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To my brother Mark
one of the most exceptional,
steadfast, honorable men
I’ve ever been privileged to know
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Amish Vines and Orchards series

The story so far …

In A Season for Tending, Rhoda Byler, a twenty-two-year-old Amish girl, struggles to suppress the God-given insights she receives. Her people don’t approve of such intuitions. Because of their superstitions and fears, Rhoda spends most of her time alone in her bountiful fruit and herb garden or with her assistant, Landon, canning her produce for her business—Rhode Side Stands. Although she lives with her parents, two married brothers, and their families, Rhoda is isolated and haunted by guilt over the death of her sister two years ago.

Thirty miles away, in the Amish district of Harvest Mills, three brothers—Samuel, Jacob, and Eli King—are caretakers of their family’s apple orchard. Samuel has been responsible for the success of Kings’ Orchard since he was a young teen, but due to Eli’s negligence, one-third of their orchard has produced apples that are only good for canning. If Samuel doesn’t find a way to turn more profit on those apples, he’ll have to sell part of the orchard, resulting in even smaller harvests in the future.

When Samuel and Rhoda meet, they see eye to eye on very little until she shows him her fruit garden. He soon realizes that her horticultural skills are just what he needs to restore the orchard, and her canning business could provide an established outlet for their apples—if he can convince her to partner with them. Without telling his girlfriend, Catherine, he asks Rhoda to work with Kings’ Orchard.

Rhoda declines … until someone maliciously destroys her garden and her livelihood. She gives her land to her brothers and commits to partnering with Kings’ Orchard. Before long she and Jacob begin courting, and Samuel severs his relationship with Catherine.

Just as they begin to harvest the apples, a tornado destroys most of the orchard and almost costs Samuel his life. In an effort to make a new start, Jacob, Samuel, Rhoda, Landon, and others decide to buy an abandoned apple orchard in Maine that they can restore. As the families commit to establishing an Amish community in Maine, Samuel realizes he’s in love with Rhoda.
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As The Winnowing Season opens, a small group is preparing to move to Maine—Rhoda Byler, her brother Steven, his family, her assistant Landon Olson, brothers Samuel and Jacob King, and their sister Leah. Their goal is to establish a new Amish community and to cultivate an abandoned apple orchard to replace the income from the orchard the tornado destroyed.

But the day before they leave, Rhoda’s church leaders insist she attend a meeting, because Samuel has reported Rueben Glick for vandalizing her garden. She’s upset with Samuel and dreads going, but to make matters worse, Jacob, her boyfriend, is called away at the last minute. Samuel goes with her and is outraged at the hostility and suspicion they express toward Rhoda. Although the meeting does not go well, Rhoda is given permission to move to Maine in good standing with the church.

The following day the Bylers and Kings leave, except for Jacob, who never returned. Rhoda feels alone in her new surroundings as she continues to see her late sister and begins to hear music and a new voice calling her to meet an isolated couple, Camilla and Bob Cranford. She tries to confide in Samuel, but he pushes her away for fear she’ll discover he’s in love with her.

When Jacob arrives, Rhoda begins to learn about his past and his connection to a non-Amish woman named Sandra. Jacob and Rhonda’s love and loyalty to each other are unshaken, and everyone at the farm soon settles in to revitalizing the orchard. Whenever Jacob’s past calls him away, the others work extra to make up for his absence.

Although most of their neighbors welcome the Amish, Rhoda finds herself in legal trouble as three teenagers from powerful families accuse her of giving them drugs. That forces Jacob into hiding to protect Rhoda from negative scrutiny because of his past. As pressures mount, Samuel helps her find strength.

Months pass with Jacob gone, and Samuel continues to withhold his feelings from Rhoda. After she is finally cleared of charges, Samuel is alone with her in the barn, and the conversation turns personal. His emotions get the best of him, and he kisses her. Rhoda is swept up in the moment before pushing him away. Almost immediately Jacob arrives home and discovers what has happened. He breaks up with her and is furious with his brother. Without explanation, Samuel withdraws from her. Rhoda realizes she has lost both men, so she moves in with Bob and Camilla, hoping Jacob will eventually forgive her.

[image: ]

As For Every Season opens, Rhoda is still living with Camilla and Bob while she sorts out the difficult situation with Jacob, Samuel, and her. Her intuition tells her that Camilla has a son, and Rhoda tries to find out what happened to the family. At the farm Leah sees the work piling up and takes the initiative to hire a new worker, a young Amish woman named Iva.

The need for the Maine orchard to survive forces Rhoda, Jacob, and Samuel to confront their complicated relationships, and Rhoda tells Jacob that she wants to give their courtship another chance and that even though she and Samuel share a deep bond, she doesn’t have any romantic interest in him. Leah and Landon decide they are officially dating, but he doesn’t want to influence her decision on whether to leave the Amish faith.

Jacob confronts Sandra about lying to him and convinces her to go with him to see his lawyer. They learn they are not legally responsible for the incident that led to the deaths of two women, but because Sandra witnessed an unrelated violent crime, she must remain in hiding. In order to clear his name, Jacob agrees to go to Virginia to give a deposition and to testify at the upcoming trials involving Jones’ Construction. Once Jacob and Sandra are back at the farmhouse, the group decides that the best way to keep Sandra and Casey safe is to move them to a new, secure place to live.

As Rhoda and Samuel’s friendship slowly heals, she shares with him her visions concerning Camilla’s son and possible grandchild. Samuel encourages her to see that the intuitions must come from God. When Camilla is in a car accident, Rhoda and Samuel work together to keep her calm until help arrives. Steven tells Rhoda that Samuel is the better match for her. Phoebe, Steven’s wife, shares that she lost the baby she was carrying.

Iva helps Sandra move while Jacob goes to Virginia to testify, and Samuel and Rhoda grow closer as they work to keep the budding orchard from frost damage. After Jacob testifies, he realizes three things: his desire to work construction has been revived, his brother is in love with Rhoda, and Rhoda may have hidden feelings for Samuel. Jacob resolves to get Rhoda off the farm as quickly as possible.

