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      “But Daed!”

      Jemima King’s lovely green eyes pled with her father’s implacable blue ones, but when it came to a battle of wills, it was no contest. The head of the house sputtered an incredulous whoof, as if he couldn’t believe what he’d just heard, and Jemima quickly lowered her eyes in defeat.

      But Jemima’s mother dimpled, and reached out to caress her oldest daughter’s cheek. “Your father said no, and no it is,” she told Jemima. “But it was very sweet of you to offer. It shows that your heart is in the right place.” Rachel met her husband’s gaze, and a look of approval passed between them.

      Then Jacob raised his table napkin and wiped his mouth – a signal that the discussion was over.

      “Well, that’s that! Are we ready to go?” He trained his bright eyes on Jemima’s face.

      She looked up at him pleadingly and made one last try. “But Daed! It doesn’t make sense for me to give that much money to the Yoders’, and none to my own –”

      Her father’s answer was to slap his hands on his knees, stand up suddenly, and announce to the room at large: “Well, I’m going now! Everyone who wants to come with me had better shake a leg.”

      He made good on his threat immediately; he strode across the living room, opened the front door, and walked out.

      Jemima’s mother turned to her with a smile. “He’s proud of you,” she said softly and put her coffee cup to her lips. “And so am I.”

      Jemima met her eyes unhappily. “I may not be all that good. I want to give the money away, at least partly so I can see Mark and Samuel and Joseph again! All of them told me that they couldn’t court with me anymore. Or at least, not while I’m so rich.” She sighed, and kicked one of the table legs with a small foot.

      Her mother reached for her hand. “Well, after today, everything will be back to normal,” she reassured her. “When you give the money to the community fund, all of this will be behind you, and your – your admirers will be back over here every day, giving your father headaches.”

      Her mother laughed, and Jemima finally broke down and joined in. It was such a wonderful thought that she couldn’t help dwelling on it – the prospect of getting this Englisch letter business over for good.

      And getting her young men back!

      She took one last sip of coffee and patted her lips with a napkin. “I guess I need to go,” she sighed. “The sooner I begin, the sooner it’ll be done!”

      

      Jemima followed her father across the living room, and out the front door. She paused on the porch steps, and breathed in the cool morning air, and let her eyes wander over the vista.

      It was overcast: low, heavy clouds scudded over the green fields and veiled the hills. The mild breeze was fragrant of rain. It was pleasantly cool, a reminder that fall wasn’t far away.

      But another, less pleasant sight met Jemima’s eyes too: one that she hadn’t expected. Instead of her father waiting patiently for her in the buggy, he was standing beside Rufus, hands on hips. He was staring at a line of cars, parked by the side of the road, about 300 yards away.

      Roughly a stone’s throw away.

      The strangers were smart to keep their distance, Jemima thought grimly. While the trespassers had never respected her family’s privacy, they’d quickly learned to respect the fact that her father was a good shot with a rock.

      Jemima pinched her lips into a straight line. She could tell at once that the people in the cars were reporters. They were standing beside their opened doors, resting their cameras on the car roofs. No doubt those cameras had long-range lenses – they were probably being photographed at that very moment!

      Jemima looked up at her father. She could tell that he was wrestling with the same question that was troubling her: should they cancel the trip or go to the bishop’s house anyway, and arrive surrounded by a gaggle of photo-snapping reporters?

      Disappointment welled up in Jemima’s throat and stuck there, like a big, hard lump that would not be swallowed. She’d looked forward to this day, she had prayed for it, and now that it was here –

      For the thousandth time, she wished that she had never met Brad Williams. This was his fault. But he hadn’t stuck around to see the misery he’d caused -- the coward!

      While they were standing there, another car crested the hill, passed the reporters, and stopped just outside their driveway. A small, wizened man poked his head out of the window.

      Jemima’s father had built an impenetrable and multi-layered barricade of old anvils, hay bales and rocks, and the man was obliged to get out of his car: but get out he did. When he skirted the barricade, Jacob strode down to meet him, calling:

      “This is private property. You’re trespassing -- get out!”

      The man came ahead, and fixed his eyes on Jemima. He called out to her: “Are you Jemima King?”

      Jemima stared at him in wonder. He was a shriveled stick of a man, with a pinched, mean face: but he had courage, she had to give him that. Anyone else would be running away by now because her father had quickened his pace and was rolling up his sleeves. But she nodded slightly.

      The man pulled a sheaf of rolled-up papers out of his jacket, lobbed them at her, and turned to flee. He was surprisingly nimble, but he was obliged to dash to the hay bales – and to jump over them – to avoid being caught by her angry father.

      The man landed on his feet and turned at the door of his car. “Jemima King, you’ve been served!” Then he tried to get back into his car, but the reporters had been watching, and some of them were nimble, too.  They mobbed him before he was able to get in.

      Jemima was able to hear just enough to be sure that they got the whole story out of him before he slammed the car door and sped away.

      Jacob stayed at the barricade and scowled at the reporters who were brave enough to linger.

