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To Erin and Shweta, my daughters-in-law.  

Despite my hopeful, expectant heart concerning your arrival in my sons’ lives, I never imagined anyone as wonderful as you. Gifts beyond measure. 

I love and admire “my girls,” and I cannot envision my life without you!
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Summer Grove, Pennsylvania

Gnarled fingers of smoke seeped under the closed door of the old house. Fear threatened to steal Lovina’s ability to obey her husband’s departing words to stay put. She eyed a door in the bedroom that led outside. Could she get to it on her own?

Her husband and the midwife had left her about ten minutes ago. Isaac was trying to put out the kitchen fire, and Rachel was going to the phone shanty to call the fire department. Maybe Rachel never made it to the shanty. Perhaps she was down the hallway of the birthing center, delivering the other woman’s baby. 

Lovina’s head swam from exhaustion and the muddled thoughts of a woman who’d taken something for pain—although she couldn’t recall what. This was her sixth baby, and each birth had been easier than the one before…until this time. She didn’t understand. 

Another hard contraction engulfed her. She grabbed the rails of the birthing bed, panting and trembling as she squeezed the warm metal mercilessly. When the pain eased, she drew a breath. “Rachel?” Her usually strong voice came out as a mere whisper. Even the sharp ears of a midwife wouldn’t have heard that, especially not over the commotion of a kitchen fire. 

The last time Rachel had checked Lovina’s progress, she’d barely dilated to five centimeters. But she had an overwhelming urge to start pushing. Could she walk to the hallway door in this state? 

Like storm clouds gathering, dark thoughts of what might be ahead filled her mind. Were Isaac and Rachel so busy putting out the fire that she would give birth by herself? Had her husband and her friend been overcome with smoke? What had begun as a kitchen fire could easily spread throughout this old house, like setting a box of matches on fire, she imagined.

Squelching her sense of panic, she tried to scoot to the edge of the bed. Her round belly and aching body had no agility, and with the rails latched in place, she couldn’t shift to get around them. Breathing hard, she lay back on her pillow, drenched in sweat. 

The oppressive heat made trying to move even harder. It did little good to have the windows open when there wasn’t even a slight breeze stirring the sticky air. 

Smoke billowed under the door now, and a gray mass of it passed by the window like rolling fog. Her husband’s horse was tethered to a hitching post not more than twenty feet away. While Lovina had been at the clinic last night, Isaac had stayed with their other children. Then he’d ridden here bareback. The horse stomped and reared, trying to break free, probably afraid of the swelling smoke.

As the seconds ticked by and the muscles throughout her torso worked together to force the child from her, nothing else seemed to exist. She pushed with all she had. “Rachel!” The groaning that often came with this phase of labor caused her voice to return, and she intended to use it. “Isaac! The baby’s coming!” 

She heard muffled voices as heavy footsteps grew louder. The door banged open, letting in a swirl of smoke. Rachel hurried inside, cradling in her arms a newborn swaddled in a pink blanket. Lovina’s husband barreled in behind her, pushing a disheveled, sleepy woman in a wheelchair. “Lovina!” He slammed shut the door to the hallway with his foot and pointed to the door that led outside. “Kumm! Mach’s schnell!” 

Come, and make it quick? She could hardly move. “Ich kannscht. Bobbeli iss glei do.” 

He stopped short, eyes wide. “The baby’s almost here?” 

“Ya.”

“I’ll check her.” Rachel rushed to the bassinet beside Lovina’s bed and put the other woman’s baby in it. “Take Brandi outside. Get her clear of the smoke, and carefully place her on a blanket. Be easy with her. She’s lost a lot of blood. Then hurry back for her baby. A newborn doesn’t need to breathe this smoke.” 

“Wait a minute, Rach!” He waved his arms with exasperation. These two, Lovina’s husband and her closest friend, had experienced their share of disagreements over the years, but Isaac had never looked truly upset during any of their rounds. “You just saw how the fire jumped from a slow burn to engulf the front birthing rooms and half the hallway. I’m not leaving without my wife, if I have to carry her myself.” 

“Okay. You carry her.” Rachel nodded. “But Brandi is in no shape to hold her baby while I wheel her out. I’ll have to take one and return for the other.” 

Lovina groaned, giving in to the need to push. 

“For land’s sake, Lovina, don’t push!” Rachel said. 

Lovina held her breath, trying to obey. “I…I can’t stop!” 

Rachel pulled Lovina’s knees apart, and terror filled her eyes. 

“What?” Lovina panted. “Iss mei Bobbeli allrecht?” 

“Ya, I’m sure the baby’s fine, but it isn’t going to wait for us to get out of the house. Its head is crowning. If we move you now, we could paralyze the baby.” Rachel turned to Isaac. He seemed unwilling to budge. Rachel put a hand on one hip and waved a finger in his face. “Isaac Brenneman, do as I said! Get Brandi out of here and hurry back with the wheelchair.” 

He nodded and sprinted toward the door. The Englisch woman’s silky, white-blond hair dangled about, and Lovina thought it odd the little things a person noticed while in the middle of such chaos. As he opened the door, the wheelchair thudded against it. 

Rachel looked up. “Be easy with the woman, Isaac. I packed her insides best I could to stop the bleeding until the ambulance arrives, but she can’t afford to be jostled.”

Isaac nodded. “Sorry.” He disappeared outside, leaving the door open. 

Rachel drew a breath. “We’re safe…for now. But let’s get this child born and get out of here.” Rachel put on gloves and wheeled a metal table next to the bed. The table had a sterile tray with several instruments and two folded blankets, a blue one and a pink one. During the long night of labor, Lovina had done some mending on her children’s clothes. When those were done, she’d used white thread to embroider a tiny pair of baby feet on the corner of each blanket. Which color would Rachel wrap her newborn in this time? 

