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Becca shaded her eyes, squinting up at the large skeleton of a barn just raised that late spring morning. The structure sprawled now, attached to a large side section with a lower single-story roof. As the Yoder farm was bigger than most, more barn area was needed for hay and horses.

At first light, the field behind the Haus had been empty. As lunch approached, the frame of the enormous farm building had already been lifted to the sky. Along with dozens of other straw-hatted Menner, her older Bruder, Adam, sat now dangling on a rafter.

At least, she thought it was him. Becca waved again at the Mann, hoping Adam got the message to come down and eat the mid-day meal.

From her spot in the grassy field behind the Haus, she stared up at the tall, gaunt structure. To her pleasant surprise, a Mann on the rafters took off his hat and waved it at her.

Adam. Apparently, he’d seen and accurately read her message. That was the great thing about him. She was closest to this Bruder because they seemed to share the same thoughts, at times.

Behind her, women brought out platters of meats and vegetables, along with plates of bread and butter for the industrious crew, loading the long tables. The women’s chatter as they worked filled the shaded area behind the Haus and Becca smiled at the contented sound. The busy kitchen area inside had been warm and crowded with friends and family gathered to chop vegetables and fry up the meats to power the Menner in their labors.

Becca waved again, receiving another response from the speck at the top of the structure.

“You know that’s not Adam, right?”

Whipping around, she saw Saul Stutzman right behind her. Adam’s best friend—after her—the solid, tall, brown-haired Mann grinned at her and she smirked back at him.

She had no issue with Adam’s other friends, but Saul irritated her and seemed to go out of his way to achieve this.

As did the other Menner working there, Saul wore no coat, suspenders over his white shirt that was sweat-stained after a morning of heavy labor. He’d apparently just gotten a drink from the water barrel at the back corner of the Yoder Haus as dampness clung to his dark dowsed head, droplets clinging to his tanned cheeks and splashing down the front of him. A broad straw hat dangled from one lean hand. 

“It is Adam,” she snapped. “I see him plain as day.”

“Nope. Adam’s working over on the side section. I’ve been working beside him all morning and just came down for water. We’ve helped raise the rafters on the side section. Whoever you’re waving at isn’t Adam, although he looks very friendly. Maybe you have an admirer.”

The irritating Mann beside her gave Becca a teasing smile. “You should wait here and see who it is.”

“Do you think I don’t know my own Bruder?” she shot back, glaring at him.

Saul laughed, throwing his head back in amusement. “I’d think so, but apparently you don’t.”

“Why don’t you get back to work?” Becca scowled up at him, wishing not for the first time that she could add inches to her small frame. Even though Gott had directed them to be kind to all, she found Saul to be very annoying. She wished she didn’t, but there it was.

“And miss the great lunch you women have made for us?” Saul said.

Becca had already started walking back toward the Haus. Thankfully, her friends Anna and Rachel were in the kitchen. Unfortunately, Saul fell into step beside her.

“We always have such gut dinners,” Saul commented, rubbing his flat stomach with a large hand.

Sending a sideways glance towards the tall, solid Mann walking beside her, Becca noted, “You don’t seem to have missed many meals.”

Saul chuckled, not seeming fazed by her snide words. “I don’t generally miss meals. That bread I saw Chloe Nissly putting out looked gut.”

“I’m sure everything is good.” Although she doubted Chloe’s was as good as her own. Only Anna could come close to Becca’s natural baking skill. Of course, it wasn’t for her to say, but she knew it to be true.

Saul’s teasing remark had to address the area of baking at which Becca knew she did well. Baking was her hobby and her greatest strong point. Pretty much, her only strong point, she reflected, a shade sadly. She did that well, though, and it was totally typical that Saul chose to tease her about another Maedel’s bread.

Becca had never understood why sunny, friendly Adam and sarcastic, quieter Saul were such good friends. At first glance, they had little in common. Of course, Gott wanted them all to be kind to others, but this went far beyond His command. The two Menner had been friends since childhood and it was all well and good to say that their community was separate unto themselves, but Sugarcreek had a large Amish population. Surely, her Bruder could have found a friend who fit with him better.