When Jacob returns to Maine, he tries to persuade her that they need to leave the farm. Even though the farm is home and she’s needed here, she recognizes that her feelings for Samuel have developed into romantic love. So she agrees to go with Jacob. When he realizes she loves Samuel, he frees her from their engagement and leaves. Rhoda is broken over the pain she’s caused Jacob, but she knows that Samuel is the one who holds her heart, and she feels a measure of peace for their future.

For a list of main characters in the Amish Vines and Orchards series, see this page.


ONE

[image: ] Rhoda stood over the forty-gallon copper kettle filled with apple butter, slowly pushing and pulling the paddle. Bubbles gently broke the silky, dark-brown surface into soft craters as steam carried the heady scents of cloves, cinnamon, and nutmeg. Cool mid-October air rushed in through the open doors and windows, dispersing the heat of canning.

At one of the long worktables, Leah rapidly prepared apples for another kettle. Apple peelers, which also cored and sliced the apples, were bolted to the table. In another part of the kitchen, Iva used a long-handled scoop to pour cooked apple butter into canning jars, while a newly hired helper, Mary Yoder, cleaned any drips from the jars, put the metal sealing lids on, and screwed on the band.

Although Orchard Bend Farms had been established only a year ago, everyone rolled through the day with the kind of expertise one would expect after several seasons of hard work tending to the orchard and canning—Samuel; his sister Leah; Rhoda; her brother Steven; his wife, Phoebe; Rhoda’s longtime Englisch assistant, Landon; and hired, live-in helper Iva. All of them were really good at doing whatever task faced them.

The newer helpers from the Amish families who had moved to Maine only a couple of months ago, like Crist and Mary, weren’t as useful yet, but they were eager to learn and were very pleasant to be around.

Migrant workers filled the orchard, picking the trees clean, and they had another month of work to do.

But a huge part of what made the canning season such a success was this kitchen. The longer Rhoda worked in it, the more she realized that Jacob had thought of every possible canning need—like the gas-powered eyes that were sunk into the floors and surrounded with bricks. The sunken eyes worked much like in-ground firepits, and her kettles fit right over the heat sources. He’d also built massive worktables, oversize sinks, and numerous storage shelves, pantries, and spice racks.

A dull ache mixed with guilt throbbed inside her chest.

Jacob. How was he faring?

In the three months since he’d left, she and Samuel had talked about him and prayed for him often. If only he would contact them. He had a cell phone. His uncle Mervin, the man Jacob had gone to work for after the breakup, had given Jacob’s number to Samuel. But Jacob hadn’t responded to a single call they’d made or so much as sent a postcard.

Although she longed to hear from him, she didn’t blame him for ignoring her. She’d said some really harsh things as they’d hurtled toward the breakup. If she could go back, she’d be kinder. Oh, so very much gentler. They still would have broken up, and he’d have left hurt and angry. But she wouldn’t be carrying the guilt of having dumped on him her anger and mounting disappointments. And she wouldn’t be continually rehashing the unkind words she’d spoken.

Only a few people knew where Jacob was working these days, and no one at Orchard Bend Farms was privy to his whereabouts. What had she and Samuel done to the man?

“Rhoda.” Crist stepped into the harvest kitchen, holding up a clipboard.

She shooed the heartache and remorse back into their hiding place. “Ya?”

“I ran the inventory like Samuel said, and we’re missing fifty cases of jars. He said that’s not possible. But I’ve checked everything three times.”

Samuel strode into the kitchen, and her heart turned a flip at the sight of him. Despite their grief and guilt over Jacob, they navigated it together, and the rare and genuine honesty they shared was helping their hearts to mend. The distraction of this busy harvest season helped too. Samuel’s brown eyes moved to hers, making her heart race even more.

“He’s right.” She held Samuel’s gaze. “It’s not possible.”

In the evenings after she and all the others retired to their rooms, her thoughts of Samuel and her hopes for their future lingered long into the night. When she did finally go to sleep, she saw him in her dreams. When would he ask her out? Would she have to wait until Jacob had forgiven them?

But the truth was, Samuel didn’t have to use words to say all she needed to hear. Staring into his eyes like this, she could forget the world and every problem that faced them.

Crist tapped the clipboard against the palm of his hand. “Then do you have any idea where the missing jars are?”

She couldn’t manage to break eye contact. Was that what caused a slight blush to cross Samuel’s cheeks before he lowered his head, smiling?

Some semblance of thinking returned to her, and she focused on Crist. “Did you check my loft like I said to?”

“Ya. The barn has no crates of jars left.”

“Crist,”—Iva pointed to the ceiling—“she meant her sleeping loft.”

“Oh. Sorry. I didn’t check that one.” He shrugged. “You actually want me to go into your bedroom?”

“It’s not really a bedroom.” It was a small space where Rhoda slept some nights. Samuel’s uncle Mervin had come for a visit a few weeks after the harvest began. When he realized Rhoda was climbing a ladder and sleeping on the floor of the attic some nights, he built her a set of stairs and turned the attic into sleeping quarters with what might be the smallest half bathroom ever. Although a man couldn’t stand up straight there, she managed just fine. But she would sleep there only during the busiest canning times, like now, when she started her day before sunrise and worked late into the night. In the slower seasons she returned to her bedroom in the farmhouse she shared with her brother, his family, Samuel, Leah, and Iva.

“Kumm, Crist.” Iva rinsed her hands. “I’ll count boxes. You take notes.”

Crist glanced at Leah before nodding. “Sure.”

Did Leah realize Crist liked her? Rhoda doubted it. Crist was a broad-shouldered, good-looking man who was even tempered and had a lot of energy, but Leah seemed as taken with Landon as Rhoda was with Samuel. Unfortunately, if Leah chose an Englisch man over an Amish one, Rhoda would be blamed because she’d kept an outsider as a worker even after partnering with the King family business—as if Samuel’s Daed needed another reason to dislike her.