Rachel wiped her forehead with the back of her wrist. “Could today be worse?” 

“First fire and first Englisch woman to give birth here. Coincidence?” Lovina teased her weary friend. 

Rachel chuckled. “Or did she bring bad luck?” she whispered, peering out the door as if the woman could hear her. “Why is she alone in an unfamiliar place?” Rachel ripped the sterile wrapping off the scissors and umbilical clamp. “I hope family arrives to support and help her once she’s at the hospital.” Rachel glanced into the bassinet. “She isn’t doing great. She had all sorts of complications during delivery, and I doubt she’ll be able to have another child, but her girl seems to be in perfect health.”

Lovina’s heart went out to the woman. It was telling enough that she was in a strange place by herself. It yanked at Lovina’s soul to know she would likely be told she couldn’t have any other children. “We need to remember to pray for…” 

Rachel unfolded a towel, seeming lost in concentration as she studied the items on the tray. “Brandi Nash.” 

Lovina nodded, bracing as another wave of pain engulfed her. She knew they would talk about this night for years to come—wonder about Brandi Nash, laugh at their panic over the fire, cry with relief. But right now all Lovina could manage were moans while trying not to push until Rachel was in place to catch the baby. 

Rachel moved into her spot. “Let’s do this.” Despite her friend’s earlier efforts at idle chitchat, Lovina recognized the weariness and concern in Rachel’s voice. “Kumm on little one.” Rachel looked up. “Will you have an Ariana or an Abram?” She grinned. “Take a deep breath. That’s right. Now push hard…two, three, four, five…push, push, push.” 

Soon Lovina heard the wailing of her newborn. Relief washed over her, a joy unlike ever before. The child had arrived, and they could get out of here. 

“You have a third daughter!” Rachel moved quickly, tying off and cutting the umbilical cord. “Welcome, little Ariana,” Rachel cooed as she wiped off the baby. “Your two big sisters have been waiting for you.” She wrapped her in a pink blanket. 

“And her three older brothers will be bitterly disappointed,” Lovina added. 

Rachel chuckled. “Don’t know why. They’re bound to have a younger brother soon enough.” 

Isaac ran back inside, pushing the wheelchair. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to take so long. I ran into numerous complications.”

Rachel placed Ariana in her arms while looking at Isaac. “How’s Brandi?”

“In and out of consciousness and pretty panicked when awake, but I heard sirens, so help will arrive soon.” 

Lovina clutched her daughter close. “Isaac, she’s beautiful.” She turned to her husband. “Look, isn’t she a pretty little thing?” 

Isaac barely glanced. “She sure is.” He pushed the wheelchair to the bed. “Kumm.” He shook the railing, trying to lower it.

“She has all ten fingers and toes.” Rachel pulled off her gloves. “Now let’s get you and these babies out of here.” She pushed a button and lowered the rail before taking the baby from Lovina. “I’ll hold Ariana while Isaac helps you get in the wheelchair. It’s best not to chance a very shaky Mamm dropping her newborn.” 

Isaac held out his hand to Lovina. “Kumm.” 

When Lovina put her legs over the side of the bed, a gush of fluid left her body. “Rachel, what just happened?” 

Rachel glanced at the wet sheets, and she seemed to understand. She passed Ariana to Isaac and then pressed on Lovina’s stomach from several angles. “There’s another one.” 

“Twins?” Lovina hadn’t been that large, had she? 

Rachel pushed the bassinet toward Isaac. “Get the babies out of here.” 

“Nee! Rachel, look!” He pointed to the door that led to the hallway. “The shellac is bubbling and peeling from the heat on the opposite side. The fire could explode into this room.” He put Ariana in the bassinet. 

Rachel hesitated as she stared at the melted shellac running down the door. Was she frozen in place? 

Isaac put one arm under Lovina’s knees and one around her back, lifting her into the wheelchair. “Rachel! Get the bassinet and let’s get out. Now!” 
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Twenty years later…

The mid-August air trilled with the sound of insects, and the clammy breeze played with the tattered beige sheers hanging from the lone window. Ariana glanced at the faded numbers on the clock that had hung on the bedroom wall as far back as she could remember. The clock and sheers matched most of what was inside her home—useful but having seen better days. Singing softly, she ran a comb through her hair and pinned it up anew. 

Date night. For almost three years she’d been going out with various young men. It used to be little more than a pleasant distraction from thoughts of Quill, but lately dating held new feelings and hopes. The cause for that was Rudy Herschberger, a kind and handsome twenty-one-year-old who had moved to this area a year ago.

Maybe he could make her forget the heartache…the confusion…

“Ariana?” Mamm tapped on the bedroom door. 

“Kumm.” Ariana put on her prayer Kapp and secured it with two white bobby pins. 

“So”—Mamm closed the gap between them—“let me check on my handiwork.” She ran her fingers across the shoulders of Ariana’s pale-green dress. “I managed to hide the worst of the threadbare seams, but it gives you less room to move your shoulders.” 

“It’s fine, Mamm.” Ariana turned to face the dresser mirror. Streaks and spots of discoloration on the old glass made her face look as tattered and worn as her dress. “If Rudy’s head is turned by a girl wearing better clothes, I need to know that now rather than later.” 

What money she earned was earmarked. All of it, because from her earliest memories, she’d had a strange, determined hope to get her and her family free from poverty. When she was sixteen, God had changed her dreams to a set plan to purchase a café. The place was as old as historic Summer Grove, and it sat on Main Street, sharing walls with the buildings on each side of it. She loved the two-hundred-year-old interior brick walls, maple hardwood floors, and huge staircase that led to an upstairs storage room with endearing character in every nook and cranny.