Not that it was any of her business, she reminded herself hastily. Gott also told them to look for the plank in their own eyes, not the mote in others’. Still, since she’d finished school four years ago and spent more time at home when she wasn’t at work, she’d seen how often Saul dropped by the Zook Haus.

The two of them walked toward the house together, silence falling between them. Saul wasn’t a big talker and didn’t seem uncomfortable with this, but it was awkward and unnatural to the naturally out-going Becca. After wracking her brain, she finally asked, “Do you know if Adam is coming in to eat?”

Slanting her a glance, Saul said, “I’m sure he’ll come down for water and to rest.”

“Gut.” The two approached the back of the Yoder Haus, Saul sauntering off to chat with a group of other Menner under a tree.

Before he was out of earshot, he said, “Nice chatting with you.”

Becca looked after him, her mouth thinning. She’d never understand him and found him annoying, even though they were told not to be critical of others. Usually, this wasn’t a problem of hers.

Across the yard, she saw Chloe Nissly waving at her—over the plate of bread Saul had noted—and she stretched her own lips into a smile as false as she knew Chloe’s to be. Becca knew her baking skills were better than average. She’d been told this often enough. Her own bowl of fresh baked rolls were on the tables, too, but she had absolutely no need to point that out to Saul.

Chloe could preen herself to her satisfaction. There was no way her bread was better than Becca’s. Even though Becca had lots of friends, Chloe had been her competitor since the girls were small. Becca didn’t wish Chloe harm, but it still rankled that Chloe seemed to want to best her in every way. It was annoying, too, that the girl seemed so confident of her skills.

Becca thought she just needed to spend more time with her sisters—Abigail, Eve, Naomi and little Faith—and her good friends Anna and Rachel. They all liked her. Sometimes she thought they liked her more than she liked herself! 
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“It’s always so nice to see our friends and family,” Beth Zook said comfortably to her husband as the Zook’s buggy jogged home after church at the Fisher Haus the next Sunday. 

Becca sat in the buggy seat behind her Mamm and Daed, beside her eldest Schweschder, Abigail. Their Bruders, Noah and Ezra, occupied the buggy’s third seat and Adam, the oldest Zook son, drove another buggy behind them with Grossmammi Ruth and the rest of the familye.

The sun had begun to sink in the August sky and, as it faded, the fields they trotted past were gleaming green and leafy in the dusk.

“Must you bounce around in the seat so?” Abby’s question to her held a low note of reproof, speaking so their Eldre in the front seat and their Bruders in the seat behind didn’t hear.

Becca leaned over to give her oldest sister a squeezing hug. “I had such fun today with our friends, didn’t you?”

“Of course,” Abigail wiggled her shoulders for release. “I’m just ready for some quiet...and you bouncing around in your seat isn’t quiet.”

“Sorry,” Becca chirped. “I just love seeing everyone.”

“I know.”

Her sister always sounded just tolerant of her and Becca had gotten used to this, knowing that she could sometime be a handful.

“Mamm?” Becca scooted forward on her seat to speak with her mother. “Is Grossmammie Ruth making her special beets for supper tonight?”

“She is,” Beth Zook turned to confirm.

“Just look at that field of corn,” Daed interjected. “Gott has given us land that is fertile.”

“If only it was cheaper to acquire,” Abby said, looking in the direction their father had gestured.

“This is true.” Able Zook gave a gusty sigh. “Many cannot afford to buy land unless it’s passed on within the family.”

Looking over his shoulder, he commented, “Saul Stutzman, Adam’s friend, has the right idea. He was telling me and Adam that he’s using the profits from the family farm to buy up smaller parcels of land to help his younger Bruders establish their own places. It’s the only way they’ll get farms of their own.”

“That’s kind of him,” Abigail remarked in her calm voice.

In the seat behind where she and Becca sat, their brothers seemed to be wrestling in rowdy boy style.

“I understand that Saul has dedicated several of his fields to growing organic crops,” Abigail commented.

Hanging over the back of the driver’s seat, Becca looped her arms around her Mamm.