As Crist and Iva went up the narrow stairs that led to the small attic, Samuel dug oranges out of his coat pocket and set them on the counter near her. Rhoda used grated orange peel for flavoring in one of the apple butter recipes. As he continued to pull the fruit from his pockets, she grabbed a clean, long-handled wooden spoon from the counter, dipped it into the kettle, and waited for the apple butter to cool.

She wished Landon and Leah hadn’t fallen in love, but people couldn’t dictate to their hearts who they wanted to spend a lifetime with. She and Samuel knew that all too well. But it did hamper their business decisions. They wanted and needed to make Landon a partner, and at times Amish businesses partnered with the Englisch. An Englisch partner could bring certain modernization to the business that Rhoda and Samuel were forbidden to implement—like having electricity in the harvest kitchen or using motorized vehicles to haul apples and tend the orchard. Landon knew they wanted him to become a partner, but they couldn’t pursue it right now, and he was willing to wait.

The problem was that the approval of such a venture would have to go through Samuel’s church leaders in Pennsylvania, because that’s where the original business started, and the founding owner, Samuel’s grandfather, had been a church member in Pennsylvania. The scrutiny and visits from those church leaders would soon reveal that Landon was going out with Leah, and under those circumstances the ministers wouldn’t approve Landon as a partner. And once Samuel was turned down, he couldn’t appeal. So Rhoda had no idea how many years they’d need to wait or what would have to transpire before they could make Landon a partner.

Samuel set two more oranges on the counter. “That’s all Phoebe had. She said if you need more, Landon will have to run to the store.”

“That’s plenty for today.” She and Samuel weren’t yet skilled in knowing how much of certain items they would need for the kitchen or the orchard. Those calculations had been Jacob’s forte. “But Landon has no time to make a run to the store today or tomorrow. If I need more, maybe Camilla still has some from the bag she bought.” Despite how busy everyone stayed, Rhoda found a way to snatch a bit of time here and there with her Englisch neighbor, and Camilla drove Rhoda whenever she needed to shop for canning supplies.

Samuel kept an orange from rolling off the countertop. “Speaking of Camilla, she left a voice mail asking if you had time to meet with the private investigator this Sunday evening.”

Fresh guilt pushed in on Rhoda.

“Don’t.” Samuel pointed at her, reading her face. “Trust me. They will find Sophia and her mother. I know they will.”

She forced herself to nod, but she had good reasons to feel culpable in this. God had given Rhoda several insights concerning Sophia even before Camilla knew she had a granddaughter. But out of fear that the leadings might not be from God, Rhoda had held on to them for so long she’d botched what God had wanted to accomplish through her. The investigator the Cranfords had hired had yet to find Sophia and her mom, and Rhoda felt more uneasy with each passing month, concerned that something may have happened to them.

Unlike working in the orchard or the harvest kitchen, she could do nothing physical to fix the problem. Like the situation with Jacob, she could only pray about it.

Rhoda drew a deep breath, aiming to find her cheerful self. She couldn’t let grief and guilt over her yesterdays snatch all the good God gave her today. She held out the end of the spoon to Samuel.

He inched forward and took a taste of the apple butter. “Perfect.”

She sampled it too, verifying his novice opinion. “It is, and it’ll be ready for the jars in an hour.” She went to the sink and dropped the spoon into the sudsy water.

In an odd way what happened to her and Jacob reminded her of the Bible saying that a person cannot serve two masters without loving one and hating the other. In her experience a woman couldn’t keep a healthy relationship with one man while harboring tenderness for his brother. But Jacob shouldn’t have been the one to call the situation what it was. She should have. If she had, she would’ve freed him sooner with more of his heart and self-respect intact.

Samuel stirred the concoction for her. “Phoebe is setting up lunch on one of the tables outside. Let Mary do the stirring while we eat.”

“I wish I could.” Would she always long for every possible minute with Samuel? “We have to get the batch Mary is working on into the jars before it cools. Leah’s prepping another batch, and this batch has to be stirred nonstop for another hour until it’ll be ready to put into jars. I’ll eat later.”

“I’ll help you get to a stopping point.”

“There isn’t one, not today. Just have her put sandwiches on the porch like usual, and we’ll grab bites while working.”

“Rhoda,”—Samuel’s tone said he was ready to argue if need be—“it’s the halfway point of the harvest, and Phoebe wants the core group, plus anyone else who can, to eat a picnic lunch together.”

“This is the first I’ve heard of it.”

“That’s because you missed dinner the last two nights, and I forgot to tell you about it.”

“Ah, makes sense, but like I said, we can’t stop for lunch.”

He turned his back to the others. “Find the time. Do we need to dump out the batches that are cooking?”

Even as their love grew, they still managed to argue easily. Would that go away with time, or was it part of who they were together? “You wouldn’t dare!”

He raised his eyebrows, and the firm look in his eyes said he would. “Then be reasonable, please.”

“You can’t breeze in here, Samuel King, and start telling me how to run my kitchen.”

“I don’t see why not. You don’t mind telling me how we need to run the orchard.” He studied her, waiting for her rebuttal.

She wanted to put her hands on her hips and set him straight, except … he was right. She drew a breath. “I guess I should be grateful that you insist I take breaks.”

“You should, but that would be asking too much.” He grinned. “I would settle for begrudgingly agreeable … and for lunch, with everyone together.”

Regardless of how much work there was to do, how could she argue with his reasoning? “We need to get the batch Mary is working with into jars. While we do that, she can eat, and then she can take over stirring this batch.”

He nodded. “That’s a plan I can live with. What do you want me to do to help?”

“You stir.” She passed him the apple butter paddle and turned to Leah. “It appears we’re having a picnic, so let’s stop preparing apples for another vat. We’ll delay starting the next batch.”

“Works for me.” Leah set down the knife and began to clean her work station.

Rhoda went to the foot of the stairs. “Iva? Crist?”

Iva peered down. “Ya?”

