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Three best friends, Betty, Amity and Rachel are practically inseparable. But when they land themselves in a stormy predicament on their way home on night a newcomer in town comes to their rescue. All three girls show an interest in the handsome stranger, but only one of them would walk away with the prize. What starts off as nothing but a playful bet between friends, ends up surprising them all.

Uri Guth came to Derby Creek to start afresh, the last thing he expected was to fall in love. But when he meets the shy red head who reminded him autumn, he pulled out all stops. He knew the moment he laid eyes on her that she was his match.

Chapter 1

Rain just kept falling, never ending without any intention to stop, large puddles had gathered on the muddy grounds around the big barn, and water gushed down the eroded embankment running alongside the road, causing the road to be completely flooded. But no amount of rain would prevent Amity, Betty and Rachel to do what they came here to do. Having been friends since childhood, the three women were inseparable. Neither of them were married or promised to anyone yet, and although they are well beyond the age most girls in their community starts to settle down to start a family, it never really bothered them. 

Amity was strong willed and mouthy young woman, who voiced her opinion whenever she felt it mattered. Of course her father, Bishop Gunther didn’t quite approve of her behaviour at times, but he did support her willingness to stand up for herself. Bishop Gunther on the other hand wasn’t like most others in their faith; he was more lenient and accepting than most, always promoting change within reason. He insisted that households started using gas stoves instead of coal stoves. He had even arranged to buy a truck to help the community to cart goods to the local market in town. According to him, modern change to a bare minimum does not give the devil a foothold, it just shows the devil that they are capable of change without modern ways ruling their lives and changing who they are or distracting them from things that matter most. 

Betty, much like Amity also had a strong personality, one she definitely got from her mother, but she also had a mischievous streak. When the elders instructed the children not to play in the rain, she was always the first to splash in muddy puddles. When they had their social events, she was the one who would pull pranks, like stuff a mouse in someone’s pocket or stick a dish to a table cloth with workman’s glue, causing a huge disaster when someone tries to pick it up. All innocent pranks at most, but that was how everyone knew her and more often than not, when she was younger her father would ground her for punishment, but she always found a way out of it.

And then there was Rachel, shy quiet Rachel. More like the runt of the litter, she was one of few words and always just tagged along because Amity and Betty insisted. Rachel only had a father; her mother died giving birth to her. Her father eventually married Elsa, a widow with two sons, who she never got on with. They were two brats and she ended up spending more time with her friends than her own family and over the years, the trio had become the best of friends

Betty giggled and Amity squirmed on the bale of hay, “I bet you David looks like that when he takes his shirt off,” she said pointing to the male model in the fashion magazine.

Amity giggled, “It’s scandalous! If your dad knew you had these, he’ll shun us all,” she said in jest. 

Rachel, curious as ever, was sitting on the left, also peeking at the magazine, one of the few they kept hidden in the barn under one of the wooden floor slats. They always snuck to the barn to page through the magazines and weigh every other man in their town up against the likes of models that posed so shamelessly with nothing but pair of underpants on.

“Jah! Well he doesn’t know now does he?” Betty said and paged through a few more pages. 

Rachel would never admit it out rightly but she also felt a slight tingle of excitement when she looked at these magazines, they were not overly crude, but they showed more flesh than she had ever seen in her life. Maybe it was because of this, that they were all still single, she thought. Comparing the local boys to those men were like comparing apples with onions. 

A sudden noise quickly alerted them and Betty shoved the magazine behind the bale of hay they were seated on. Both Amity and Betty grabbed their egg baskets, while Rachel stood around looking as guilty as ever.

“Betty, are you girls here?”

It was Betty’s father who called, and Rachel’s stomach lurched, if the Bishop had any idea what they were up to they will be in so much trouble.

“We’re here daed!” Betty called and dusted the hay off of her dress, “We were caught in the rain, and was waiting for it to pass,” she said as her Bishop Gunther appeared. 

“I thought so, well I have come to get you girls home, the storm is a long way from being over,” he said and handed each of them a rain coat, “Better we hurry, or the storm will catch up with us,” he urged them as he let each one of the girls walk towards the barn door ahead of him.

