Aden.” She dragged the toddler out from the folds of her skirt. “His shyness will only last a day or two. Then he’ll talk your leg off.”

Amy bent down to the boy’s perfect oval face. Thick lashes framed his huge dark eyes. “Good evening, Aden,” she greeted in Deutsch. The boy blinked several times, frightened by so many new people.

“Are you hungry or thirsty?” asked Thomas, looking from Amy to John and back again. “Sally can heat leftovers from supper in no time at all.” He took one bag from John and closed the heavy wooden door against the night. Even in thin lamplight, Amy could see the deep lines that etched his eyes and mouth. Flecks of silver peppered his dark hair, and his beard reached his chest.

John shook his head from side to side. “No, we ate several times during the last twenty-four hours. We’re eager to lay our heads down, if you don’t mind. I can sleep in the barn if you have a spare blanket.”

“No need for that. There’s room in the house. We have four bedrooms—one for us, one for our sons, one for Amy and Nora, and you can have Elam’s old room.”

“Where is our little bruder?” asked John, looking around as though Elam was also hiding behind someone’s skirts.

Amy watched the smile fade from Thomas’s face.

“He’s not here, John. You’ll have the room to yourself. He’s away, working on a logging crew up north. And even when he’s home, he’s taken to sleeping in the basement.”

“On an English crew?” asked John. “I thought the Amish in Maine didn’t work for outsiders the way they do in Lancaster. That’s one of the reasons I wanted to move here.”

Thomas walked to his wife’s side. “Usually that’s true, but you know our brother. A bull moose separated from his heifer isn’t as stubborn as the youngest Detweiler.” He punctuated his sentence with an unconvincing laugh. “But we have plenty of time to catch up on family news. The women need their rest.” Thomas guided Sally toward the foot of the stairs. “Amy and Nora can follow us up. You’ll find your new room down that hallway. It’s the last door on your right. Take along that lamp to find your way.”

John nodded in Amy’s direction. “Gut nacht. Sleep well. Before you know it, we’ll be wed and looking for our own place.”

Stopping in his tracks, Thomas turned back to his brother. “We’ll also talk on that matter tomorrow. You indicated in your letter that you wished to marry as soon as possible.”

“We’ve both taken the kneeling vow and have been baptized,” said John. “We were about to start the marriage classes with the bishop when—” He faltered, reluctant to mention the fire. “When we decided to relocate.”

“Jah, gut, but things are different here in this district. The bishop will want to meet you both. Then he’ll want you to adjust to our ways before taking the next step.” Thomas spoke almost melodically.

John opened his mouth to speak but closed it again quickly. “We’ll talk tomorrow, then.” He lifted the kerosene lamp from the table and headed down the hall, not quite as cheery as when they arrived.

Sally leaned over to brush Amy’s cheek with a kiss. “Welcome,” she whispered. Then she trailed her husband up the steps as he held the lamp high.

Nora staggered up behind Sally, dragging their one bag as though it weighed a ton. For a moment Amy paused to admire the plain, homey furnishings of the kitchen and front room, and then she followed last with a springier step. She slumbered that night in her new bed in her new room in an unknown land as though a choir of angels stood nearby, singing sweet lullabies.
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Sally didn’t sleep anywhere near as well, even though the house’s nighttime creaks and groans rang familiarly in her ears. Although she welcomed more females into the household to help with housework and offer feminine perspective, she shuddered at the thought of these two making such a disastrous move. Even though both sects were classified as Old Order, a world of difference separated their Maine community from the Lancaster Amish. Close proximity with the English had changed the Pennsylvania brethren’s ways, making them more worldly and tolerant of independent, willful behavior, especially among young people.

Here in Harmony, there was no rumschpringe—no testing of the waters before joining the church and committing your life to Christ. The elder sister, Amy, might adjust fine because she had already been baptized and found her life mate. But the younger King girl? Sally had gazed into those moss-green eyes and seen herself as she was many years ago, before her redemption by the patient love of a good man.

“Is the room too warm for you to sleep? I’ll open the window across the hall for cross ventilation.” Thomas’s low-pitched words floated in the darkness.

Sally felt the mattress move as he shifted his weight to an elbow. “Nein,” she whispered. “I’m just worried about the new arrivals.”

“My bruder and his future fraa? They’ll be fine after a good night’s sleep and some of your delicious vittles under their belts.”

She laughed at his teasing—her cooking wasn’t her best skill. But she soon sobered. “Don’t underestimate their transition.”

He sighed so softly she almost missed it. “True enough. The bishop prefers people to visit first and try out our ways before making the move. Many change their minds once they experience the long Maine winter.”

“And discover we are but a dozen families.”

“But we’re growing larger all the time.”

Sally reached for his hand atop the quilt. “You’re the best supporter Harmony could have.”

“I am content. The Lord has blessed us richly. There’s no reason why John and Amy can’t make a happy home here too.”

“It’s not about them I worry, but the younger one.”

This time Thomas’s sigh sounded like a mule’s grunt. “John made no mention of an uncommitted youth tagging along. If he had, I would have discouraged the idea, but I couldn’t turn someone away in the dead of night. She looked as though she were about to fall asleep standing up.” He chuckled.

Sally clucked her tongue. “I doubt she will stay. And the expense of her travel will be wasted money.”

“If you are worried, send up the matter in prayer.” Thomas spoke now as one of the district’s ministers rather than her ehemann.

“I was praying when you decided to chat about the heat upstairs.” She pinched his arm lightly.