“You two are needed down here, and you can return to that later, okay?”

“Sure.” Iva hurried down the steps, and Crist followed her.

Rhoda gave instructions. Bringing most of the kitchen to a halt during the day wasn’t easy. It’s why they ate in shifts.

“Mr. King.” The foreman of the migrant workers stood at the door of the kitchen. Samuel had told the man not to call him mister, but it was no use. Perhaps the man’s English wasn’t that good, or perhaps using titles was part of his culture.

“Coming.” Samuel went outside to see what he needed.

She and Samuel had rented a home not too far from here for the migrant workers to sleep in, and they’d hired two cooks to feed them. The overhead of running an orchard seemed crushing to her, but Samuel was used to it.

They could use extra workers to help in the spring too, but the migrant workers would be long gone by then. Samuel had hired some workers from the new Amish families in the area to help this fall, but since farming their own land was their main goal, they wouldn’t be available during the spring or summer. Orchard Bend Farms might not have much help during spring and summer for a few more years yet.

Within thirty minutes Leah, Iva, and Crist were washing their hands. They passed around a hand towel to one another and then left the harvest kitchen.

Leah paused. “You coming?”

“Ya.” Rhoda passed the paddle to Mary. “I’ll be back in a bit to check on you.”

“I won’t let it burn. I promise.”

“Denki.”

When Rhoda stepped onto the porch, she paused, soaking in the lovely fall day. A canopy of clouds hung overhead. Trees were filled with the splendor of the fall colors.

Landon brought a wagon to a halt, jumped down, and looped the lead over the hitching post. “Hey, Rhodes, I brought a bushel basket of McIntosh from cold storage.”

“Thanks.” She used the sweetness of a McIntosh to mix with the tarter apples, which cut down on the need to add sugar to the apple butter. “You’re joining us for lunch, right?”

“Definitely.” He left the apples in the wagon and headed for the table.

Could the day be any more gorgeous? Her five-year-old nephew, Isaac, and his three-year-old sister, Arie, were sneaking food to the dogs under the picnic table, and Rhoda laughed. As she watched her loved ones under a harvest sky, she saw Samuel take a box from Phoebe, and then he paused, staring at Rhoda. He walked toward her, his boots echoing against the wooden porch. “Hi.” His deep voice rumbled softly. “You joining us for lunch?” He winked, and warmth ran through her all the way to her toes.

She raised an eyebrow, aiming to look defiant as she teased. “Maybe. If you’re lucky.”

He chuckled. Since Jacob had left, she and Samuel hadn’t held hands or kissed, yet they were—dare she think it?—intimate.

How long would she have to wait to begin a life with him?


TWO

[image: ] The late-November sky spit snow as Jacob carried one end of the panel of Sheetrock toward the half-built home. At least a dozen Amish workers from his uncle’s construction business buzzed in every direction.

“Jacob!” His uncle’s voice rose above the hammering and sawing.

Jacob glanced around and spotted Uncle Mervin on the dirt driveway, standing beside a young Amish woman who had a little one on her hip and a toddler hanging on to her dress. Jacob gave a nod. What could an Amish woman possibly want on a construction site? “I’ll be right with you.” He and a coworker carried the Sheetrock into the house and set it down.

The house had plumbing, a good foundation, skeleton walls, and a finished roof. Jacob’s current goal was to get the exterior insulation on before a wintery blast hit Virginia. But the supply truck with the wall cladding had yet to arrive.

This house was one of two he was working on. Each sat on a bluff overlooking a valley with the Appalachian Mountains on the horizon. The view was spectacular, and even as he worked, the desire to do construction burned within him, which was good, because not much else interested him.

He volunteered to work out of town on every available construction job and was the only member of his uncle’s construction crew who didn’t rotate with other men in order to get weeks or months at home. He worked out of state all the time by choice. Sort of … Could he consider anything that had caused him to land in such a lonely place to actually be a choice?

Between doing construction work and helping build mission homes, he worked long, hard days and fell into a sound sleep the moment he crawled into bed. Funny, or maybe just sad, but he’d never noticed how long twenty-four hours were until Rhoda handed his heart back to him.

It’d been more than four months, and he was starting to feel a little more like himself again. Whatever that meant. For now he was content to work here. He paid an Amish family for room and board, and he’d be here until these two houses were lock-and-key ready.

He went into the garage, heading for the driveway.

“Hey, Jacob.” A young Amish worker, maybe eighteen years old, stopped him while filling his tool belt with nails. “Want to go to the singing with me this Sunday? There are some really pretty Amish girls around these parts.”

Jacob shook his head. “Not me. Thanks.”

“Kumm on.” The young man’s forehead wrinkled. “It’d shake up this sleepy little Amish community if a group of us visitors went.”

Jacob wasn’t interested in shaking up anything, but he could at least give the boy some hope. “I’ll think about it.” When Jacob got to the driveway, his uncle and the woman were gone. He looked past the multitude of work trucks and Amish carriages.

The toddler ran from behind a red Chevy truck parked at the curb and headed toward the house.

“Amos.” The woman lunged, grabbing the little boy’s wrist while holding on firmly to the child in her arms. “Duh net geh neh die Haus.”

The boy complained at her refusal to let him go near the house, but Jacob appreciated it. Any construction area was really dangerous for children.

The woman and his uncle were looking at what appeared to be a transport trailer for riding lawn mowers that was loaded with old wood flooring and doors. A black man was leaning against the cab of the truck, watching the workers. Jacob would bet money that the man was the Amish woman’s driver. But what did she want?

“Jacob.” His uncle gestured toward the woman. “Esther salvages items from old homes and repurposes them. I was telling her that you would be helping the owner make decisions about floor finishing and such.”

Was his uncle trying to pawn the woman off on Jacob? Mervin knew the answer to this woman’s query as well as Jacob did—no, but thank you. Besides, this was his uncle’s job, so why wasn’t he giving the answer?