“Yah,” Able chuckled, his wide shoulders shaking. “It’s the Englischers’ new thing—organic food.”

“Food is food,” his Frau stated with a touch of Abigail’s calmness. “Gott gave it to us to make us strong. This organic nonsense is just that.”

“I don’t know, Beth,” Daed said. “I think Saul is schmaert to try this. It’s always gut to explore new ways to bring in more money. Adam told me this is helping Saul afford land purchases for his Bruders.”

Becca gave her Mamm a squeeze before sliding back in her buggy seat. “He may be schmaert in this way, but Saul can also be annoying. Really annoying.”
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“I don’t know if I should tell you.” Chloe simpered, pausing as she lifted the butter churn handle several days later. 

Becca had known the Maedel since their school days and, although Chloe’s tendency to exaggerate was well-established, Becca impetuously put out a hand. “You know I can keep secrets! Of course, you can tell me.”

She didn’t particularly like Chloe, but the implication that she couldn’t keep her mouth shut was untrue and unfair.

An errand to take some special-made cheese from the Zook Haus to Chloe’s Mamm had led Becca to stop by the Nissly place on her way to work at an Englischer-run B & B, The Sunflower Inn. While Becca waited for the gift of rolls that Chloe’s Mamm wanted her to take back to her mother, she had fallen into conversation with Chloe. As her schoolmate was working in the Nissly kitchen while her older and younger sisters did chores outside the Haus, they were alone.

“We aren’t to brag about such things,” Chloe said with a shy smile, as if she wanted her secret dragged out of her.

“Fine,” Becca retorted, tired of the game and not interested in adding to Chloe’s already high self-opinion, “don’t tell me then. Are you coming to the Sing that the Guth family is having after our next church service?”

“Well,” Chloe assumed a bashful expression as she lifted the churn’s paddle, “Thad hasn’t said, but I expect I will and that he’ll want to drive me home.”

“Thad?” Becca responded, trying to keep curiosity out of her voice.

She and Chloe had gone to school together with Thad Oberholtzer.

Although they both lived in Sugarcreek and saw him at church, Becca hadn’t given Thad much thought. He’d always been nice enough, not nasty and taunting as were some Buwes. She felt sad at the thought that such a nice boy was apparently now chasing Chloe. The Maedel did like making a show of things, even if they were directed to do otherwise.

“Are you and Thad courting?” As soon as the question was out of her mouth, Becca knew she shouldn’t have asked. Courting was a private matter. It wasn’t spoken about. Still, Thad and Chloe? He could do a lot better than waspish Chloe.

Bracketing the churn between her knees, her muted sage green skirt bunching up around her, Chloe kept the churn handle moving.

She giggled. “He’s a very attractive Mann now, not that the outside of a person matters, of course.”

“Of course,” Becca responded in a mechanical voice.

“You know—besides being very Godly and having just recently joined the church after he returned from his rumspringa—he will be given his father’s feedstore. Along with his brothers, of course.

The impressive manner with which Chloe made this announcement left Becca with the urge to roll her eyes. She resisted it barely, saying, “Thad’s always been nice.”

A superior smile crossed Chloe’s face and she asked with concern, “Are you courting with a Buwe?”

The whole conversation was against everything they’d been taught about plain living, but Becca couldn’t help feeling ruffled by the question. More than anything, she wanted to assure Chloe that she was seeing someone...a Mann as nice and with as prospects as gut as Thad.

She knew she shouldn’t let the other girl get to her, but the urge was strong.

“It’s just as I hoped,” Chloe said smugly.  I believe Thad and I have liked one another since we were children.” 

Chloe’s self-satisfaction revolted Becca.

“Funny. I don’t recall you playing together much,” she commented in a musing voice, stifling her urge to make a face at the girl.

“Oh, yes. We were just very private.”

“As Kinder?”

“Yah. I think we’ve always known though.”

Becca had had quite enough of this nonsense. “Known what?”

“Why, that we would end up together.”