“Once you have prayed on the matter, then there is no cause to worry.” He leaned close to brush her forehead with a kiss. “Go to sleep, fraa. God in His infinite wisdom will sort out this dilemma.”
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The next morning Sally awoke to the steady beat of rain on the metal roof in an otherwise silent house. Even her infant slumbered after his last feeding several hours ago. Dressing quickly, she went downstairs and brewed coffee before setting out fresh bread, strawberry preserves, and a bag of cracked wheat. Creamed wheat sweetened with maple syrup would make a hearty breakfast for Thomas when he returned from early chores. With the pot of hot cereal simmering, Sally settled down with a second cup of coffee. A patter of feet on the steps soon broke her solitude.

“Good morning,” greeted Nora King in English. “Amy’s snoring woke me up, so I thought I’d see if you needed a hand with breakfast.” The girl lifted the lid and gave the contents a stir. “What’s this, might I ask?” She scraped the sides of the pot with the wooden spoon.

“Our version of Cream of Wheat. The wheat comes from your home state but is ground locally in town.”

Nora tried a sample with a teaspoon and wrinkled her nose. “It tastes fine, but I’m not much for cooked cereals. Mamm usually keeps dry cereal on hand for me when we’re not having eggs—” her face suddenly paled. “She kept it, I mean.”

Sally’s heart ached, witnessing the fresh pain of loss. “Do you mean an English boxed cereal?” she asked.

“Jah. Mamm bought them from the closeouts at the salvage store or sometimes from the dollar store. She would never pay grocery store prices, no matter how finicky I was.”

Sally noticed that the girl was practically skin and bones, which probably justified her mamm’s indulgence. “I’m sorry, Nora, but we have no outlets or dollar stores in Harmony. We have one grocery store, but the Amish usually shop at the community co-op. That’s where I bought the ground wheat and strawberry preserves. My berry patch didn’t do well this spring. Thomas said it takes several years for a patch to become fully established and productive.”

Nora poured herself a cup of coffee. “Your breakfast will be fine, Sally. I don’t mean to sound troublesome. Shall I toast the bread?” Her pretty face bloomed into a smile, making her look heartbreakingly young.

“Jah, there’s the cutting board and knife.” Sally pointed at the counter and hurried from the room at the sound of a baby’s cry. “I’ll be back soon.”

By the time she returned with her two sons, washed and dressed for the day, Kings and Detweilers filled her kitchen. Amy scurried around filling mugs with coffee and ladling creamed wheat into bowls. Just as Sally settled Aden into his high chair, Thomas and John rose to their feet.

“I’m taking my brother for a tour of the farm.” Thomas lifted his hat from the peg by the door, while John drained his mug. “Later I’ll hitch up the buggy and take our guests on a grand tour of the town.” He winked at Sally. “I’ll show them what Harmony has to offer.”

“I can’t wait.” John’s enthusiasm flowed like a mountain stream in spring. “Can we stop at the bishop’s house? I’m eager for him to meet Amy and me. Once he sees our commitment to each other and to the Lord, I’m sure he’ll have no qualms about marrying us. Must we wait until November like back home?”

“No, we have no wedding season the way they do in Lancaster County. Folks can marry any month, time permitting, but our bishop doesn’t live here. He lives in our sister district up north, close to the Canadian border.”

“Further north than here?” asked Amy in a tone that doubted the possibility of such a thing.

“How can you share a bishop?” asked John, simultaneously.

Thomas answered Amy first. “Jah, about a hundred and fifty miles. He hires a car to get him here and back.” Then he turned to John. “He comes every other week to hold church services. On the opposite weeks, the other minister and I conduct Sunday school and Bible study, all in English.”

Three pairs of eyes stared at him. Nora was first to speak. “You have preaching every Sunday? No off week?”

Thomas pulled on his suspenders. “Every week. There’s so much to learn in Scripture that I feel we can’t miss a weekly opportunity to be in God’s Word together.”

“Why in English, this Sunday school?” John sounded almost accusatory, as though the Maine congregation was misbehaving in some way.

“We welcome outsiders to our services, even Englischers. All are invited to hear about the Lord and His Son. It’s the same up north, only on reversed Sundays.”

John reached for his hat, momentarily speechless.

“I told you things were different here,” said Thomas, opening the door.

“I’m sure we can adjust to minor changes.” John stepped onto the porch, tugging down his hat brim against the rain.

“We haven’t even scratched the surface yet.” Thomas followed him outside, shutting the door behind him.

Sally was left with two women looking like deer facing a woodland hunter with a drawn crossbow. But after a moment Amy and Nora began clearing the table and were nothing but helpful for the rest of the morning. They cleaned her kitchen, washed the dishes, and started the laundry. While she hung wet clothes on the line under the covered porch, Nora ironed the basket of shirts in the living room from yesterday’s load. Amy fixed sandwiches to take for lunch during their tour. Then she breathed a sigh of relief when the King sisters climbed into the buggy, leaving her alone with her boys. She wasn’t used to so many people underfoot. And she wasn’t used to other women scrutinizing her housekeeping. Wouldn’t you know that when the rain stopped the bright sunshine illuminated windowpanes desperately in need of washing and a huge, lacy cobweb in the corner of the room? How does one whack down a web without being obvious?

Amy and Nora pretended not to notice the spider’s handiwork, the dying pot of herbs on the windowsill Sally had forgotten to water, or the fact she hadn’t knitted a single sofa throw to add some warmth to her bland living room. These were well-mannered Christian girls well raised by their mamm—a mamm who probably never overcooked noodles or burned a batch of cookies in her life. Sally shook off her self-pity as she remembered that their mother had gone home to the Lord and would never have an opportunity to overcook or burn anything again.