Despite himself, Jacob picked up a piece of flooring. It was gorgeous, and once it was sanded, stained, and shellacked, it would regain its luster.

“It’s two-hundred-year-old pine.” The woman’s voice quavered as the toddler tried to tug free of her.

“It’s nice, but—”

The black man moved in closer and crouched, facing them. Esther released the little boy, and he flew into the man’s hands. He picked up Amos and walked off with him.

Esther breathed a sigh of relief. “You won’t find this quality in anything new.” She shifted the baby to the other hip. “I can give you a good deal on it.”

Jacob glanced at his uncle. Mervin would’ve said no to a man in a heartbeat, but apparently this pretty, blond-haired, doe-eyed woman with two young children was too much for him to refuse.

Jacob shook his head. “Sorry, but we use all new materials when we build a home.”

“But I have pieces—flooring, windows, bricks, doorknobs, and cabinets—that can add character to a new home. It’s the perfect combination, new construction with old-world character.”

“The owners are Englisch. They expect new-world character.”

“How do you know that’s what they want?”

Jacob stifled a sigh. Maybe his newly acquired jaded attitude was influencing him, but he didn’t want to deal with a young Amish businesswoman. Was her kind a growing trend? “It takes a lot of reclaimed wood to complete a room.”

“You’re right, but how large is the kitchen?”

“It’s twenty by twenty.”

“A four-hundred-square-foot kitchen.” Her eyes grew wide. “Wow. Okay, but I have enough of this”—she tapped a strip of pine—“to cover a two-hundred-square-foot floor. That could probably do two small bathrooms, one for sure. Or”—she picked up an old brick—“you could use the pine in the kitchen and then put rows of hundred-year-old brick around the edges to make up the difference. Or slate. I have some wonderful old slate in my work shed.”

“Our schedule is very tight, and it would take a lot longer to install repurposed items. Whatever you’ve salvaged will come in odd sizes, and probably a third of the best you have will still be too damaged to use once we try to place it.”

“But I make allowances for those things. That’s my responsibility, not yours.”

Her responsibility? He seriously doubted she knew that much about flooring a room, which meant he’d get stuck trying to make the limited supplies fit the space.

When Jacob’s phone buzzed, he was glad for the interruption. He didn’t wish to be rude, but she would have to take no for an answer. It’s how the business world worked, and if she wanted to dabble in it, she needed to figure that out. He pulled the phone from his pocket and looked at the number. The barn office in Maine, probably his brother.

Again.

Jacob rejected the call and slid the phone back into his pocket.

“You have to answer him at some point, you know.” His uncle’s matter-of-fact tone didn’t fool Jacob. Mervin would walk the Appalachian Trail in winter if he thought it’d help Jacob and Samuel work things out.

“You want to talk to my brother?” Jacob held out the phone to him. “Or maybe you want the phone back that you gave me?”

“No.” His uncle shook his head.

Esther shifted, looking like a stranger caught in a rift between relatives, which she was. But she should’ve left before now. If she and her husband needed a handout, he’d dig deep into his pockets, but business was business, and he didn’t need anything the woman was offering.

The phone in his pocket buzzed again. He didn’t get back-to-back calls from the farm in Maine. Someone, probably his brother, called once a week and left a message—none of which Jacob had listened to. He glanced at caller ID.

Sandra.

Any thought of possibly reaching out to Esther fled. He had all the responsibilities of helping others that he could manage right now.

When he’d stepped into the Englisch world as an older teen, Sandra and her husband had taken Jacob under their wing. But that’d been a long time ago, before her husband disappeared. Since then Jacob had spent too much time helping her cope in the very world she belonged to—the Englisch one. The one good thing in the situation was Sandra’s daughter, Casey. Jacob loved her like she was his own, and she was doing well despite her mother’s issues. He declined the call. He’d already talked to Sandra twice today. Surely he could ignore her call this time.

Jacob returned the phone to his pocket. “Your goods are nice, but we don’t use reclaimed products. I’m sorry.”

Disappointment flitted through her eyes, but her smile said she understood. “I appreciate your time.”

He nodded and walked back to the house.

Is this all that life had to offer him in the way of relationships—needy ones that heaped guilt and responsibility onto him?

Maybe he should go to the singing this Sunday after all. At least it’d offer a few hours of fun with no one needing anything from him.


THREE

[image: ] The wind howled, and the shutters on the old farmhouse quaked, but the chill of winter could not reach into the home. Or into Samuel’s heart. He glanced from the cards in his hands to the fire dancing in the hearth. The blue heelers, Ziggy and Zara, were stretched out on the floor near the fire, sleeping soundly. The logs shifted, sending sparks flying toward those sitting on the floor playing cards.

Life … It made his heart pound of late. Is this what being in love did—take the ordinary and make it feel amazing? They had a lot less pressure this winter than last. No doubt about that. After months of working from before dawn until after dark, all of them had been able to relax and enjoy the past few months. But his feelings had more to do with everyone in this room than anything on the farm.

“Guck!” Isaac’s voice screeched as he held out two jacks. Rhoda’s nephew had finally captured two jacks with one bounce of the ball. Arie squealed with delight and clapped her hands. The adults applauded from their spots on the braided rug while the children remained on the hardwood floor nearby so the ball would bounce properly.

Rhoda’s gorgeous blue eyes met Samuel’s, and his happiness stirred anew, mingling with gratitude. “I have cards to share.” She held up a thick fan of them.

“I see that, but I wouldn’t want to take your cards”—he cleared his throat, enjoying teasing her—“especially since the purpose of the game is to empty one’s hands of all of them.”

“But, Samuel, it’s Valentine’s Day, and you should do something really sweet.”

“I should. But I’m not going to.”

She laughed before frowning in mock anger.

He couldn’t help but think back to this day a year ago. Rhoda had been struggling as false accusations and lies were piling legal evidence against her. Jacob fought to keep his tarnished past from coming to light for fear it would add fuel to the lies and suspicions about Rhoda. So he had gone into hiding and had stayed there way too long, leaving Samuel to take care of his girl. While Samuel aimed to be the support she needed, he also spent his days fighting against his love for her.