But she had only forty-seven more days to finish earning the needed money. With a lot of help from Abram, she had managed to save $16,257. All of that would go toward the mandatory down payment at closing. She needed $6,843 more.

To reach that goal, she and Abram would have to save nearly $1,000 a week between now and then. She barely made $200 a week. After Abram met his financial obligations, he had between $150 and $250 a week, depending on whether he could get any overtime. Their combined money was a far cry from the needed $1,000 per week. How were they going to make up the difference? There had to be a way. God simply hadn’t revealed it yet. 

Right, God? 

Mamm adjusted the back of Ariana’s black apron, redoing two of the straight pins. “After what the last ten days have been like for you with the responsibility of Berta and helping even more than usual with Salome’s children, I hate to ask, but I need you to be home by ten tonight.”

Disappointment pricked her heart. “Why?” 

She’d worked really hard this week, doing extra cooking and laundry preparation so she could have a free evening, one that lasted until midnight or after. 

Mamm peered around Ariana, looking at her in the mirror. “Salome is showing signs of early labor.”

Ariana loved her siblings dearly, and her four sisters were her best friends. She couldn’t imagine a day without any of them. Sometimes their lives were as interwoven as threads on a loom, and sometimes they competed with each other. But for the last year, Salome had consistently needed more than her sisters or Mamm were able to give. Because Berta was now in the hospital and Ariana had promised to be the one to tend to her horse twice each day until she returned home, it would give Ariana and Rudy even less time to while away their evening. Still…“I’ll be home by ten.”

Mamm repositioned herself and cupped Ariana’s face. “You’re a keeper.”

Ariana lifted her chin, giving her best regal look as she smoothed her well-worn apron. “I know.”

“And you’re humble too.” Mamm grinned, and they both chuckled. 

A burst of humid wind zipped through the room, making the sheers dance wildly. Was that the faint rumble of thunder?

“Hallo.” Her Daed’s louder-than-usual greeting caught her attention. She went to the window and pulled back the beige sheer to see if Rudy had arrived. 

Instead, Daed had two of his grandchildren in his arms, responding to their arrival as if he hadn’t seen them just last night. It made her smile. The crowded yard echoed with the dull roar of her large family talking to one another. The Brenneman summer tradition continued in full swing even as August was halfway over. More than two dozen family members were busy talking and playing—her Daed, eight of her nine siblings, the married ones’ spouses, and all her nieces and nephews. 

Her family spent their summer evenings here. The Brenneman homestead wasn’t much, but a nice breeze flowed almost constantly across the yard, and there was a large flat area where little ones could play. Long picnic tables and lawn chairs sat under the huge oaks, and that’s where they ate dinner most summer evenings. Being indoors was way too hot this time of year, especially when the women canned during the day. 

Watching the commotion, she was reminded of the family tradition that had taken place each summer of her life. The adults talked and took turns looking after the little ones. Children played until bath time—tag, hide-and-seek, badminton, horseshoes, and various games with a beachball. 

Rudy’s carriage entered the driveway, and Ariana’s heart jumped. “He’s here.” Ariana released the beige sheer. “I have to go.” 

Mamm gave that motherly I-love-you smile. “You really like this one, don’t you?” 

Ariana had been months past her seventeenth birthday when she went on her first date, but since then she’d dated a lot. Few young men had lasted more than two or three weeks before she simply didn’t wish to go out with them again. Rudy was the exception. 

Ariana wiggled her eyebrows. “Seems so, doesn’t it?” Without pausing another second she bounded down the stairs and out the side door. Rudy stood near the carriage, talking with Salome’s husband. After seven months of dating, Rudy knew the routine. He had to stay close to the carriage or they would never get away, which was fine sometimes, but they were both itching to talk uninterrupted. 

Her Daed strode to her. “What’s on the agenda for tonight?” 

He was doing what he did best, using small talk to gauge how she was. He did that with all his children. “We’ll ride to Summer Grove and waste a few hours, probably get some ice cream and browse the stores that stay open on Friday nights.”

“You could stay here tonight.” He shrugged. “Just to visit with your old Daed.” His familiar, lazy smile indicated he already knew her answer, but he had to ask. The man loved having all his family around.

A beachball that was hurled from the pack of nieces and nephews bounced its way toward the road. Mark, Ariana’s third oldest brother, chased it. Ariana put out her foot, stopping the ball. Then she grabbed it and tossed it back. 

Mark waved. “Denki.” 

“I need to go, Daed. You and I will get some time later this weekend.” She glanced at Salome, who was in a lawn chair, rubbing her protruding belly. “Maybe.” 

He chuckled. “Ya, maybe.” 

She hurried to the rig. “Rudy, you ready?” 

He turned, his eyes reflecting the liveliness that drew her. “Absolutely.” He excused himself from his conversation with Emanuel and opened her door to the carriage. 

She climbed in and yelled a farewell to anyone who was listening and received a chorus of good-byes. 

Rudy took the reins in hand. “You look great, even on a sultry summer night. How do you manage that?” 

“Maids, swimming pools, and a date with you.” 

His soft laughter filled the carriage. “Which means today you cleaned houses and swimming pools for the Englisch, and now we’re going out.” 

“Apparently it makes me look great.” 

“Evidence does point in that direction.” He clicked his tongue, tapping the reins against the horse as they began going up a hill. “All week I’ve been looking forward to tonight. Care for some ice cream?” 

“Most definitely. So, tell me the weirdest thing that happened this week.” 