      “Mr. King, is your daughter being sued?”

      “Who’s suing Jemima, Mr. King?”

      “What’s she being sued for?”

      Jemima was amused to see that when her mighty father made as if to climb over the barricade, even the boldest of their tormentors fled back to the safety of their cars. His Amish beliefs notwithstanding, Jacob King was not a man to be tested.

      When he was satisfied that he had chased the enemy from the field, Jacob climbed the hill again. As he came, he bent down and picked up the papers that the intruder had dropped on the lawn.

      Then he handed them to Jemima.

      She opened them reluctantly. They were written in very formal, very legal-sounding terms, but even she could see that the papers were telling her that she was being sued.

      For $1.6 million dollars.

      By a man named Caldwell C. Morton.

      She looked up at her father. He put an arm around her shoulder, turned her, and walked back to the house.

      “Come.”

      They walked back inside, and Jemima could tell by the way her father looked at her, that he expected her to burst into tears. A few months ago, she would have.

      But not now.

      She sighed and looked up at her father’s face disconsolately. “I guess I’ll stay at home today, Daed,” she told him, and went to seek solitude.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Jemima retreated to her father’s study and collapsed into his big red chair. She opened the sheaf of ominous-looking papers and flipped through them. Most of them might as well have been written in another language. She was able to glean that Caldwell C. Morton was suing her because he claimed that she’d promised to sell him the George Washington letter for $10 and was claiming that she had gone back on her word.

      Yes, of course – he was the angry Englischer, who had tried to buy the letter from her that first day. If only she had let him!

      Now, he was trying again to get the money, by accusing her of lying.

      Jemima tossed the papers on the floor at her feet. Then she pulled her knees up under her chin and hugged them.

      She stared into the empty grate, imagining a crackling fire. How good it would feel to burn the papers up -- and her troubles with them!

      Jacob and Rachel followed softly, a few minutes after. Jacob pulled up a chair for Rachel, and another for himself. They sat down and sat with their daughter in supportive silence. Jacob’s craggy face wore an uncharacteristic softness, and Rachel’s doe eyes sparkled with sympathy.

      After a long pause Rachel suggested: “We should pray, and ask God what to do.”

      Jemima didn’t turn her head but instead shook it. “I already know what God wants me to do.”

      Rachel exchanged a wordless look with her husband, then replied: “What do you think God wants you to do, then?”

      Jemima stared glumly into last year’s ashes. “He wants me to keep the money.” She turned to look into her mother’s questioning eyes. “He wants me to fight. And that means I need to get a lawyer.”

      Rachel gasped audibly. Her expression plainly showed that this was the last answer she had expected.

      “But you can’t!”

      Jemima set her small jaw and returned her mother’s gaze. “Yes, I can,” she countered, “and I will. I’m not a liar. That Englischer is the liar.

      “And I’ve suffered too much for this money, to have someone steal it away, like a fox snatching a chicken!”

      Rachel stared at her daughter in patent horror. “Jemima, it isn’t right to resist! It’s God’s will for us to accept what comes, and submit.” She turned to her husband for confirmation. “Not – not go to court!”

      Jacob met his wife’s gaze sympathetically, but his silence told his eldest daughter that he wasn’t ready to agree with her. Jemima grasped the opportunity.

      “I haven’t joined the church yet. I can make my own decision,” she insisted firmly.

      Rachel stared at her as if she’d grown a second head. “What’s come over you?” she wailed. “My beautiful, modest daughter – going to court, to sue a stranger over – over money!

      “What will people think?” she cried. “What will your friends think? Oh, Mima, what will your young men say, when the girl they love goes out among the Englisch, again, and this time, to fight with them for money! They will wonder who she is. They will wonder if they still know her!” Rachel clamped her hand over her mouth in anguish.

      At this, Jacob stirred. “Jemima is being sued, Rachel. She can’t help that.”

      His wife turned to him. “She wants to get rid of the money, Jacob. She told me so herself! So why not just let the man have it since he wants it? Why go to court, in front of the Englisch, and, and all that nonsense with the reporters? Just let this man have the money, and –” she turned back to Jemima – “go back to living your own life!”

      Her mother’s gentle rebuke weakened Jemima’s resolve. It was hard to be strong with those pleading eyes on her, and even harder to explain what she felt. But she met her mother’s gaze.

      “I’m tired, Mamm,” she quavered. “I’m tired of being bullied over this money. And I won’t let anyone call me a liar.” She felt tears welling up, and blinked them away impatiently. “It’s true that I don’t want the money. I never wanted it. It’s been nothing but a headache to me, from the first day I got it!”

      “Then why not get rid of it?” her mother pleaded.

      Jemima set her mouth. “I am getting rid of it,” she replied. “But I believe it was God’s will that I get that money, so I can give it to the people who need it, like the Yoders. Not this, this Caldwell C. Morton, whoever he is. He doesn’t need the money. He’s just greedy!”