The sky was dark and it wasn’t just a summer shower, it was a downpour that looked more like a waterfall from heaven. Heavy drops struck the ground tunnelling into the earth. Up ahead stood the buggy, which didn’t offer much or any shelter and Rachel wasn’t so sure if they would make it to their respective homes in one piece. Betty was the first to step into the rain, followed by Amity. Bishop Gunther looked at her and nodded, and then in a huddled group the four of them ran towards the buggy, careful not to slip and fall. 

Thankful that there was still some daylight to guide the way, the three girls clung to each other as Betty’s father steered the buggy towards the house. Hardly able to see a few feet ahead of them and on a treacherous road that has been washed away in most places, Bishop Gunther was still able to make them feel at ease. He didn’t even look worried, but then again, that was probably how a man of God should be, like Paul walking on water. 

The buggy wheels rattled as they rode over rocks and muddy trenches formed by the mass of water running diagonally across the small road. And a trip that normally took less than fifteen minutes to travel, now seemed like an eternity. They were slowly making their way ahead through the stormy downpour, unbeknownst to Bishop Gunther, the road up ahead had turned into complete sludge and the moment the buggy reached it, the wheels simply slid into a deep trench on the side of the road, pulling the buggy, with the horse off and on to the side of the road. The girls screamed in panic as the buggy slowly leaned over to its side, threatening to topple over. Rachel was the first to clobber out and then helped the other two on to the road. Betty got out safely, but as Amity stumbled out of the buggy, she stepped in a hole and twisted her ankle.

“Ow!!” she cried out as she fell to the ground grabbing for her ankle.

“Amity!” Betty cried and ducked down to help her friend, “Where does it hurt?”

Bishop Gunther also hunched down and looked at her ankle, “It’s quite swollen, I think you may have sprained it, can you try and step on it?”

Betty and her father helped Amity to her feet, but the moment she put weight on her injury, she cried out in agony. 

“We will have to get you home, just lean on me and Betty” the Bishop said. He studied the state of the buggy, “The buggy will have to stay here until morning.” 

“But papa, we can hardly see in front of us,” Betty lamented as she supported her friend.

“The Lord will light our way,” Rachel said confidently and gave Betty a gentle reassuring squeeze. 

With Amity supported by Bishop Gunther and Betty, and Rachel next to them carrying the egg baskets, they started down the path taking carful steps in the dark. 

Through the stormy gale and rain that kept showering, they heard a galloping sound that sounded more like thunder coming towards them and the next moment, a man on horseback arrived completely drenched. 

Rachel couldn’t make out his face, but right now he was the best thing that could have happened to them.

“Bishop, Maryanne sent me to see what was keeping you,” he shouted over the raging storm, “What happened to the buggy?”

Rachel took over from the Bishop, while he explained to the stranger exactly what had happened, and suggested that they come to recover the buggy in the morning once the rain has passed. 

“Betty, you will have to get on the horse with Amity, Rachel you will walk with Uri and I,” the Bishop instructed and then the stranger named Uri, helped Amity, and then Betty on to the horse.

Together they slowly made their way back to society, the first stop was Amity’s house, where the Bishop helped to get her inside, and seen to, then it was Rachel’s turn and finally Uri, Bishop Gunther and Betty made their way to the Bishop’s house.

~*~

After Rachel had changed into her night dress and towel dried her wet hair, she deposited herself in front of the fire place. The night had turned out a complete disaster. She was sure it was punishment for their bad behaviour. Lusting like that over fictitious men and so on. She wrapped her quilt around her shoulders and reached for her bible. She knew better than to let her judgement be influenced by anyone. Despite the guilt, she somehow found her mind drifting to the stranger who came to their aid. She still couldn’t see his face clearly, but she was sure he was handsome, and strong. 

She shook her head to chase away the thoughts and closed her eyes, and said a silent prayer of repentance. She was never going to look at those magazines again.

Chapter 2

The sun broke through the parted curtains in Rachel’s room and she pinched her eyes shut. The night before had taken its toll on her, and resulted in her oversleeping when there was still so much to do. She was yet to feed the geese and get ready to go to the local market to deliver the eggs she had collected the day before, but she simply had no will power. 

“Rachel!” Her step-mother called from the kitchen, “Come have your breakfast!”