Rudy helped his uncle build backyard sheds, and they ran into some interesting people along the way.

“Hmm. The weirdest…. ” His brows furrowed. “Wait. I got it…” 

They started talking and barely paused, even while getting out of the rig or ordering ice cream. Thunder rumbled in the distance as they walked through town eating their ice cream and laughing at the smallest of things. They peered into the filthy window of the abandoned café before finally returning to the carriage. Rudy let the horse amble along the many roads around old town Summer Grove. Before she knew it, the sun had slipped into hiding, leaving a trail of darkness. 

“Hey.” Rudy gripped the reins. “Let’s go to Little Falls.” 

“What?” She laughed. “That would take at least an hour one direction.” 

Even through the darkness of a cloudy summer night, his grin and wildly curly hair were apparent. “The last time we made that trip was with a group after a Sunday night singing.” 

The word singing was Amish code for “approved method for spouse hunting.” Like a lot of Amish traditions, singings were fun. She loved the Old Ways and found them very fulfilling. She wished she didn’t need to go home early tonight.

“An answer…”—Rudy leaned in, his adorable smile in place—“pretty please.” His whisper caused a tingle to run down her spine. Was she more attracted to him than she knew? 

“I would love that…” 

“Yes!” His raised voice caused the horse to snort and wag his head in protest. Rudy slowed the rig and turned on his left blinker. 

“If we’d thought of it earlier, maybe we could have gone, but I’ve got to be home by ten, and we need to stop by Berta’s place first.” She held out her hands for the reins. “Give them up.”

Disappointment showed on his face, but he gave them to her. “Are you in trouble or something? You’ve never had to be home this early.” 

She grasped the leather straps as her Daed had taught her. “Salome will go to the birthing clinic tonight, if she hasn’t gone already. And two of her four little ones tend to get up during the night, so I need to be there to help.” 

“Okay. Sure. I didn’t realize that.” 

She should’ve mentioned it earlier. Since Rudy was such an agreeable guy, it didn’t dawn on her to forewarn him. His good nature about having a short date and his willingness to help tend to Berta’s place made her want a kiss from him. What would it be like to kiss Rudy? She’d wondered about it before, and it seemed time to find out. The side road up ahead was the perfect place. 

Rudy stretched his legs. “Have Salome and Emanuel always lived under the same roof as your parents?” 

“No. She and Emanuel had their own place from the time they married, about eleven years ago, until they sold it because of some sort of financial issues last year.” She pulled off the main road and onto a homeless, dead-end street. 

“Oh. I like Emanuel.” He leaned back, looking totally relaxed. “Where are we going?”

She shrugged and guided the carriage to make the circular turn in the cul-de-sac. Before the economy tanked a few years back, a developer was going to build houses down this short block. 

“I thought…” She brought the rig to a halt. 

Rudy’s brows knit. “Did you expect this road to go all the way through?” 

“Nee. I know all the roads in Summer Grove.” She looped the reins around the stob on the dashboard of the carriage and turned to face him. Rudy waited, studying her. She touched his face, and his eyes indicated he understood. He leaned in until his mouth met hers. The warmth of his lips on hers was more welcome than she’d expected. That was good. Moreover, his respectful, gentle moves made her feel beautiful and protected. She hadn’t anticipated either of those. 

“Wow.” He backed away, staring into her eyes. “That was worth waiting for.” 

With her face close to his, she gazed into his eyes. “For sure and certain.” 

He traced a finger down her cheek and kissed her again. “So…,” he whispered, “does this mean I can tell my parents I’m seeing someone?” 

This was Rudy, no pretense that she could see. He wanted to mean more to her than any other guy she’d dated, and at times, like now, he didn’t mind looking for signs of it. What was the saying—what you see is what you get? That’s who Rudy was, and after the deception that turned her life upside down five years ago, she desperately needed that in anyone who wanted to get close. 

“Absolutely.” 

He brushed his thumb over her lips. “Denki.” 

Knowing Rudy, she was confident he intended his thank-you to be all-inclusive—for the kiss and for saying she was committed to him. Her Mamm used to tell her she would never regret going slowly with a guy—not sharing too much or letting him kiss her or even hold her hand too soon. Based on the moment they’d just shared and the earnestness in Rudy’s voice, Ariana knew that her Mamm had been right. 

He leaned in, kissing her again. A gust of wind shoved against the rig as lightning shot across the sky. It startled her, and she pulled away from him, leaned toward the windshield, and gazed up at the sky. 

Rudy placed his hand on the middle of her back. “It’s a good sign.”

She glanced at him. 

He chuckled. “We made the heavens rumble and the winds howl.” 

Was Rudy’s heart pounding like hers from the kiss? Now they had to return to behaving like normal? Was that even possible? She removed the reins from the stob and clicked her tongue for the horse to start walking. 

Rudy stretched his arm across the back of the seat behind her. Until now they had each stayed on their side of the carriage. It was silly not to. What kind of needy girl couldn’t sit in her own space while going down the road? 

He ran his thumb up and down her shoulder. “If my parents visit, would you come to my uncle’s home and meet them?” 

She nibbled on the inside of her lip, thinking. Was she that committed to this relationship? “Ya.”

“Very cool.” His deep, soft voice indicated pleasure. 

A light rain began to patter against the windshield, and she turned on the battery-powered wiper blade. Rudy seemed different than anyone else, as if he understood her true value and respected it. It’d been a long, slow journey to get beyond the betrayal by her two closest friends, but Rudy had a real shot at stealing her heart. 

Most of it anyway. Or at least enough of it. 

“Who’s Berta again?” Rudy asked. “I mean, you’re in and out of her place, helping her regularly. And you said she’s in the hospital for a few days because of dehydration from a bug of some sort. But doesn’t she have children who can look after her horse?”