It’d been his goal to hide his love from Rhoda and not betray his brother. In the long run Samuel had lost both battles.

Jacob had yet to forgive him. That weighed heavily, and Samuel prayed for his brother, but he was grateful Rhoda was here with him and able to be herself.

Rhoda’s brother Steven nudged her elbow. “Here, let me help you with your card situation.”

Her eyes grew wide as Steven eased an Uno card from his hand and laid it face up on the discard pile. It was a pick-up-four card.

“What?”

The group broke into laughter. Rhoda’s sister-in-law Phoebe stroked her rounded stomach, half laughing and half grimacing from discomfort. After losing a baby last May, Phoebe and Steven had grieved hard. Now they looked forward to welcoming another little one at the end of July.

While Rhoda picked up the four cards, Leah whispered something to Landon, who grinned at her but said nothing. Samuel recognized the looks that ran between them. If they weren’t in love, they weren’t far from it.

Was he wrong to allow Landon, an Englisch man four years older than Leah, to share game time with the King and Byler families? Samuel didn’t know. Actually, if he’d learned anything in his twenty-six years, it was just how little he actually knew. Experience offered hints and clues, and he tried to use them to figure out the truth about whatever stood before him. But little was clear. He knew Landon was a good worker, one Rhoda had trusted and relied on years before she and Samuel met. Landon was honest and determined. And he cared for Leah. A lot.

But he wasn’t Amish. That nagged at Samuel, but what was he supposed to do about it? Be controlled by his fears that Landon’s Englisch lifestyle would affect Leah’s future? Still, in the long history of the Amish in this country, he doubted any of them had allowed an Englisch man who was romantically interested in a family member to join fellowship time.

Leah tossed a piece of popcorn into Samuel’s lap. “Your turn, bro.”

“Again?” He needed to pay more attention. “Bro?” Samuel pulled the meanest card he had in his hand and laid it on the discard pile.

“Oh, Samuel,” Phoebe gasped through her giggles, “how could you?”

“What?” He looked to his left. “Leah needs more cards.”

Leah waved her two remaining cards. “Think so?”

“Definitely.” Samuel nodded.

“Then why, dear bro, did you use a pick-up-four card on Rhoda?”

“I didn’t.”

“Oh, but you did,”—Rhoda scowled at him, her eyes teasing and flirting as she reached in and began getting cards—“sweetie.”

She used that term when talking to the children and dogs—and to Samuel when ribbing him. So what had he done?

“Ya, sweetie, it’s okay.” Steven smirked as he leaned against the couch next to Phoebe and put his arm around her. “We don’t mind a bit if you cause Rhoda to lose. Somebody has to do it.”

“Wait.” Samuel thrust his hand over the pile. “It’s Leah’s turn.”

Phoebe opened her arms as little Arie crawled into her Mamm’s lap. “I played a reverse card. That made it go to Landon, then Leah, then you, and now Rhoda. Where were you during all that?”

“Thinking on something else.” Rhoda gathered her cards. “But I will get you for this, Samuel King.”

Landon chuckled. “Like adding four cards to your hand will make any difference in whether you win or lose.”

“True.” Rhoda nodded. “What would make a difference is if somebody helped me hold all”—the cards shot from her hands and flew in all directions—“these cards.” Her shoulders drooped, but her smile was undeniable.

Even as he tried to keep a straight face, Samuel couldn’t stifle his laugh. “Need some help?”

“Not from you.” She waggled her head from side to side.

He valued how much she’d healed since Jacob had left. It’d been a slow journey for him too, one with plenty of remorse and grief. They hated that Jacob had been hurt, but now that seven months had passed since his departure, Samuel and Rhoda could talk about everything. As enjoyable as days like this were, he knew there wouldn’t be many more this year. Prepping the orchard for springtime, with its long, hectic hours, was right around the corner.

As Samuel was helping Rhoda gather cards, Landon’s cell phone buzzed, and he reached into his pocket. He usually glanced at it and slid it back into his pocket unless his grandmother was calling. But this time his smile faded, and he held the phone out toward Samuel. “It’s the number from your family’s farm in Pennsylvania.”

Since the only phone for this place was in the barn office and they spent very little time out there when it was below freezing, Samuel had given Landon’s number to his Daed in case of an emergency. The room grew quiet, and all eyes were on Samuel. He took the phone and slid his finger across the screen. “Hallo.”

“Samuel, what’s going on up there?”

His Daed’s tone was severe, and a bad feeling washed over Samuel. “Can you hold for a few minutes and let me get elsewhere?”

“Ya.”

Samuel got up, hitting the mute button. “I need to talk to him, but apparently there isn’t an emergency.”

Leah tossed her cards onto the pile. “I’m done.”

Landon and Steven nodded and gathered the cards. Clearly, the mood was broken. Samuel had fielded many more calls from his Daed lately, each one less tolerant of this new settlement than the previous call.

Leah moved from the floor to the couch. “For him to stay this riled, he must be on that Amish chat line again, hearing negative stuff about us.” She sighed and rolled her eyes. “They ought to call it what it is—the Amish gossip line.”

“Leah, kumm alleweil.” Steven’s gentle correction was meant to settle her, and as the only church leader for this new settlement, his words carried weight.

While walking into the kitchen, Samuel turned off the mute. “Hey, Daed. I’m surprised you’re using Landon’s cell when there’s no emergency.”

“It might be a crisis. What’s this rumor I’ve heard about Leah seeing that Englisch assistant of Rhoda’s?”

Samuel pressed his lips together. Which of the new Amish families that had moved here over the last six months had shared that information? Apparently someone intended to end the relationship.

Samuel braced himself for another uncomfortable, difficult conversation with his Daed. It seemed to be the pattern since Jacob had left. Although his Daed apparently didn’t know what had caused Jacob to take off, he obviously blamed Samuel. He called regularly these days with a long list of grievances, including Rhoda being allowed to help make decisions about running the orchard and Samuel changing its name from Kings’ Orchard Maine to Orchard Bend Farms. His Daed would like the name even less if he knew it’d been Rhoda’s idea.