Rachel covered her eyes with her forearm and sighed. She just needed a few more minutes of sleep, but she knew where her priorities lay. She willed herself out of bed and rushed around the room to get ready for the day. By the time she got to the kitchen her mother had already cleaned the dishes, and Rachel’s breakfast was waiting.

“The Bishop and his friend were here earlier,” Elsa commented in passing, “Looks like you girls had a rough night.”

“Yeah, we got caught in the storm,” she mumbled.

So the stranger is one of the Bishop’s friends, which means he was old, she thought to herself. 

“Apparently Amity had twisted her ankle quite badly, but she will be fine in a few days.”

“I figured. She stepped in a hole when she tried to get out of the buggy, we couldn’t see much.”

Elsa came to sit at the table with her, “You girls need to be more careful, things could have been a lot worse.”

Sometimes Rachel couldn’t help but wonder what Elsa’s agenda really was. At times she treated her like a stranger, barely paying attention to her, and other times she came across all motherly. And all this time Rachel had no choice but to keep her own emotions all bottled up. 

“We will,” Rachel said and stood up to wash her plate, “I’m taking the eggs to the market, is there anything you need me to do?”

“Oh not to worry about the eggs, I’ve already sold delivered them this morning.”

Rachel felt as if she could crush the plate in her hands. Those eggs were her eggs, her income. She was saving money for herself, and now Elsa had taken the little bit she could earn for herself. 

“Thank you,” she said tight lipped without turning around.

“I hope you don’t mind, your father does need some money to buy that new gas stove so, I figured every penny would help.”

“Of course,” Rachel turned around this time, with a fake smile plastered on her face, “I’ll just get more eggs to get money for my new dress.”

“Why on earth would you need a new dress?” Elsa said with mock surprise, “Don’t you have enough as it is?”

Rachel was slowly starting to lose her temper, but she fought hard to remain calm, “I only have three dresses, and I need one for church, the others are all worn and faded.”

Elsa laughed, “It’s not like you’ll be catching anyone’s eye, and you’re past the point of marriage. You’re already considered a spinster.”

“I’m only twenty-two, the same age my mother married,” Rachel protested.

“And see how that turned out.”

Elsa had barely said the words when her sons, Caleb and Alfred came into the kitchen, and Rachel had to hide her anger. She simply scooped up her empty egg baskets and stormed out of the house. How that woman dared say such heartless things and get away with it, was beyond her she thought as she marched determinedly in no particular direction. But as the anger subsided, it was replaced by doubt. Maybe it was too late for her to marry, but then the same applied to Betty and Amity, they were both the same age. Obviously living in Derby Creek wasn’t much help either, there were far more women than men here, and unless they had gatherings from nearby towns, chances of finding a suitor was slim. 

First of all there was Betty, who insisted that she was waiting for Mr Right, she refused to settle for less, then there’s Amity who also had her own ideas of a suitor, and the few men that did ask for her hand in the past, were coldly turned down because she was just not interested. Rachel always thought that Amity was the kind who would go on a Rumspringa if her father allowed her, out of the three friends, she was the adventurous one. 

Rachel grunted a loud oomph as she collided with someone sending her baskets flying. Thankfully they were empty; otherwise they would both have been covered in egg yolk. She stumbled back and started to apologize profusely when she swallowed her words, and a pair of very strong hands cupped her shoulders.

“Are you alight?” the young man asked, and offered her a lopsided smile.

“Jah, I am fine, I-I wasn’t paying attention, I’m sorry,” she said struggling to breathe.

“It’s quite alright, you were miles away there for a second, I’m Uri, Rachel right?” he said and released her as he tucked his thumbs into his suspenders.

Uri, the name immediately rang a bell. He was Bishop Gunther’s friend, but how? He was so young, she wondered. 

“How do you know my name?” she asked foolishly.

“I came to your rescue last night in the storm, but I suppose you won’t recognise me, it was rather dark.”

“Oh! Oh right, yes. Well... um, I’ll be going now. Thank you, I mean sorry, I... I have to go.”

Rachel just about ran away from him, she had acted like a complete and utter fool, stuttering over her words like a second grader having to do an oral assignment. No wonder she was single. She couldn’t sit in the company of a man without feeling awkward. As she hurried away she could feel his eyes burn into the back of her, but she refused to glance back. The farther she got away the quicker her out of control heart and raging butterflies would quieten down.