His question caused an unwelcome ache to pierce her heart. “None that remained Amish. Or live close.” 

Rain fell harder as she pulled onto Berta’s driveway.

“None?” 

She stared in the distance, wishing for the zillionth time she had a different answer. “None,” she whispered. 

“That’s sad, but at least she has you.”

The word sad didn’t begin to explain it. Neither Berta nor Eli, her deceased husband, had family in the area. Ariana’s Mamm said the couple moved here almost forty years ago, not long after they were married. They came here for an apprenticeship, which turned into a secure position for Berta’s husband, but Ariana had no idea why Berta hadn’t returned to her childhood home rather than living here without any relatives. 

“I’ll grab the mail before we pull up to the barn.” Rudy jumped out of the rig and hurried toward the mailbox. 

Lightning flashed, and the perfect silhouette of a man appeared between the old homestead and the dilapidated barn. Her heart pounded. Were her eyes playing tricks? 

Squinting, she stared out the window. Lightning streaked across the sky again, and the ghostlike figure now stood ten or so feet closer, staring right at her. 

Rudy climbed back into the carriage, rain dripping off his straw hat. “I think it’s only junk mail.” 

She couldn’t take a breath for staring at the hatless man in what appeared to be jeans and a white T-shirt that was plastered to him. The strobe illuminations from the lightning ceased, and the man once again became a shadowy figure before he seemingly disappeared behind the house.

After all these years had Quill Schlabach returned to check on his Mamm? The idea made the hairs on the back of her neck rise, and the sensation slowly eased down her torso and arms until she was covered in goose bumps. 

She hated feeling any kind of hope when it came to him and Frieda. Well…she hoped they were happy and safe, but she wanted her emotions rooted firmly in reality where Berta was concerned. 

If Quill was here, Ariana couldn’t imagine how to make herself speak to him. He put his Mamm and her in such an awful position. Was he worthy of tossing even a crumb of bread to? But she knew that was sheer anger, and God asked people to treat others as He would treat them. So how would He treat Quill in this situation? Seemed to her that God had the perfect chance to strike the man with lightning, but He hadn’t. 

“Rudy, would you tend to the horses? I…I need to check on the cat.” 

Rudy touched her shoulder. “You okay?” 

She could hardly breathe for the anger stirring to life again. Rudy put his hand on her back, and the gentle query relaxed her. “Ya.” She wiped the foggy windshield with her hand, trying to catch another glimpse of the figure. “Would you mind climbing into the haymow and tossing down enough hay to last a few days?” That should keep Rudy busy for a few extra minutes. 

If Quill was here, he wasn’t likely to risk Rudy seeing him on his mother’s property. It could cause more trouble for Berta, and regardless of Quill’s lack of character, Ariana was positive he wouldn’t do anything that might hurt his Mamm worse than he already had. 

He was a dishonest, shady person who seemed to have limits on how low he would go. 

“I don’t mind a bit.” Rudy pulled the rig up to the sidewalk that led to the side entry of the porch. “I didn’t bring an umbrella.” 

“I won’t melt.” 

“Once you hop out, I’ll drive the rig into the barn to get the horse out of the rain for a bit.”

“Okay.” Did he notice that her voice sounded hollow and distant? Her mouth was dry as she forced herself to get a key out of her purse before leaving the carriage. Cold, prickly rain doused her. By the time she ran up the sidewalk and climbed the porch stairs, she was drenched. 

She walked to the back of the wraparound porch. Wet footprints led to an open window in Quill’s former bedroom. It wasn’t a burglar. There hadn’t been a break-in around these parts for as far back as she could remember. The so-called Amish Nightcrawler did the only thievery around here, and he took willing Amish folk like Quill and Frieda, not items found in a widow-woman’s home. 

Shaking all over, she returned to the side door and let herself in. After locating the matches on the old laminate countertop, she struck one, illuminating the kitchen as she held the flame to the wick of a candle. Goose bumps covered her again as she carried the old metal candlestick holder down the hallway toward the bedroom at the end, the one with the open window. “Quill?” 

Eerie silence followed. She supposed it could be one of his four older brothers, but she was certain it wasn’t. 

“I know you’re here.” She could feel it. Hadn’t she felt this same weird, pinprickly, hair-raising thing several times over the last five years? 

If he’d come to check on his Mamm and she hadn’t been here for a few days, he would be confused. “Your Mamm is fine.” Would a man who’d broken his mother’s heart and embarrassed her in front of everyone care enough to keep checking on her? 

The cat meowed from inside Quill’s room, but it didn’t run to her as usual. She’d forgotten that it had been Quill’s cat at one time. 

Still seeing no one, she chose to press on—out of respect for the love Berta had for Quill more than anything else. Of Berta’s five children, who had left the Amish at different times, Quill, her youngest, had given no forewarning. He hadn’t argued with his Mamm about it or whispered to Ariana about it. When he’d taken off at twenty years old, he’d taken more than Ariana’s heart. He’d taken with him a teen girl, the daughter of Berta’s closest friend. The betrayal seemed unforgiveable to Ariana, but Berta still spoke of Quill as if he’d done nothing wrong. 

Ariana stopped a few feet from his room. “Your Mamm was really sick with a virus of some sort, and she needed to spend a few days in the hospital.” She spoke into the dark as if she could see him “That’s all. She’s expected to come home in a day or two.” She felt silly talking like this, and with every second that passed, anger grew—anger at Quill, at herself, and at the fact that the grass outside the Amish community looked greener for far too many. 