While Aden played with the small wooden horses carved by his daed, Sally decided to cook a memorable dinner for their first supper in Maine. But good intentions will never fill the silo, as her grossdawdi used to say. She underestimated how much a big, strapping man like John could eat. Her two roasted pullets proved inadequate for five adults and one toddler. Once she sliced up the meat on the platter, she flushed with embarrassment. In addition, her stringy green beans apparently should have been picked sooner. And she should have mashed the parsley potatoes, because that’s how they looked in the serving bowl anyway. When Aden had doused himself with juice, his midday bath had distracted her from the boiling pot of spuds.

“Everything is delicious,” said Amy after swallowing a dainty forkful of potatoes.

“I’m glad you like it,” said Sally, sipping a glass of water. She hoped the Lord would forgive Amy’s well-intentioned fib. The younger sister, Nora, looked pale and distraught, as though she’d witnessed something unimaginable on the trip to town. “How was the tour?” Sally hoped livelier conversation would divert attention from the empty chicken platter.

Amy glanced up with unreadable cool blue eyes, but John was quick to answer. “Gut, gut. The town’s smaller than we expected, but everything a person needs is here. Farmland everywhere and not a single housing development in sight. Your cooperative market is a good place to buy what we need and sell whatever we grow, if we ever have more than what our family needs.” His handsome face couldn’t look more enthusiastic. “And they sell fresh donuts there on Wednesdays.”

“Do you really hold preaching services in a new building like the Mennonites?” asked Nora.

Thomas smiled patiently at her. “We do. It’s our meetinghouse, school, and church. We don’t worship in one another’s houses.”

“So you just hang around there, visiting after lunch?”

Thomas paused a moment. “We eat a simple meal after services, but after that we usually have hymn singing for the whole congregation and then go home.”

Nora nodded while pushing green beans around her plate. “Where’s the closest Walmart?”

“I have no idea,” he said as Sally burst out laughing. “Probably in Bangor, but that’s too far for us to go by buggy.” Thomas set down his fork. “You’ll find things much slower and quieter here than what you’re accustomed to.”

“That suits me fine.” John dabbed his mouth with his napkin. “Say, do I smell something burning?”

Sally leaped to her feet. Eager to hear about the tour, she forgot about two apple pies still baking.

Thomas jumped up too. “Careful now, fraa. Don’t burn yourself on those hot pans.” He grabbed oven mitts from a drawer and carefully removed the smoking pies from the oven. Sally opened the window and set two trivets on the sill. Thomas placed them so smoke would drift outside and then leaned over to inspect them. “Only the crust is burnt,” he announced. “I trust the insides can be scraped out with a spoon just fine.”

Sally smiled at him gratefully, but she couldn’t wait for supper to be over with, especially after she’d noticed her brother-in-law’s expression of utter disapproval.

[image: Image]

“Walk with me, bruder,” said Thomas.

John jumped to his feet. Dessert had been a disaster—the apples were as mushy as the parsley potatoes earlier in the meal and just as lumpy. “Jah, sure. I could use some exercise. I’d love to look at your workshop again.”

“A man needs a way to keep his hands busy during the long winter.” Thomas held open the kitchen door and they stepped into a warm summer night.

“With weather as hot as this, cold temperatures are hard to imagine.” John gazed at a sky already beginning to darken as the sun slipped behind the hills.

“Our hot weather lasts barely a month, not three like in Pennsylvania. And the growing season is shorter here. We can’t plant until late May and must harvest silage corn in September, not November. At best we’ll get three hay cuttings, not four, and sometimes snowstorms come in October.”

“You don’t say? I bought a book to read about New England agriculture for the bus ride. I worked on a construction crew back home to save money toward a farm. Because I already know carpentry, maybe I could learn woodworking and help out in your shop this winter.” John paused to admire the three-story barn with a gambrel roof. “Almost every barn I saw today was brand-new like yours.”

Thomas batted away a mosquito. “Most barns in Waldo County have to be knocked down. Farming dried up here forty years ago, but it’s slowly coming back. Young Englischers have started organic produce farms and welcome us with open arms. Everyone wants this section of Maine to return to its former productivity.”

“Did you buy an English home?” asked John, selecting a hay bale for a perch.

“Jah, the house came with the land. The bishop gave me a year to pull out the electrical wiring, but it needed lots of other work. Nobody had lived here for years other than mice. But at least we had a roof over our heads during the reconstruction.” Thomas peered up at the rough-sawn rafters overhead. “The old barn was falling down, so we had it demolished by a materials recycler. He paid me enough money to buy lumber for the new one. Englischers and Amish alike turned out to put the barn up, but it took several days, not one like back home. There are probably more folks in Lancaster County than Maine has in the entire state.”

“That’s what I like to hear,” said John, splaying his hands across his knees.

Thomas nodded. “We’ll have time to discuss crops and farming down the line when you start looking at land or a farm to buy. Right now we have more important things to talk about.”

“Should we light up a pipe of tobacco like daed did when he needed to talk man-to-man with his sons? We’d better be careful none of the womenfolk smell it on us.” John snickered companionably.

His older brother didn’t laugh. In fact, he looked as sour as sugarless lemonade. “Nein, there’s no tobacco use in our district. None. And no alcohol use, either. No one here allows the last batch of cider to ferment into apple jack for a midwinter nip during a blizzard.” His expression didn’t soften.

John shrugged his shoulders. “Fine by me. You know I don’t smoke, and I’ve never even drank a beer, let alone anything stronger. Very few districts in Lancaster allow members to imbibe.”

“I’m relieved to hear it, but there’s something else. You didn’t tell me Amy’s younger sister would be coming with you.”

John felt a muscle tighten in his neck. “I didn’t know about her plans until shortly before we left, Thomas. There wasn’t time to write to tell you.” The overcooked dinner and burnt apples churned in his belly.

“If you had I would have told her to wait a bit.”