“Rachel!” It was Betty who waved her down, “Where are you heading?”

“Eggs!” 

“You’re going to Eggs?” Betty giggled.

“No, ugh, I’m going to collect eggs silly,” she corrected herself as Betty fell into step next to her, “How is Amity doing?”

“She’s fine, but you look like you’ve seen a ghost, why are you in such a hurry,” Betty said as she tried to keep up to Rachel’s pace.

“I need to sell enough eggs to buy a new dress. The cow sold all the eggs I collected yesterday.”

“What a cow, did she not even ask you?”

“Does she ever?”

The rest of the way, the two friends walked in silence, Betty on her own planet, and Rachel trying to get Uri out of her mind. She hadn’t expected him to be so young, nor did she expect him to know her name. The night before was a bit of a blur with everything going on, and she mostly remembered walking beside Bishop Gunther while Uri guided the horse by its reins with Amity and Betty on horseback. 

“Is Uri your...”

“Don’t you think Uri is...”

They both said at the same time and then burst out laughing.

“Uri is so handsome,” Betty continued, “The last time I saw him was when we were kids. His family has been in Germany for the past few years.”

“I didn’t expect him to be so young,” Rachel said, “Are they staying here?”

“Only Uri, he’s staying at our house and is helping papa with a few things.”

Rachel could hear by Betty’s tone that she was keen on Uri, and she knew by the seam of her dress, that Amity will be just as taken by him. One of them will most certainly catch his eyes, she thought and smiled softly. Her friends or at least one of them deserved a good strong man to care for them.

She dismissed the notion of Uri straight away, knowing that she would never stand a chance. She could hardly string together a proper sentence when she bumped into him earlier. 

Chapter 3

Amity humped along with a crutch in one hand, while Betty excitedly skipped besides them. For the first time in who knows how long, Betty and Amity had made some effort to look presentable, both of them had brand new dresses. It was the Friday night frolic, where most boys got to voice their intentions.

Betty was nervous; as usual she was shy and nervous. She never liked these events much, she did not trust the thing called love, her father loved once, he had promised his her mother that he would make sure she was taken care of, but now years later, all she had to remember her mother by was a single letter, and a lifetime of regret. Elsa was kind in some ways, but she was jealous of Betty, and Betty never did much right in her eyes. 

The people from the surrounding farms started to arrive, old and young, in the middle of the big barn the table was set as always. Food in excess was spread across the table, along with lanterns casting a dim glow over everything. 

“Have you seen how handsome Uri is?” Betty whispered under her breath.

Amity giggled and shifted in her chair, “I know right? I can still feel his hands on my hips as he helped me on to the horse.”

“Oh and weren’t they the biggest stronger hands ever?” Betty swooned.

“I’m going to make a play for him you know?” Amity murmured under her breath.

“No you’re not, I am, and I’ve already spent some quality time with him.”

Betty wagged her brows and reached for bunch of grapes.

“You can’t eat now, we have to say thanks first,” Amity said slapping Betty’s hand.

“Oh please, no one is even looking.”

Betty listened to her friends as they cooed over the newcomer and she opted not to show any interest. They had reason to try and win his affection, she had none. She will see this night through and make the best of a bad situation. Besides, she had a lot more on her mind. Maybe it was time she accepted the fact that she was a spinster, and she figured it was time she spoke to the Bishop and go his take on her moving out of her paternal home into her own. She could always offer her help as a teacher. She knew how to read, in fact she loved reading. She could go spend time at the local school and read to the youngsters, even help the school teachers to give extra lessons in literacy. 

“Rachel!” Amity’s voice broke into her thoughts.

“Oh... sorry I wasn’t listening,” she apologised.

“I was saying, maybe all three of us should play for Uri, we can see which one he picks.”

Rachel raised her brows, “He’s not up for auction, it’s a silly game you’re wanting to play.”

“Stop being such a drab! It will be fun.”

No it won’t, she thought. The first thing that is bound to happen is that Uri will pick either Betty or Amity, then that will leave one or the other angry and disappointed, ruining a friendship of many years. 

“I’m not a drab, I’m just saying. What if he picks Betty, then you’ll be angry, not?”