“Thad and you have agreed to marry?” She should probably have been less blunt, but Chloe’s exaggerated claim irritated her. Becca shrewdly knew things hadn’t progressed this far.

“I don’t think we should talk about this.” Chloe glanced down with what Becca saw as assumed modesty.

“Then, you probably shouldn’t have brought it up,” she said with less annoyance than she felt. Chloe was always trying to best her, seeming to delight in this.

Becca was tired of it.
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“What are you doing in here?” Saul asked in a caustic voice several days later with the total lack of deference due a girl who’d tagged at his and Adam’s footsteps all through childhood.

He actually liked giving his friend’s sister a hard time. Becca was such a spicy, lively Maedel.

Giving him a sarcastic smile, she ignored his question now, continuing into the Zook barn to sit on one of the straw bales stacked there.

As if Saul hadn’t said anything, Adam kept forking straw into the different stalls, returning to their previous conversation. “And you think this organic farming is likely to make gut money?”

“It is from my experience,” Saul said. “I started with smaller crops several years ago and have begun doing this on a larger scale. It’s not hard, once you understand the process.”

“What are you talking about?” Becca wiggled to settle herself more completely on the straw bale.

“You have no business here,” Saul retorted. “Why don’t you go into the Haus and ask you Mamm what she needs you to do?”

“I have just as much right in our barn as you do. More right.” She smirked at him.

“Leave her alone, Saul,” Adam intervened absently before adding. “And farming this way is truly making you extra money?”

“Enough extra here and there to buy several small parcels of land. I’m gradually putting together a farm for Abe now that he’s almost grown.”

“That’s schmaert,” Adam kept moving the pitchfork to loft hay into the feeding racks. “It’s very gut that you can do this to help your Bruders continue farming. I’ve heard that Stephen Yoder has begun training at a feedstore job in town. His familye can’t afford a farm for him.”

Becca wiggled to settle more comfortably on the hay bale. As long as she could remember, Adam and Saul had been good friends. She couldn’t say why this was so, but their friendship had thrust Saul into the Zook familye. He was such an easy target for her remarks that she’d gotten used to their sparring back and forth. He was hard to read, though. His sturdy face looked out from the wide straw hat he wore, giving nothing away.

His stoicism irked her out-going soul and made her want to laugh at him. Thank heavens he had no notion of the state of matters between her and Chloe Nissly. She could only imagine how much Saul would look for ways to compliment Chloe, and thereby, put Becca down. The very thought had her irritated.
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“Argh!!” Making a sound of frustration, Becca shaded her eyes from the afternoon sun several days later as she plucked futilely at the blackberry brambles that gripped her long, gray skirt. A basket full of juicy blackberries dangled from the crook of her arm.

Tugging to get free, she found the thorny bushes had snagged the other side of her skirt, as well.

Becca tilted her head to the sky, suddenly feeling tears press behind her eyes. Her plan had been so simple—pick some blackberries and bake a pie for the Oberholtzer familye—Thad’s family. She was a gut baker, she knew, and didn’t Gott tell them to be kind to others?

Jerking at her skirt again, she kept the basket of berries right side up, registering that she was completely snared! How had this happened? She’d picked berries from this very bush a hundred times!

She didn’t want to reflect too much on Chloe’s claim that Thad was spoken for. It most likely wasn’t true, anyway. Typical Chloe. From what Becca had seen, there was no evidence of them courting and—and a pie never hurt anyone!

Besides, Thad had always been nice to her. He deserved a pie.

If only she could get out of this bush!

Gott! Please help!

Jerking at her skirt, Becca made another irritated sound when the fabric held firm.

“What the heck are you doing?”

She closed her eyes in frustration, releasing a breath. Becca knew that voice. Of all the annoying Menner...

Saul laughed a deep, rusty sound, coming round into her sight. “My goodness, woman. You have gotten yourself into a bickle. Why did you walk right into the bush?” 

“I didn’t walk into the bush and you have no business saying I got myself into this pickle!”

“Okay.” He circled the bush, grinning, his straw hat pushed back a little on his head.

He must have been working in the fields because he again wore only a shirt and pants, his jacket apparently having been discarded in the day’s warmth.