She’d told him plenty, perhaps more than he deserved, so she headed for the kitchen. When she reached the end of the hallway and had the front door in sight, she heard the floor creak behind her. After stopping short, she waited. 

The home seemed to fill with their voices and laughter from years ago. She and Quill had been buds of sorts—she the tomboy little sister of Quill’s friend, and Quill the daredevil who schemed to find new ways to endanger his life. 

But the laughter had stopped when his Daed died unexpectedly. She’d been almost fourteen, and their games and hilarity ended like a match thrown into a sink of water. After that, she would sit with him in an empty hay wagon or on the porch steps or in the tree house or on a rock by the creek and listen as he shared memory after memory of his Daed and him—the good and the difficult. She’d thought she knew Quill. 

Later she realized that because he was nearly five years older than she was, he’d had the upper hand. He knew her well, but she’d known only whatever he let her know. Then he’d used her feelings for him to get what he wanted—a way to hide that he and Frieda were planning to leave the Amish.

“You’re good to her.” His voice was deeper than it’d been when he’d left here at barely twenty, and his accent was closer to the Englisch. “Even better than I’d hoped.”

Fresh chills ran over her skin, and her eyes pricked with tears. The memory of their last hour together flashed in her mind. She and Frieda had been camping out near the creek. Ariana used to love camping out, but she’d not been since that night. When she’d awakened the next morning, Frieda was gone. A note addressed to Ariana lay on Frieda’s sleeping bag, saying she and Quill had left the Amish and she was sorry to hurt Ariana like this. 

After reading it Ariana had barreled out of the tent in a panic. Quill was sitting on a nearby rock, waiting for her. His deep-blue eyes, the color of a cloudless summer sky, were filled with understanding and maybe remorse for what he was about to put her through. 

He’d known she would panic, so he’d taken Frieda somewhere safe, a place where the Amish couldn’t find her. Then he’d returned to calm and reassure Ariana that Frieda was indeed safe and that even though it was upsetting that he and Frieda were leaving, it was for the best. He’d handed her an envelope, saying it contained a letter from him, and that when she was calmer, it would help her understand a little better. He’d been so gentle and kind during that time it’d taken Ariana weeks to realize he’d used her. They both had. The camping trip was nothing more than a deceitful ploy so Quill could take Frieda far away while all the adults thought the two girls were sleeping in a tent at their favorite spot by the creek. 

Until that day she hadn’t had a clue that he and seventeen-year-old Frieda were in love. Or that either wanted to leave the Amish. Ariana had thought Quill cared for her and that one day the wild, adventurous Quill would want to marry her. 

He cleared his throat, dispersing her memories. “Ari, I…I appreciate what you do for my mother far more than you can imagine.”

She turned. Quill was still hardly visible inside his room at the end of the hallway, but she could imagine his blue eyes staring into her soul. The thought angered her. “I don’t do it for you.” That was completely true, but should she feel bad about how mean it sounded? She didn’t. What she wanted to do was tell him what she really thought. 

“Still…” He moved out of the shadows. She couldn’t see his face well, but his frame was apparent, and she realized he’d hardly been a man at all when he’d left here. Now he had broad, thick shoulders and stood a few inches taller. “I am indebted to you.” 

“That and several dollars would get me a cup of coffee, wouldn’t it?”

He gave a solemn nod. “Anyway, I’m glad you saw me and came inside. I needed to tell you—”

The side door opened, and Rudy stepped inside. “Your chariot awaits, my lady.”

The kitchen and walled hallway ran parallel to each other, so she was thankful he couldn’t see down the hall. But what did Quill need to tell her? Was Frieda okay? Ariana clutched the candleholder with both hands, trying to stop it from shaking. “I’ll be there in a minute.” 

“You need help with something?” Rudy started toward her. 

“Nee!” She thrust her hand up. “Please.” 

He froze in place. 

This secret wasn’t like when she’d told him of her dream to buy the café. Quill was a bad secret. She needed to tell Rudy about him but not like this. “Rudy, would you wait for me in the carriage?” 

He angled his head. “What’s going on?” 

“Trust me?” 

He studied her, the seriousness in his eyes melting into tenderness. “Ya, with no reservations.” 

The warmth of his respect enveloped her. “Denki.” She was able to take a full breath again. “I’m fine, and I’ll be out shortly. Okay?” 

He nodded, but it was apparent he didn’t want to leave her there. When he walked out, he left the door open a few inches. He could hear her if she yelled for him, but the rain would drown out a normal tone. She turned to face Quill. There was only one question she wanted him to answer, one she’d ached to have answered every day for five years. “How’s Frieda?” 

“Good…better.” 

“Better?” What did that mean? Had she been sick? 

He stood his ground, his broad shoulders straight, his feet planted firmly in place, and he didn’t give so much as a shrug in response to her question. That was so typical of Quill. When he was in silent mode, a concrete wall had more give to it. She’d seen it a hundred times, maybe a thousand, but she’d never been on the receiving end of it, at least not in a way she’d recognized. Giving up on getting a satisfactory answer about Frieda, she asked, “What do you need to tell me?”

“That I’m truly sorry.” 

The day he’d left they’d talked. Actually she’d railed at him, pacing beside the creek and flailing her arms, and he’d talked softly for almost an hour before she broke into defeated sobs. He had held her, his first time to actually touch her other than poking her a few times on the shoulder or pulling the strings to her prayer Kapp. He’d apologized then, saying he was sorry she was caught in the mess and if there was any other way to get out with Frieda, he would. 

She shooed away the embarrassing memory. Whenever she looked back, disgust at how vulnerable she’d been with him ate at her. She wasn’t that wide-eyed, trusting young teen anymore. “You apologized clearly five years ago before you disappeared.”