“She’s not welcome in your home?” John stared at him. Had his brother lost the charitable side of his nature since becoming a minister? That didn’t make sense. Surely he knew what the Good Book said about taking in strangers.

“No, no. She’s welcome here. Forgive me. I’m not expressing myself well. It’s just that Nora hasn’t committed yet to the faith. She hasn’t taken the vow to the Amish church.” Thomas met and held John’s gaze. “There’s no rumschpringe here—no testing of the waters and deciding if a person wants to remain Amish. We have no big volleyball parties or cookouts or bonfires or any other social events for the youth. For one thing, we’re only twelve families. There are not enough young people for a decent volleyball game.” His forced laugh rang hollow in the cavernous barn. “If you had written, I would have advised Nora to remain in Pennsylvania until her running-around days were behind her. She will probably find our conservative district too confining for the uncommitted.”

John blinked several times. “I don’t know what to say.”

Thomas placed a hand on his shoulder. “There is nothing to be said. She is here now, and here she’ll stay with Sally and me. But don’t be surprised if Nora doesn’t buy a one-way ticket back to Pennsylvania. I wanted you to know the lay of the land, and I don’t just mean with agriculture.” He patted John’s back and walked out through the open doorway

John was left alone with his thoughts—and he had much to think about. He’d never heard of no rumschpringe for youth, although the practice had always been optional. He remembered his own running-around days fondly—playing a battery-powered CD player in his buggy, going on a canoe trip down the river one hot summer afternoon, and taking a bus trip to see a minor league ballgame with his pals. All in all, he could have skipped both events and still died a contented man. But Nora? How would she react to no socials to meet eligible young men? She would probably go back to Lancaster to live with her grandparents. And that might be a good idea, as far as he was concerned.

His Amy would make a smoother, easier transition to their new district if her willful, free-spirited schwester wasn’t a constant companion.


THREE

Be of sin the double cure

Amy awoke to sunlight streaming through her curtainless window. She left her bed to push up the pane and inhale fresh and decidedly cooler air. Yesterday’s showers had washed away much of the heat and humidity, leaving the world a more comfortable place.

Nora burrowed her head deeper under the covers. “Haven’t they heard of shades in Maine?” she muttered from beneath the quilt.

“Upstairs windows don’t need shades. And if the sun’s up, that means you should be too.” Amy slapped the rounded hump playfully.

“Ugggh, please leave me be a while longer. I have a headache. Make my excuses to Sally and Thomas.” The lump didn’t budge.

“All right, but you’ll go hungry until lunch. No one caters to spoiled women here.” She poured a glass of water from the pitcher on her dresser and dug out the bottle of aspirin from her suitcase. “Except for me. Sit up and take these.” Amy shook two tablets into her palm.

Nora complied, looking haggard with red-rimmed, watery eyes. “Danki. What would I do without you?” She swallowed them with a long drink before retreating into her cave.

Having showered the evening before, Amy washed her face and hands at the basin, slipped on her favorite navy dress, and headed downstairs.

In the kitchen, Sally hummed a hymn while spreading grated cheese on what looked like an omelet. John and Thomas were already at the table. John appeared to be studying the local newspaper, while Thomas played a game of peekaboo with his infant son. The father laughed as heartily as the boppli.

“I was ready to rap on the ceiling with the broom handle,” teased John with a wink. “We don’t want the day to get away from us.”

“Mir leid if I’m late,” she apologized. “I’ll have to set my alarm clock.”

“You’re fine,” said Sally over her shoulder. “They just returned from chores, and you’re in time to lift the bacon from the grease.” She handed Amy a pair of tongs.

Once all the strips were draining on paper towels, Amy poured herself a much-needed cup of coffee. “What do you have in mind for us today?” She aimed her smile in John’s direction.

“You, Nora, and I can take Thomas’s buggy into town for some more exploring. And I have a surprise for you.” John set down his newspaper as Sally carried the omelet to the table.

Amy brought over the platter of bacon and then slipped into a chair across from her fiancé. Everyone bowed their head in silent prayer. After Thomas said “Amen” and Sally began serving the eggs, Amy cleared her throat. “I believe the field trip will be just the two of us. Nora has a headache and will stay in bed a while longer.” She looked at Thomas and then Sally. “She’s prone to migraines.”

Thomas hesitated while scooping up eggs, his spoon aloft. “Normally unmarried couples do not take buggy rides together unchaperoned.”

John glanced at Amy and then his brother. “But we were published in Pennsylvania—our intentions to marry have been made clear.”

“I understand that.” Thomas put a small portion of breakfast in Aden’s bowl. “But as I explained, we’re more conservative here. Because you’re new, and many will assume only visiting, I give you my permission.” He dug into his food with gusto.

Amy picked up her fork and ate too, hungry because she’d eaten only a chicken wing and some potatoes last night at dinner. Although curious about the district’s rules, she realized this wasn’t a good time to ask. Once Thomas left for morning chores and John to hitch up the horse, Amy rose to scrape plates into the compost bucket. “Danki for loaning us your buggy.”

Sally fed her son eggs while finishing her own meal. “I’m glad Thomas will let you go today. I was worried about that.” She wiped the boy’s chin with his bib.

Let us go? Amy didn’t know what to make of that. At twenty-two, it had been a long time since she’d had to ask anyone for permission for anything.

“Be sure to wear your full black bonnet as though going to church.” Sally gazed up at her. “Women don’t go to town in just white prayer kapps. They’re okay for working in the garden or hanging laundry, but not out in public.” Then she added in a barely audible voice, “We might have to widen your brim. I’ll have to check it.”

Amy glanced at Sally over her shoulder to make sure she wasn’t joking. She’d heard of districts that required brims so wide on either side that you had to turn your body to see left or right. The head coverings sounded like blinders for an easily distracted horse.