Amity rolled her eyes, “You take things way to seriously, if he picks Betty, then so be it, I’m hardly desperate to marry.”

“Come on Rachel, it will be fun; besides, maybe he shows no interest in any of us, then at least we know we all tried.”

Betty worried her lip and looked down at her hands, “I don’t know, I suppose no harm can come of it.” She for one knew that she won’t be the least bit phased if he picked Amity or Betty, because she knew she stood no chance.

Amity shoved her elbow into Rachel’s ribs and gestured with her head towards the door. Talk of the devil, Uri was heading straight down the path on the opposite side of the table with his eyes fixed on them. And once again the sight of him made her heart race and as she watched him approach it was as if all else around her faded. She had tunnel vision and it was only him looking straight at her. When he finally stopped and took a seat directly opposite her she averted her eyes immediately. Of course, Amity kicked her under the table and Rachel cleared her throat uncomfortably.

“Hallo Uri,” she said.

“Hoe gaan het, Rachel?” he smiled.

She only nodded, her tongue felt like led in her mouth, and her palms were sweaty. 

Betty and Amity both fell right into conversation, putting their best foot forward while Rachel wanted nothing but to flee. Soon enough the evening got on the way, with youngsters all frolicking and enjoying the event. Uri made sure he mingled with everyone and never let on that he was interested in any of them in particular, which was funny, since Betty put her best foot forward and out rightly told him he had beautiful eyes.

As the evening drew to a close and most of the people had left, the last remaining few spent the rest of the time talking about the up and coming barn raising event. Uri was still seated across from Rachel, and Betty and Amity had moved closer to where Bishop Gunther was. He was playing the harmonica, which was probably the only instrument allowed in the community, but still sounded like heaven.

“So Rachel, have you always lived here?” Uri asked curiously as he picked on some of the bread sticks on his plate.

“Jah, I was born here,” she said and offered him a shy smile.

“I’m surprised I don’t remember you?” 

“I’m not exactly the most memorable of all,” she laughed.

“Oh but you are, you are a very beautiful woman.”

Rachel blushed profusely and covered the side of her face with her hand, “Thank you,” she mumbled.

“Can I pick you up for church on Sunday?”

Shocked at his request, Rachel shifted uncomfortably in her seat and worried her lip, as tempting as it was, she wasn’t so sure if it was a good idea. But then again, Betty and Amity did say that they should all try and win his affection. She looked down at her empty plate and smiled. Perhaps it was time she stepped out of her comfort zone and tried dating at least, after all, he was simply going to take her to church, and it wasn’t like he was proposing to her at all.

“Sure,” she said and then got up, “I have to go now. I will see you around.”

She saw his mouth open and close, but she rushed away regardless. She said her goodbyes to her friends and the rest of the community who were all still in the barn and headed home. Her mind was racing and her heart even more. For the life of her she couldn’t understand what Uri saw in her. You’re a beautiful woman – he had said, and it made her feel as if she was about to fly into the night sky on wings of angels. No boy, or man for that matter, had ever paid her such a compliment, and coming from someone as handsome and Uri, made her tummy do strange things. 

Chapter 4

Uri was up and ready long before dawn on Sunday, making sure his buggy was clean and that he too was dressed in his best church clothes.  He couldn’t deny the fact that he felt bad for Betty, she had shown her affection so openly, but there was just no chemistry between them. Unlike Rachel, Betty was just too flamboyant to his liking. She was a pretty woman, but not even nearly as pretty as Rachel. Rachel was unusually pretty, with red hair that always seemed so perfectly plated and rolled up under her prayer cap, with loose strands that tickled her cheeks. The slight dusting of freckles across her nose, that spread to her cheeks made her even prettier, almost innocent not to mention the way she blushed every time he spoke to her. 

He was quite surprised when she accepted his request to start off with, but pleased nonetheless. 

The first night he saw the shy girl, with her baskets filled with eggs, he was intrigued. She was in control despite the stormy weather and their predicament, and even when he lifted the other two on to the horse, she never uttered as single complaint. She walked quietly next to them as if she was taking a stroll. Not even the rain slanting heavily against them broke through her composure. Maybe it was the way she kept to herself, or the way her eyes lit up the next day when he bumped into her, he wasn’t quite sure himself, but if he had to pin it to one
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