“Your farm isn’t near here. In fact, it’s to the other side of our Haus,” she snapped. “What are you doing here?”

“Rescuing you, apparently,” he responded, standing at the edge of the bush and pulling the ensnaring brambles aside carefully.

She glowered at him, the full basket of berries on her arm. Summoning as much dignity as she could muster in her imprisoned state, the blackberry thorns holding her tight, Becca drew in what she hoped was a calming breath, lifting her chin.

This was an incredibly embarrassing position for Saul, of all Menner, to find her.

“Yah,” he responded, still grinning as he steadily worked to get her loose. “Lucky for you that we’ve bought some land nearby that will be a good start on a farm for Ben.”

From her immobilized position, she could only say with what she hoped appeared to be casual disinterest, “Abe is older. Shouldn’t he get a farm first?”

“Yah.” Saul had worked his way toward her and pushing aside each bramble, he now carefully freed her skirt from the thorns ripping into her it. “Abe’s land is north of here.”

Becca stared at him. Farms were pricey and many had left the land entirely, not being able to buy their own. “How did Abe manage to get land? Did your Daed set money aside for his farm?”

“Some.” Saul didn’t look up from his task. “We were able to add to it, as well.”

This, at least, was a neutral topic.

“You mean you were able to add to it,” she said, reluctant to admit it, but knowing she needed to give even her tormenter his due. “Everyone knows you’ve run your family farm since your Daed died.”

His head still bent over the bramble bush holding her tight, he shrugged. “It’s been a familye farm. We’ve all worked it. Not just me.”

“Maybe,” she commented, “but you’re the oldest. You’ve been at this the longest and the oldest usually gets the family farm, if they want it.”

“Hmmph,” he grunted, not lifting his head from his task.

“Even my Mamm has talked of how you’ve helped your mother and your familye.”

Saul looked up from his spot in the bush next to her as if she hadn’t spoken, the thorny branches held aside by the broad stance of his sturdy thighs, “These berries had better be worth all this.”

Hearing his implied criticism, she retorted, “They’re the best and sweetest blackberries around here. I need them for a special pie I’m baking.”

“A pie? Who for? The Englischer bed and breakfast where you work?”

He was so close that he blocked the warm afternoon sun. Becca stood in his shade, staring up at him, knowing her expression was mulish.

Unfortunately, she needed his help to get loose from the dang bush!

“Neh. It’s not for the B & B.” Her response tumbled out before she’d considered her words..

“Then who is this special pie for?”

Becca reflected that she should have jumped on his assertion. Jerking her skirt again to free it from the brambles he hadn’t detached from her, she muttered, “It’s none of your business.”

Saul gave a rusty, mocking laugh. “A special pie? Not for your job and, I’m guessing not for your familye. At least, Adam never said he was having special pie this night. Is the pie to be for a Buwe you have your eye on?”

“This is none of your business, Saul Stutztman!”

He grinned. “You should be baking me a pie, as I’m the one getting you out of this bush.”

Becca glared at him. She knew better than to tell Saul her plan about Thad as he surely would have made fun of her.

Standing still, she clutched around her the little shred of composure she had as he disentangled a remaining bramble and held it aside to make a path out of the bush for her.

“There!”

She cautiously sidled past him as he held the thorny branches aside.

When Becca reached freedom, she shook out her gray skirt, hoping the thorn-holes weren’t noticeable.

“Well,” Saul chuckled as he stepped out of the bush, finally letting go of the brambles when he was free of it, “is the pie for me?”

“No,” she snapped, “and I have no desire to tell you who I’m making it for.”
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“Oh, Goedemorgen, Becca,” Chloe said, reaching up to smooth her black Kapp. “What are you doing here?”

They stood in the Offenthaler store a week later, and Becca stretched her mouth into a smile, wishing she’d gone to the Kreider store instead, even though it was farther away from the B & B. She didn’t mind Chloe sometimes, but the girl had recently taken to bragging about the Menner in her life. Becca found this tiring and annoying.