But she looked perfectly serious.

Once Amy finished the dishes and put them away, she went upstairs to hunt for her full bonnet in her suitcase. She’d worn it while traveling and then tucked it away. It was a good thing Aunt Irene had insisted she take an extra one because she had no time for sewing. Nora still slept soundly, a soft snore emanating from her cocoon. With bonnet in hand, Amy ran down the steps and out the front door without asking Sally to check it.

John pulled up in the buggy just as she reached the driveway. Soon the issue of full blinders seemed trivial as they trotted down the road toward Harmony. Once beyond sight of the farmhouse, John brushed her cheek with a chaste kiss. “You smell nice,” he said.

“Raspberry shampoo—that stuff smells good enough to drink.” Amy leaned out the side window to catch some sun on her face. “What a gorgeous day for an outing.”

“We have several hours before I must help Thomas cut firewood. Sounds like folks here spend half their summer getting ready for winter.”

When they reached the center of town—a crossroads where the bank, post office, historical society, the English church, and an insurance office stood—he turned right instead of left.

“We’re not heading toward the grocery store and pizza shop?” she asked, remembering yesterday’s tour.

“No, but don’t worry. Thomas gave me good directions. We won’t get lost.”

“Our second day in Maine and we disappear, never to be seen again.”

“Only if we want to.” After a mile he turned left down a road into a public park.

“We brought no picnic lunch today. What a shame. The benches in the shade look cool and inviting.”

“No need for packed sandwiches.” John remained secretive, however, as the lane continued past picnic tables and swing sets. Dense woods encroached on both sides as the roadway narrowed. Two vehicles could barely fit side by side. They drove past a well-kept cemetery, but no houses, cabins, or even driveways into the dense forest.

After several miles she asked, “Are you sure about this? You didn’t misunderstand your bruder?” No sooner had she voiced her concerns than the road curved and a parking area opened up before them. Cars, trucks, and boat trailers filled at least half the spaces.

“Goodness, John. Who would know this was back here?” Amy gaped at a large body of water not fifty feet away. Dappled sunlight sparkled off the smooth surface for as far as the eye could see. Boats crisscrossed the waves, their white sails fluttering in the gentle breeze.

“Only the locals, and now that description includes us. Welcome to Harmony Pond.” He stopped the buggy in a parking space and set the brake.

“Pond?” she squawked. “I’ve seen lakes smaller than this.” She jumped down and ran toward the beach. Several families had spread blankets across the sand to enjoy a day in the sun. Children filled colorful buckets with plastic shovels, giggling merrily. No one gave her more than a passing glance as she approached the water’s edge. Apparently the Amish here, though few in numbers, generated fewer stares than in well-populated Lancaster County. Amy walked onto a fishing dock that dipped and swayed under her weight. “It floats,” she called back with hands cupped around her mouth.

John climbed down too, but he remained with the horse as there was no hitching post. He grinned from ear to ear. “Gut idea. The dock can rise and fall with the water level,” he hollered back.

Shielding her eyes from the glare, she gazed across the water. Tiny cottages dotted the far shore, but to her left she could see no end to the so-called pond. She loved watching the boats, the children splashing in the shallows, and seagulls diving for fish that ventured close to the surface. “What a hidden treasure,” she called on her way back to him. “I wish Nora were here to see this.” Impetuously, she threw her arms around him and hugged.

“According to the book I read last night, glaciers formed this lake. It has only one water source—no separate intake and outlet.” He helped her back into the buggy. “I wonder what happens during heavy spring rains.”

“You’ll have to keep reading that new book of yours.” Amy only vaguely understood the concept of glaciers, but it didn’t matter. “Danki for bringing me to see this, John. I love it here. Do you think someday we could come back when Nora can join us?”

“Maybe after we’re wed, providing you wear the proper head covering.” He winked for the second time that day. “We should start back so we have enough time for lunch. I spotted a deli on our way here.”

“I thought you might have a plan up your sleeve.” She settled back to enjoy the scenery, relaxed now because she knew they weren’t lost. At the main road, she noticed there was no sign pointing the way to the lake. Harmony Pond truly was for locals and not tourists.

[image: Image]

John parked the buggy in a grassy area near the railroad tracks within an easy walk of the local diner. Inside, Amy found more than delicious food. She spotted a “Help Wanted—Part-Time Baker” sign in the window. She inquired about the job while the woman fixed their sandwiches.

“Three days a week ought to do it,” said the manager. “Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. You could bake enough on those days to last for two. We’re closed on Sundays. Everything in town is closed around here.”

“May I talk to my fiancé and come back to fill out an application?”

“Sure. I’ve had that sign up for two weeks with no takers.”

Amy hurried back to the buggy with their lunch and her news. She began explaining the details before even climbing inside. “I could work for a year or so until bopplin came along to help pay for our new farm. What do you think?” she asked, breathless with excitement.

John unwrapped his chicken salad sandwich, laughing. “If working for a while would make you happy, why not? On your days off you can teach my sister-in-law to bake. Did you ever taste such awful pie as last night’s? I thought apple was just about foolproof.”

Amy pinched his arm. “Be kind to Sally. Any woman can lose track of time. I’ve burned a few things myself.”

“Never when you were cooking for company, I would venture to say.” He easily guided the buggy onto the road. Harmony had little traffic no matter what time of day.

“John Detweiler, show some compassion. Anyway, we’re family now, not company.” She nibbled her ham-and-cheese.

“You’re right. Sally is my brother’s wife, but Thomas would benefit if his fraa took a job as a baker.” He tried to slide away from her, but she pinched his arm once more in the small buggy.