“Leah is in her rumschpringe, Daed.”

“But I let her leave Pennsylvania under your charge, and I’m not going to put up with these rumors.”

Dozens of arguments ran through Samuel’s mind. As he opened his mouth to rebut, he saw movement in the living room that caught his attention.

The three women—Rhoda, Leah, and Phoebe—had moved to the couch. Arie was sitting in Leah’s lap, and her hair had been taken down from its bun. Leah brushed Arie’s hair as the women whispered and giggled. They worked hard and loved deeply. He’d never witnessed the kind of unison they had.

Phoebe’s eyes grew wide, and she grabbed Rhoda’s hand and placed it on her stomach. Rhoda’s smile warmed his heart, and when she looked his way, he grinned. As much as Rhoda rejoiced with Phoebe over the unborn child, Samuel looked forward to the day Rhoda and he would start a family. But since he had stolen his brother’s girl, he’d have to wait until Jacob was okay with their marrying. The question was, how many years would they need to wait?

“Samuel,” his Daed growled, “are you even listening to me?”

Samuel’s mouth went dry as angst grabbed hold of him. He’d been clinging to the hope that if he handled the situation right between his Daed and Leah, he could keep all the relationships intact. Had it been a false hope?

The Amish had ways of applying constant pressure when they disagreed with someone’s behavior, and if that failed to change the person’s actions, he or she was shunned. Not officially through the church, but through mandatory actions that said you’re not welcome here anymore unless you change. How could he possibly shun Leah? Worse, how could Rhoda and Phoebe do so? But if it came to the point of shunning her and they didn’t do as told, they would be subject to the same treatment. Besides, Steven was a church leader now. He and Phoebe would have to uphold the Ordnung, or the consequences would be unbearable. Maybe Daed just needed a reminder of who was the spiritual head here.

“Steven is working with Leah, praying for her, guiding her as he sees fit.”

“He’s young, not yet thirty, and some don’t think he’s handling the Old Ways as carefully as he should. Others doubt he should’ve been chosen since his sister remains under a shadow of doing witchcraft.”

“That’s absurd. Rhoda doesn’t—”

“Save it, Samuel. I heard on the chat line that a bishop in Berks County is thinking of moving his family to your area. If he does, he’ll outrank Steven and bring the kind of order Orchard Bend Amish should’ve had all along.”

Every Amish person who’d helped establish this new settlement firmly believed in the Amish ways and culture, but they had pushed a lot of lines since arriving here sixteen months ago. Their hearts were in the right place, but sometimes the Amish rules got in the way of believers following their consciences. That’s when those on Orchard Bend Farms bent the rules, and Samuel didn’t regret doing so.

Somehow Samuel had to stop his Daed from doing anything that would cause the Old Ways to move into this home like a poisonous gas, choking the breath out of the relationships.

But how?


FOUR

[image: ] While Rhoda scrubbed burned residue from a pot, she looked out the window of the harvest kitchen. Snow danced and twirled, white specks of beauty against the black sky. The white dust insulated the world from sounds, bringing such peacefulness, and she soaked in the lingering quiet.

The farmhouse sat on the same acreage as the harvest kitchen, but even without snow or night hindering one’s vision, it couldn’t be seen or heard from here. However, she knew it was loud and busy this time of day. If this winter weather continued much longer, her niece and nephew might explode with pent-up energy. But whenever Rhoda came here to work, she enjoyed the blissful silence.

A light scratch on the kitchen door made her heart quicken. That was Samuel’s knock, if one could call it that. As she grabbed a hand towel, her chest thudded with anticipation. It didn’t matter how much she relished quietness, her heart was far from silent on the topic of Samuel King.

“Kumm.” She strode across the room, smiling.

Unlike their first winter in Maine, this one had been a lot of fun. She could still hear her friends’ and family members’ shouts and laughter and see their beautiful smiles framed by red noses and pink cheeks when they went sledding or ice-skating.

The door handle jiggled but didn’t turn. Were Samuel’s gloved hands unable to open it, or were his hands full?

Just as she reached for the knob, the door swung open, and a blast of cold air blew snow inside. Samuel entered, and the sight of him—his broad shoulders and expressive brown eyes—made her wonder if he had any idea how much she loved him. They talked about most things but not this. Not yet.

Sure enough, his arms held a large covered basket. She glanced outside. He was by himself? That was odd. By his own rules he was rarely alone with her. She closed the door behind him. As he set the basket on the table, the aroma of chicken and fresh-baked bread mingled with the smell from her burned concoction.

She swiped the towel across the table where flakes of snow had landed and melted. “Hard to believe it’ll officially be spring in two days.”

“I agree.” Samuel removed his snow-covered hat and hung it on a peg. “I’m looking forward to warmer weather.” He glanced at the pendulum wall clock. “But that needs winding.”

She studied it a moment. It had been stuck on ten minutes after six for quite a while. How had she not noticed that?

He moved to the wood stove and held out his hands. “Do you have any idea what time it is?”

“Time for you to bring me food?”

He shook his head, a trace of a smile showing despite his apparent efforts to subdue it. “If I didn’t remind you it was time to eat, how many meals would you miss?”

“Apparently none. Ever again.” Her eyes met his, and she could feel how drawn he was to her.

He returned to the table and propped his palms on the edge of the basket, still studying her. “Sustenance. It’s what’s for dinner. Now go wash your face and whatever else you like to do before you eat.”

“I’ll hurry.” She scurried up the narrow stairs that led to a small attic.

Rhoda lit a kerosene lamp and pulled the straight pins out of her apron. Despite the really rough start when they had moved to Maine seventeen months ago, she’d still choose to come here and do it all again because it had brought what now existed between Samuel and her.