The Maedel apparently didn’t take to heart the importance of Gott’s telling them to avoid pride.

Chloe definitely wasn’t terrible, but she also wasn’t Becca’s favorite person, as the girl always acted like she was prettier and better than anyone else. Becca thought that she, herself, was far from perfect, but Chloe clearly believed she was wonderful.

“I needed some items for the breakfast muffins at the B & B for tomorrow,” Becca said.

“That’s right,” Chloe responded in a condescending voice that made Becca want to slap her, “you are working there, aren’t you? I’m saving my baking for Thad.”

“Yah?” Becca was certain Thad’s familye had enjoyed the pie she made them more than Chloe’s dry muffins. She was sure she was the better baker, but saying so was too prideful and, she knew, wrong.

She tried to be the kind of person Gott directed, but it was hard some times.

Chloe’s remark wouldn’t have rankled as much if the girl hadn’t known that Becca was acknowledged as a very gut baker. Chloe’s own Daed had remarked on Becca’s baking. Becca fell very short of other Maedels in many ways, but she could bake.

“Thad and I are going for a drive in his buggy this evening,” Chloe bragged.

Before she could stop herself, Becca said, “I thought you were interested in several of the other Buwes.”

At least, Chloe had said this. Becca wasn’t sure these Buwes were interested in Chloe.

Preening a little, Chloe responded, “Several of them have asked me to take drives, but I like Thad more than the others, at the moment.”

Poor Thad, Becca thought rebelliously.

“He’s been to my familye’s Haus several times,” Chloe went on. “I believe I’ll even let him drive me home after the Sing at the Hochstetlers next week.”

Biting her tongue, Becca only said she was looking forward to the Sing, hoping Thad could see through Chloe. What a day she was having! Becca tried not to tap her foot. First, getting trapped in that darned blackberry bush and being found there by Saul! Now, she’d run into Chloe.
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Later that afternoon, Becca flounced into the bedroom her Bruder, Adam, shared with Judah, their younger brother. Their younger brother was out, helping fifteen-year-old Ezra Zook round up the goats.

“Oh, I had a crazy day, Adam. I had to deal with both Chloe Nissly and Saul. That Saul Stutztman makes me so mad! The Bisskatz!” She dropped onto Adam’s bed.

As it was almost suppertime, Adam had just washed his face and hands at the hand pump in the kitchen and was now toweling off before putting on a clean shirt.

“He’s not always a skunk. What did Saul ever do to you?” Adam leaned forward to look in the mirror on the wall, running a comb through his damp hair.

“He may be your friend,” she exclaimed in disgust, “but he’s always picking on me! Remember, he even tried to throw me out of our own barn! Like he’s the boss!”

Her brother threw her an amused look. 

“Saul acts like he knows everything and never makes mistakes!”

“What happened? Did you see Saul today?”

“Yes!” Her embarrassment at being found tangled in the blackberry bush brought heat to her cheeks.

He had helped her, but he was such a jerk about it. His remarks about how she’d use the berries were uncalled for! Who she made pies for was none of his business!

Adam laughed. “You and Saul have always rubbed each other the wrong way. He’s been a good friend to me, though.”

From her spot on his bed, Becca frowned at her brother. “Why are the two of you friends? You’re very different.”

Chuckling, he said, “Thanks. I’ll take that as a compliment, since you think he’s a skunk and jerk.”

“He is! How can you get along with someone like that? You have lots of friends and you laugh and talk easily. Saul sometimes just sits there, silent and disapproving. He has this face that shows nothing.” 

“A Mann doesn’t have to talk easily to everyone to be Gott’s child. Saul’s very comfortable, once you get to know him.”

“I know him too well!” Becca declared, sitting up straight on Adam’s bed. “He may be nice to others—although I doubt it—but he’s certainly annoying to me! I must be the only one he’s not nice to.

“Neh, you’re not.”

The tone in which her Bruder said this perked up Becca’s interest almost more than the words themselves. “What do you mean?”

“Nothing.” Adam bent to dust the shoes he wore in the house.

“Brother,” she crawled to the end of the bed, bracing herself on the
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