As it turned out, neither Amy nor Sally were destined for such a vocation. At supper that night, Amy told Thomas and Sally about the Help Wanted sign in the restaurant’s window.

Thomas’s jaw dropped down to his chest. “Impossible,” he said without hesitation. His gaze shifted from her to John, where it stayed. “She cannot take a job. That’s simply not done here. Women do not work outside the home, even if they are still single.”

John’s features registered surprise. “We didn’t know that, but it’s no problem. We can swing buying an existing house and de-electrifying or building on bare farmland without Amy working. It was just an idea.” He resumed eating his supper of stew and pickled beets without another word on the subject.

But Amy’s head swam with ideas—all of which she kept to herself. She ground down on her back teeth, annoyed that Thomas addressed the matter with John and not with her. Thomas hadn’t glanced in her direction again—not after his original shocked scowl. But for now she held her tongue. What choice did she have? Her home in Pennsylvania was nothing but a pile of ash and debris. She’d sold the land and ventured north into a new world, never imagining just how different that world would be.
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John didn’t know if his indigestion stemmed from supper or from the recent turn of events. Sally’s beef stew had been so bland and flavorless it couldn’t have caused stomach acid. The meat was tough, while everything else had been cooked so long it looked like rainbow mush in his bowl. Her biscuits were dry and the pickled beets too sour. Only her peanut butter cookies tasted good. He’d contemplated stuffing his pockets with the rest but stopped himself with great self-control.

He tried to remember that Sally’s cooking was not his problem. His brother cleaned his plate and smacked his lips no matter what his wife prepared. And the more he thought about it, John was happy local Ordnung wouldn’t permit Amy to work. He suspected Nora triggered his latest bellyache. Did the girl think she was on vacation? When he and Amy returned from town, Nora had been sitting on the porch swing, reading a paperback novel. Had she even asked Sally if she needed help with supper? Sally’s garden overflowed with produce ready to pick. Tomatoes were so overripe that their skins had split. Green beans dangled from heavily laden bushes, while carrots and green onions pushed themselves up from the soil. If someone didn’t start harvesting and canning soon, those plants would go to seed, spoiling the vegetables. Couldn’t Nora see weeds sprouting between garden rows or shiny apples hanging from tree branches on her frequent strolls around the farm? At supper she had rambled on about fictional characters in the novel she read. Didn’t she know nonsensical conversation was inappropriate at a minister’s table?

John scrubbed every feed or water bucket, mucked out the stalls for Thomas’s twin Belgians and his buggy Standardbred, and then swept the barn floor with the push broom. Hard labor worked wonders for a man’s soul…and for a woman’s too, if Nora King cared to give it a try. After washing at the barn’s hand pump, John strolled back to the house, tired but in a better mood. His temperament further improved when he spotted Amy sewing on the porch.

“Good evening,” he greeted as he climbed the steps. When she scooted over, he sat beside her. “What are you making?”

She lifted one eyebrow. “I’m altering my bonnet because the brim isn’t wide enough for district rules. Sally found some matching fabric, so this shouldn’t be too difficult.”

“Must not let anyone see how pretty you are. I won’t stand a chance.” He snaked his arm around the back of the swing.

“Seeing at all will be the challenge.” She focused her lovely blue gaze on him instead of the bonnet. Her eyes matched the deep color of Harmony Pond. “All’s well with the livestock tonight? Thomas said you volunteered for evening chores to give him time to work on his sermon.”

“Jah, but his goats are an ornery lot. One of them tried to butt me when I retrieved his water bucket for cleaning. I can’t figure out why Thomas keeps such troublesome creatures.” He dropped his voice to a whisper.

“You’re joking, jah?” Her dimples deepened. “The females produce milk, which Sally turns into delicious cheese, and she also uses their milk when the Holstein heifer dries up. Thomas raises the males for meat. They pasture better on rocky, hilly land than cows. That was boar goat meat in the stew tonight. Gut, no?”

“Ah, I’d wondered what that was. Now I know.” He moved the swing with a boot heel. “But I don’t want to debate goats and cows with you.”

“I take it you’re a beef man.” Amy knotted the thread and then broke it off with her teeth.

“I am, but we need to talk about Nora.”

“She went to bed early with a couple more aspirin. I hope she feels better tomorrow. Those migraines can last for days.” She held up the bonnet to inspect in the fading light.

“Your sister needs to pitch in while we’re living here. And Sally could certainly use help with two little ones. Nora is no Englischer on vacation.”

Amy suppressed a grin as though he’d said something funny. “She doesn’t think she is. She wasn’t feeling well today, that’s all.”

“You have a tendency to baby her.”

She pondered that for a moment. “Perhaps I did back in Pennsylvania, but I promise I won’t here.” She patted his arm. “If the migraine is gone tomorrow, I’ll stand over her with a stick to make her work.”

“Gut,” he said, louder than necessary.

“Should we go inside? Mosquitos are starting to feast on us.” Amy rose gracefully to her feet, repaired bonnet in hand.

“Another minute, please. I’ve more to say.” He patted the swing. “Amy, her dresses are inappropriate—dark pink, pale green, light blue. Women in Maine don’t wear those colors.”

“She’s still in rumschpringe, John.” Amy sat back down.

“Nein. Not here she’s not. Young people in Harmony don’t have that option. They join the church and commit their lives as young as sixteen, but certainly by seventeen or eighteen. Nora is twenty—it’s time for her to make a decision. And until she does, she must wear more appropriate clothing.”

Amy blinked, staring at him. “We’ll go to the co-op store tomorrow if we can borrow the buggy again. We’ll buy black, brown, and navy fabric and start making new outfits and bonnets.”

“Danki. I don’t mean to sound cross with you, but your sister needs to understand Harmony’s ways.”