“Ari…” He took a step toward her and then came to a halt a few feet outside the doorway of his bedroom. “Remember when I said that we have to allow people to make their own decisions about what’s right or wrong for them?” 

She remembered. He’d whispered it to her as he held her while she cried. At the time, his words brought a warm, hopeful sensation, causing her to believe she might survive what he and Frieda were doing. 

“When I left here, I promised myself I wouldn’t ever do anything that would hurt you again.” His voice carried grief, as it had for more than a year after his Daed died. “But like you used to say, the threads of your life are woven into the fabric of mine, and I…I’m truly sorry.” 

She didn’t understand. If she asked, would he answer? She doubted it. He seemed to enjoy tormenting her. As his words registered, they began to form into clues. For years there’d been rumors that a man returned at night to help Amish leave so that no one could hinder their exit. People called him the Amish Nightcrawler. Was that who’d helped Quill and Frieda leave? If so, then Quill knew the man—the traitor. 

Wait!

Realization of what he was saying dawned, and her knees threatened to give way. Quill had apologized because he knew the Nightcrawler was going to take someone else she loved! Maybe Quill was in the area to help the Nightcrawler. 

Thief! Liar! Names for him pummeled her, and tears welled. She choked them back. She’d fallen apart five years ago, begging Quill to change his mind…for all the good it did her. She would maintain control this time. 

Wanting to hide from his prying eyes, she blew out the candle. Faint coils of smoke floated upward and disappeared. Quill volunteered nothing else, and she couldn’t speak for fighting with tears. They just stood there. 

How appropriate—she and Quill at opposite ends of a passageway with nothing between them except darkness and unspoken words.
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Abram stared out the window as the work van headed for his home. Roofing houses in August was difficult enough without doing it twelve hours a day, six days a week. But pounding nails on a Saturday had earned him extra money. It was cash he would use to pay bills, go on his first date tomorrow night, and give to Ariana for purchasing the café. 

Not only did Ariana need help getting cash, but she needed extra encouragement right now. The moment his twin had walked into their home, drenched, at three minutes past ten last night, Abram knew something was troubling her. But she acted normally, keeping her tone even and her smile pleasant. After Salome and Emanuel went to the birthing center and everyone else had gone to bed, Abram set his hunting magazine aside, ready for her to tell him what was going on.

He listened, but he didn’t possess the words to express to his sister what this news did to him. No one had the power to mess with Ariana’s sense of peace the way Quill did. As hard as it was to believe that another Amish person or family wished to steal away like a thief in the night, it was even harder to believe that Quill had stepped out of the shadows to speak with Ariana. Hadn’t he done enough damage already? And what did his cryptic message really mean?

“This is your stop.” The driver’s announcement startled Abram from his thoughts. 

He grabbed his tool belt from the floor, realizing items from it were strewn. His back was stiff as he bent to gather the stuff.

The driver pulled onto the shoulder of the road beside Abram’s house. “Well?” 

Apparently Abram was moving too slowly. He figured Mr. Carver was worn-out and grumpy from a week of working in ninety-something-degree weather. Abram had plenty of aches and irritability himself, and he wasn’t pushing sixty years old. The hammer and the handful of nails he’d collected slipped from his hand and scattered across the floorboard again. 

Mr. Carver looked over his shoulder. “Sometime today would be nice.” 

Abram said nothing, and the other men chuckled. The words that fit Abram best were quiet and socially awkward. Ariana assured him he could will himself out of being so reclusive. Since he wanted to start dating, Ariana had spent a lot of time over the last few months trying to help him become more outspoken, but progress was slow—like trying to make an old, aloof cat behave like a friendly pup. 

As he plucked the last few nails from the crevices of the rubber floor mats, thoughts of Barbie came to him again. He hoped his efforts with Ariana over the last few months would pay off while he was out with Barbie. He was making progress; otherwise, he wouldn’t have managed to ask her out. She’d hardly left his mind for the past three months. 

With everything back in his tool belt, he grabbed his lunchbox and got out of the vehicle. Heat bore down on him as he left the air-conditioned van. He meandered toward the house, hearing the many voices of his family floating on the air. 

As he rounded the side of the house, he spotted Ariana. Despite her congenial demeanor as she served lemonade to their loved ones, he saw heaviness in her. The clear mark left by Quill. But she would bounce back. She had before. 

She spotted him and waved. “You’re home.” 

A humorous retort came to mind, one that should make her smile, but he wouldn’t broadcast it for all to hear. He kept most of his thoughts for Ariana. Talking to her was comfortable, like talking to himself, only with more thoughtful replies. But they’d had their share of arguments over the years. They were opposites, and at times they grated on each other’s nerves. Still, they had that famed twin thing between them—an invisible bond that somehow strengthened both of them.

She passed a glass of lemonade to Salome, who’d given birth at 4:06 that morning. Then Ariana knelt in front of their niece Esther and tied her shoe. The scars on four-year-old Esther didn’t seem to bother her, but Salome hadn’t fared as well. Two and a half years ago Esther had fallen while playing near the firepit and had seriously burned her face. Salome continued to live in the nightmare that followed, and it pulled her into depression time and again.

Ariana had Esther in fits of laughter before she kissed her cheek and headed for Abram, but her usual smile was subdued.

Her white-blond hair reflected sunlight, as if she had shards of crystal in it. She stopped directly in front of him. “You’re late.” 

“So far you’ve stated that I’m here and I’m late. Should we change your name to Captain Obvious?” Abram fidgeted with the leather tool belt. “How you holding up?” 