      “You don’t know that,” her mother objected. “God allowed this thing to happen. We should accept it.”

      Jemima shook her head. “But he’s suing me. I have to go to court, and at least explain that I’ve given half the money away, and that part is gone. I gave some to the Yoders, and some to the Millers, and some to the Beilers, and a little to Grandma Sarah Fisher. And they spent it up.”

      Jacob looked at Rachel, and his silence was an unspoken comment. His wife shook her head and cried: “It’s no use to look at me that way, Jacob King! You’re not the only one who tries to uphold standards in this house!”

      Then she turned to her daughter, and her usually tranquil face was wrung with anguish. “And you, Jemima – you should pray, pray hard, before you decide to do this thing. You’ll drive away the boys who love you, and your friends, and displease God, if you turn to fighting and warring. That’s the Englisch way! I can see now what this money has done to you – my poor girl!”

      Then she lifted her apron to cover her face, and fled upstairs, weeping. Jacob gave Jemima a long, but sympathetic look before leaving the room to follow her.

      Jemima sighed and fell into a depressed silence. But to her surprise, Deborah had been listening from the doorway. She walked out into the study, munching an apple. She looked at Jemima steadily.

      “Don’t let it faze you,” she said. “It’s your money. I say, fight the sucker.”

      Then she drifted off again, leaving Jemima to stare after her.
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      A faint tapping disturbed Jemima’s dream. She turned her head on the pillow, murmuring, but she couldn’t recapture it. The dream slid away from her, and slowly formed again.

      Only this time, it became the darkness of her bedroom.

      Moonlight slanted in through the window. There was no sound except for the faint echo of her father’s thunderous snoring, from far down the hall. Jemima turned, sighing, and settled into her pillow again.

      But the tapping came again. This time, sharp and loud, like something hitting her window.

      She opened her eyes. It was something hitting her window.

      Her heart began beating oddly. Someone was outside on the lawn. Was it a reporter, or, some crazy stranger, or even –

      She frowned and set her mouth, and threw the covers back. She put two bare feet on the bare floor, threw a knitted shawl around her shoulders, and went to the window.

      The moonlight flooded the lawn below with light. A man was standing below her window, looking up.

      It – it looked like Joseph Beiler!

      For an instant, astonishment wiped every other thought out of Jemima’s mind. Joseph Beiler, on her lawn at midnight? He was the shyest boy she had ever known. Something was surely wrong! The sudden fear that something terrible had happened, urged her to dress quickly, and go down to meet him.

      

      When she opened the screen door and stepped out onto the porch, he was standing at the corner of the house, waiting for her. She moved quickly down the porch steps, and across the lawn to meet him.

      She searched his face anxiously. “Why, Joseph, what’s wrong?” she whispered. “Why are you here? Has something bad happened?”

      To her amazement, his answer was to grab her by the shoulders, crush her to his chest, and give her the third-wildest kiss of her young life. Her eyebrows shot up, but after the shock wore off, she didn’t make a serious effort to get out of his arms. To her amazement, it seemed that Joseph wasn’t nearly as shy as he seemed. He was actually an excellent kisser -- when he applied himself.

      When he released her, she paused to catch her breath, and looked up at him. “Why, Joseph! I’m surprised at you!”

      He seemed to take her breathless comment as a rebuke. He hung his handsome head, and said, softly: “I’m sorry, Jemima. I know what I said. But I couldn’t stay away. I had to see you!”

      Jemima smoothed her hair, and tried not to smile. “I understand, Joseph.”

      He took her hand warmly. “I knew you’d forgive me.” The thought seemed to overwhelm her gentle suitor. He looked down at the ground.

      “I shouldn’t have come. I still stand by what I said before.”

      “Oh, I know, Joseph – and I understand. I mean to give away the money, and I understand that we can’t see each other until it’s gone. But it may be a while, Joseph. Something else has happened, and there may be a – a delay.”

      He looked down into her face. “What delay?”

      She nodded unhappily. “A man came by the house and gave me papers. He said that I’m being sued for all the money by a strange Englischer. The Englischer says that I promised to sell him the letter, and lied!”

      Joseph said nothing, but seemed shaken by a burst of anger. He pulled her close in a protective embrace, and pressed his cheek tight against hers. He rumbled angrily: “Er ist verrückt!” and for an instant, the deep bass note almost reminded Jemima of her father.

      “Now I have to go to court and tell them that I don’t have all the money anymore,” Jemima whispered. “I’ve given almost half of it away already.”

      Joseph pressed her close. “My beautiful maus, don’t be afraid. I’m here for you, don’t let it make you afraid.” Joseph kissed her brow, and tightened his hold around her.

      Jemima allowed herself to be comforted. Joseph was tall and muscular and sweet and strong. He had silky brown hair and beautiful brown eyes, like a deer. His skin was tan and his teeth were white. And after all she’d been through in the last few days, Joseph’s arms were a very welcome haven.

      Jemima snuggled into them, thinking that Joseph really was, overall, the best-looking of all her suitors
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