“We’ve only been here two days, but I’ll speak to her during the drive. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going inside before these bugs eat me alive. I’ll take a cup of valerian tea up to her to ensure she’s as good as new tomorrow.” Amy jumped up and left without another word.

John would have liked to spend time with her without discussing goats, cows, or cures for migraine headaches. He enjoyed their ride to the lake earlier, secretly glad Nora hadn’t tagged along. Amy pampered that girl. So had her mamm, by buying and cooking special food just for Nora. Finicky eaters became less so once hunger took over. “Ach,” he muttered as one uncharitable idea after another flitted across his mind. It might be better if Nora returned to Lancaster sooner rather than later. With her willful independence, she would never conform to district Ordnung. And the longer she remained, the more influence she exerted on Amy. If the bishop met the undecided Nora, he might not approve their marriage.

John clenched his eyes tightly shut, ashamed of his thoughts. He should encourage the younger sister to find the one true path instead of wishing her shuffled back to Pennsylvania.

Forgive me, Lord. I should concentrate on my own sins instead of pointing fingers at someone else.
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The next morning Amy almost didn’t see John standing beside the horse and buggy due to her newly widened brim.

“Guder mariye, Amy,” he greeted. “I hope you’re feeling better, Nora.” He perused Nora from her green dress up to her black head covering, a perfect copy of Amy’s.

“I am, danki,” Nora replied, staring down at her shoes.

“Sally loaned Nora her bonnet, and that dress is the darkest one she owns. We’re not the same size.” Amy tried to keep pique from her tone but failed.

“It’ll be fine for one day.” John offered a hand to step up. “Would you like me to drive you to the store? Thomas said he can spare me for another morning because I accomplished so much last night.”

Amy tugged the reins from his fingers and tucked her skirt around her legs. “How can we have a woman-to-woman chat with you along?” She clucked to the horse. He pulled hard against the harness.

John grabbed the bridle and held on tightly. “But you’re not familiar with Thomas’s horse or the way to town.”

Amy exhaled through flared nostrils. “I will drive two miles down this road, turn left, and drive two more miles. I don’t think anyone could get lost going to Harmony. And I know how to handle a Standardbred. I owned one in Lancaster until I sold him to my cousin.” She held his gaze.

“As you wish,” he said, releasing the bridle.

“See you at lunchtime.” Amy nodded to him as the buggy rolled down the driveway.

Nora turned to look out the back window. “I’m surprised he’s not running after us. He has changed.”

Her three emotionless words duplicated Amy’s suspicion of the previous night. She’d replayed the porch scene several times when sleep refused to come. “No, he hasn’t,” she said after a pause. “But we live in his brother’s house. Therefore, we must abide with their district’s rules.”

“Thomas seems nice to Sally, but he barely tolerates us.”

“That is how it should be, no? And not the reverse?”

“Why can’t he be nice to everybody?” Nora leaned her head back and closed her eyes.

“Don’t be quick to judge. Maybe he has more on his mind than us. Now, put on your sunglasses to prevent another headache.”

“I doubt they are permissible with the new Ordnung.” Nora crossed her arms.

Amy glared at her, but Nora kept her eyes closed. “They are for medical reasons, not to look fancy. Please don’t get cranky with me.”

Nora dug in her purse for the sunglasses, donning them before she replied. “I’m sorry, Amy. Thinking about no rumschpringe in Harmony has made me cranky. How do young people meet and start courting? You said at breakfast there were few social events to speak of.”

Suddenly, she pivoted on the bench. “Surely you don’t mean they arrange marriages—fixed-up deals between parents and the bishop?” Nora pulled her glasses down her nose and peered over the top. “If that’s the case, you can point this buggy toward the bus station and mail my meager belongings whenever you get a chance.”

Amy burst into laughter, as did her sister. Near hysterics lifted the somber mood that had prevailed since John relayed Thomas’s expectations. “No, nothing like that, but courting is far more…conservative. I asked Sally to spell out the particulars while you were in the shower.” She glanced at Nora.

“Go on.”

“They do hold singings, but everyone attends them, including parents and children. Remember, there are only twelve families here until more folks move to town. The other two Maine districts are far away.”

“I never realized there would be so few people.”

“After a singing or a preaching service, a boy could ask to walk a girl home, but her parents will walk a few paces behind them. They aren’t left unchaperoned.”

“Except when he takes her for a ride in his courting buggy, jah?” Nora’s question was filled with hope.

“Nein. No courting buggies here.” Amy shook the reins to hasten their pace.

Nora stared, wide-eyed and frightened. “How exactly do people fall in love? Surely a man doesn’t walk up to a woman and say, ‘You look like a pleasant enough person to spend my life with…how about we get hitched a week from Thursday?’ ”

Amy laughed but without much humor. “I asked Sally about that. After a few walks, if the boy is still interested, he talks to his parents. If they think it would be a good match, then the boy speaks to her parents.”

“Wait a minute, schwester—”

Amy held up her palm. “Let me finish. If her parents agree to the relationship, then they will talk to their daughter. If she says ‘Not interested,’ the matter is dropped and never discussed again. You must admit this saves the boy time and energy if a gal has her heart set on someone else.”

Nora rolled her eyes. “Seems to me time is all they have in Maine. There’s not much else to do. Okay, what happens if the girl says jah?”

Amy stifled her grin. “The plot thickens, no? The boy will spend Sunday afternoons at the girl’s home. They get to know each other better. They can sit on the porch and talk, or they can take a walk as long as one of her siblings tags along. At any point either can decide this isn’t the right one for them. But there are no romantic buggy rides or holding hands or stolen kisses under the stars.” Amy studied Nora’s expression to make sure the point hit its mark.