“We’re not talking about it.” She placed her index finger to her lips. “Today I’m enjoying that everyone is here and safe.” She took his lunch pail. “Everyone else has eaten. I saved you plenty of grilled chicken legs, a large bowl of orange Jell-O, and five buttermilk biscuits.”

When his sister set her will, it was best to abide by that without challenging her. He was sure she needed a day or so simply to think before she sprang into action. “If you left the food unmanned, it’s gone by now.”

“I hid it in the back of the fridge, and I put a threatening note on the plate, so if someone does find it, they’ve been warned what will happen if they eat it.”

“What was the threat?” 

“If the food came up missing, I would go on strike for two days.”

“That would do it.” He glanced into her eyes, challenging her. “But could you make yourself follow through?” 

His sister was better at talking a mean game than playing one. 

She shrugged. “Don’t know, but if someone challenges me on it, I’ll pass out from the shock of it.” She motioned toward the picnic tables. “I’ll get your plate from the fridge. Go, find a seat.” 

He glanced at the beehive of family members. His exhaustion made his reclusive side tug on him more than usual. He just wanted peace and quiet. 

A knowing look flickered in Ariana’s eyes. “You’re fine. Eat with the family, survive their intrusiveness, and then you can disappear to your room.”

She was right, and he sighed. “Fine, but I need a few minutes first.” He reached into his pocket and felt the folded money. “I hate to reward bossiness, but…” He took the cash from his pocket, kept enough money to pay his bills and a twenty for his date tomorrow night—because hamburgers and fries would do just fine—and held out the rest to her. “For you.” 

Ariana’s brow creased, a mixture of doubt and hope on her face. “The whole wad?” 

“Ya.” 

“Denki.” As she leafed through it, her eyes lit up. “Five hundred dollars. No way!” She tucked it into her apron pocket. “Overtime pay is quite profitable.” She punched his arm. “Look at you!” 

“Ouch! No beating me up over it.” He laughed. “You’ll get that café yet, Ari.” 

She nodded, but he saw uncertainty in her eyes. The window of time for her option to buy was closing. Even if they could get enough money to go to closing, she would need at least $4,000 to $5,000 more to get the café operational. 

He decided to change the subject. “So what are you doing home on a Saturday night?” 

“Seriously? Did you miss the announcement that we have a new niece?” 

“Oh, I heard it loud and clear. Daed bellowed it to the household around four forty-five this morning—Katie Ann Glick. My response was to cover my head with a pillow while mumbling that babies should arrive only during the day.” 

“You’re about as much fun to talk to about the new baby as Susie is.”

“I’m not that bad.” No one had mastered the art of being smart mouthed and difficult quite as well as their eighteen-year-old sister.

Ariana smacked him while laughing. “Abram, be nice.”

He rubbed his arm, laughing. “You’re the one who’s hitting, and I’m not being nice?” 

A rig pulled onto the semicircle driveway. He narrowed his eyes, trying to see who it was, and when he did, his thoughts scattered. 

Barbie. 

His heart raced at the sight of her. Unfortunately, he looked like a man who’d spent twelve hours doing manual labor. He and his clothes were filthy and disheveled, but it was really cool that she’d stopped by. Since his home had a fairly long driveway, he had a minute to gather himself before she would reach him and Ariana. 

“Ah. A visitor.” Ariana smiled as Barbie drove the rig toward them. “I’ll let you two be alone, but don’t hesitate to invite her in.” 

“What?” he whispered. “You’re going to leave me here?” 

“I don’t have to, but…” 

“Good. Stay.” 

“Why do I feel as if you should pat me on the head now?” 

“Because you know that good sisters and dogs both deserve a pat every now and then?” he mumbled and nodded a hello at Barbie. 

Barbie pulled on the reins and set the brake.

Ariana nudged Abram with her elbow, but he couldn’t make himself speak. At least he’d smiled and nodded a hello. 

“Hi, Barbie. This is a pleasant surprise.” Ariana motioned for her to get down. “Would you like to sit under a shade tree for a spell?” 

Barbie’s face seemed taut and stressed. “Denki, Ariana. Maybe another time.” 

A wave of nervousness ran through Abram as he sensed this wasn’t a friendly visit. For months he’d gone against his reclusive nature and attended every youth event—volleyball, softball, hayrides, potlucks, and singings—in order to get time around Barbie. Had all that effort been for nothing? “Ari…” He nodded toward the house, and his sister waved and hurried away. He turned to Barbie. “What’s up?” He saw no reason to beat around the bush. 

She clenched her lips, shaking her head. “I’m sorry, but I…I’ve changed my mind about Sunday night.” 

Disappointment seemed to flood him, quickly carrying him downstream, moving him rapidly from the shores of hope to the unknown. “Just Sunday night?” 

She shook her head. “I shouldn’t have agreed to go out, but I…I…” 

The rest of that sentence was felt sorry for you. He wouldn’t make her spell it out. “Okay, I get it.” One thing about living in a small, rural community is that everyone knew he’d never gone out before…just as everyone would know Barbie broke off the date the day before he was to take her home from the singing. 

He looked to the ground before shifting and taking in the house. He stifled a sigh while studying a scratch on her rig. He kept his eyes anywhere but directly focused on her. Maybe the saddest part was that he’d liked her for years. He’d made himself learn how to speak up so he could ask her out. 

While standing there, he wasn’t sure what he had feared so badly about asking her out, because this current situation was much worse. And since she’d said what she came to say, why was she studying him? His face had to have humiliation written all over it. 

He looked at her, feeling the rush of hurt pulling him under. Just how old would he be before he went on a first date? Thirty? “It was good of you to come by, Barbie.”

She nodded, released the brake, and slowly maneuvered the rig to complete the semicircle and then pulled onto the paved road. 
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