“I get the picture.” She sounded uncharacteristically meek.

“I love you and would like you to stay in Harmony, but no one will think badly if you choose to return to Lancaster County. This isn’t exactly what you were expecting.” She slapped the reins on the gelding’s back.

“Is it what you were expecting?”

The question caught Amy off guard. “No. I had planned to work before I had children. But I have John. My future has already been determined.”

Nora squared her shoulders. “You’re not married yet.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

She shrugged. “Nothing, I suppose. All these strict rules are hard for me to take in.”

“Would you like to go home? You could live with grossmammi, same as Rachel and Beth.”

Nora remained silent for so long that Amy assumed she had no answer. But as the buggy turned into the Amish co-op parking lot, she replied quietly, “No, I don’t want to go back there. Despite hundreds of young men, no one interested me. I’ll stay to see what prospects Harmony has to offer.” She hopped down when the buggy rolled to a stop. “Besides, I need to prevent my sister from making any stupid mistakes.” Nora ran toward the store before Amy could demand an explanation.

Once she followed Nora inside, she soon forgot what had irritated her. “Oh, my,” she enthused, starting down the first aisle. “Who knew a general store would have all this?” During Thomas’s initial tour of Harmony, they hadn’t had time to see more than the outside of the building.

“Just about anything a person needs or wants.” Nora ran a finger down a display of beeswax candles, scented lamp oils, and hand-wrought iron candelabras. Row after row of shelves held hardware, housewares, shoes, boots, and bulk foods. Handcrafted furniture, birdhouses, and birdfeeders were displayed on the covered front porch and against the back wall. The farmer’s market offered every sort of garden produce beside cookies, pies, bread, and baked goods. Woodstoves and other equipment designed to be diesel, propane, solar, or wood powered were sold in a room in the back. A sign on the wall advertised colors and prices for metal roofs, outbuildings, and custom-made siding. The two women wandered the aisles, wide-eyed as any tourist.

“Something for everyone, both English and Amish,” said Amy.

“Look at this!” squealed Nora, turning a corner. Dozens of bins of bulk candy, sold by the ounce or pound, tempted those with a sweet tooth. She began scooping sugary confections into little bags.

“I’ve found my favorite section.” Amy grabbed a couple of plastic sacks for herself. “Save some of those Jordan almonds for me.”

When they approached the front counter with their candy selections, a clerk stepped forward shyly. Then an older woman hurried up behind him. “Be sure to visit the building next door,” she said, leaning around the young man. “You’ll find fabric and thread, as well as handmade throws and quilts both new and used. Lots of unique patterns you don’t see anymore. Oh, and welcome to Harmony,” she added after a small hesitation.

“Danki. Dress material is what we’re here for.” Amy addressed the woman while the young man rang up their purchases. They both placed money on the counter for the candy, but he couldn’t take his eyes off of Nora. He blushed all the way to his earlobes. Nora seemed more curious about the taste of purple gumdrops than her admirer. After Amy accepted her change, she stuffed the sweets into her purse and headed for the side door.

“How did that woman know we’re new?” asked Nora, stealing glances at the young clerk over her shoulder. It seemed she had noticed the man’s attention after all.

“Don’t be a goose. Because she doesn’t know us, we must be new.” Amy pulled open the door and nudged her sister outside.

They immediately noticed a log cabin-style building with a straightforward sign: “Quilts and More.” When they entered they saw that new quilts hung from the ceiling on all four walls, their craftsmanship a testimony to Maine’s long winters, along with price tags that reflected the amount of time involved. Amy spotted bolts of cloth standing on end on tables against the wall. “You start picking out fabric and thread,” she said, pointing toward the back. “Buy enough for three dresses in navy, brown, or dark-green. I want to check out this table of secondhand quilts.”

Nora dutifully shuffled toward the sewing supplies while Amy rummaged through the used items. As the storekeeper had predicted, she found many unique quilt patterns. The colors and materials had softened from daily use and repeated launderings. One particular quilt caught her eye.

“How about this beauty?” Amy held up the end for her sister to see. “These are the prettiest shades of blue and lavender.”

Nora peered up from measuring a length of olive-colored serge. “You love anything blue.”

“Doesn’t this look like waves in the sea, rising from the darkest depths to meet the sky and clouds? You can practically feel the undulating waves.” Amy set the quilt into motion.

Nora scrunched up her face. “How would you know what the ocean looks like? That just looks like crooked strips of blue and purple to me.” She turned her attention back to the drab green.

Suddenly, Amy’s gaze landed on a small bug stitched onto the quilt’s binding. “Come look, schwester. I believe the quilter marked her work with a signature.” She pulled the fabric up to her nose to study.

Nora abandoned her selections to join Amy at the table. “Mamm would call that vanity,” she said, peeking over her shoulder.

Amy’s breath caught in her throat. “She did call it vanity—every time her sister added a red-and-yellow ladybug to one of her creations.”

The two sisters stared at the embroidered insect and then each other. “It can’t be,” said Nora.

“But it is. Look at those tiny black antennae. Who else would go to such trouble?”

“Aunt Prudence.” They uttered the name of their mother’s sister simultaneously. “The aunt who was shunned and left Lancaster County in disgrace. We never knew where she resettled.” Amy refolded the quilt with near reverence.

Nora’s eyes rounded like an owl’s. “I guess we do now.”

“Finish your shopping. I’ll wait for you at the front register. I’m buying this quilt.”

Nora gasped at the price tag. “You could make a brand-new one this winter. You’ll certainly have plenty of time. And you can add your own ladybug—”

“No. I just know this once belonged to our aunt. I want it.” Without another word she pulled out her checkbook and marched to the checkout.
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