Thoughts of Jacob tried to push in again, but she said another prayer for him and then refused to ponder where he was or how he was doing. She unpinned her hair and ran a brush through it. With her hair fixed, prayer Kapp in place, and a fresh apron on, she blew out the lantern and descended the stairs.

She was on the third-to-the-last step when she stopped cold. Samuel had set up what looked to be new outdoor furniture. And the worktable had been transformed into a kitchen table of sorts with two perfectly arranged place settings, a kerosene lamp, and a small cake … with lit candles.

Her birthday! Until this moment it hadn’t dawned on her. She was twenty-four.

If she could find her voice, she’d say something. Her family hadn’t celebrated birthdays since her sister had been killed on her Daed’s birthday, and Rhoda had stopped even thinking about them.

Samuel walked to her. “Now that I know when your birthday is, it’s a day I’ll always celebrate.”

Tears pricked her eyes, and she swallowed hard, emotions carrying her like a snowflake on a strong wind. Her nature was to put on blinders and labor like a workhorse, but Samuel had ways of removing her blinders and causing her to pause so she could take in the beauty of life.

He motioned to her. “Kumm. Make a wish and blow out the candles before all the frosting is covered in wax.”

She drew a shaky breath and walked to a barstool. He’d thought of everything, even coffee, and she hoped he’d brought the decaffeinated kind. If not, after they cleaned up here, they’d move to the farmhouse with its many chaperones and stay up half the night talking.

Hmm. Maybe she did want caffeinated coffee after all.

At the table she paused, closed her eyes, and then blew out the candles, wishing for something silly—for this to be the last snowfall of the spring. If she really wanted something, she’d pray for it.

She opened her eyes, feeling a little awkward about all Samuel had done to honor her. Why had he spent good money to buy outdoor furniture when they had old foldup chairs? Her discomfort grew as she walked over to the all-weather wicker furniture.

“Samuel, it’s lovely.” Since they liked to end their day sitting outside when weather permitted, it was perfect for them, but how could she accept such a gift? “I … know this sounds odd, but it’s easier when we argue and yell.”

“And I’m all for making your life as easy as possible.” He smiled. “You know, through yelling.” He pulled out a barstool for her. “Just not today.”

But she knew he preferred not to argue. It was just necessary when two strong-willed people with heavy-duty opinions had a relationship. She returned to the table. “I can’t believe you did this for me.”

“The furniture I ordered via phone and had it delivered. Landon drove me to the store where I bought the cake and candles. And Phoebe made the dinner. So nothing I did was all that remarkable. But you are free to count my actions every bit as amazing as you wish. It is, after all, your birthday.”

She laughed. He smiled and bowed his head. She finished her silent prayer before he did, so she waited. When he was done and looked up, she took a bite of the baked chicken and noodles. “I love this dish.”

“Ya, Phoebe said it was your favorite.” He used a napkin to wipe the Alfredo sauce from his lips. “Did she cook this last year and I had no idea it was your birthday?”

“Ya.” Several months ago she’d told him her birth date, explaining that since her sister was killed on their Daed’s birthday, her whole family had stopped celebrating those days.

Emma’s death had shattered far more than their hearts. It had broken traditions and celebrations. It had stolen sleep and peace. What it didn’t steal, it buried under their shock and grief. Her family simply learned how to maneuver with missing limbs.

Her eyes met Samuel’s, and sadness and guilt faded as love for him captured every thought. Her heart pounded.

Samuel swiped the back of his thumb across his forehead. “Did you create a new recipe today?”

She laughed. “Only if you count the ones that list what not to do.”

He smiled. “Life needs those too, doesn’t it?”

The conversation moved slowly as they ate. The ends of Samuel’s usually straight hair curled into ringlets as it dried from the melted snow. “It’s after ten, Rhoda. Once we eat and clean up, you need to call it a night, okay?”

“It’s that late?”

He nodded.

She bit her bottom lip, hoping to tease him while keeping a straight face. “Then why didn’t you bring me dinner sooner?”

“Because you messed up my plans. Gross dank.”

“You’re very welcome. Anytime you need anything messed up, I’m your girl.”

Amusement danced in his eyes. “How is it that I like the sound of that at the same time I don’t like the sound of that?”

“Because you confuse easily.” She raised one eyebrow, aiming to look defiant.

“Birthday girl or not, don’t give me any lip … uh, eyebrow. I had planned this celebration to be at the house, and I kept waiting on you to arrive, but you never came home.”

The man was going to drive her crazy, making her feel so unworthy of his kindness, so she decided to do what she did best in these situations—push back. “That’s not true. As long as I’m on this farm, I am home.”

He grinned, looking as if she’d given him a gift. “I apologize for lying.”

“And well you should.” She waved her fork in the air. She noticed there was a lumpy blanket over one of the worktables. “Samuel King, have you done something else?”

“Two things, actually.”

She pointed at him. “Do not make me yell at you.”

Samuel laughed. “But I’m so good at it.” His lopsided smile melted her heart. She giggled, nodding in agreement. Thankfully, when they argued, he neither caved because he loved her nor tried to bend her will to his because she was only a woman. He fought fair, and she appreciated it … eventually.

She eyed the long workbench, noting that whatever was under the king-size blanket was quite bulky. “What is it?”

“Go see if you must.”

She crossed the room and removed the blanket. Was she looking at a new kind of apple butter stirrers … automatic ones?

Samuel stayed seated. “They’re not really a birthday gift, but since they arrived yesterday, I thought I’d surprise you with them.”

“Are they automated stirrers?”

“Ya. It’ll take some time to set them up, but they’ll run off solar power, and you’ll be able to set a timer.”

“Samuel, this had to cost a fortune.”

“It’ll save you enough time and backbreaking work to be more than worth it. I would’ve gotten them in time for last year’s harvest, but they had to be specially made to fit our Old Order Amish harvest kitchen.”

“Denki.”

He nodded, and from seemingly nowhere Samuel slid a gift across the table. “It’s not much.”

She returned to the table and eased it from him. “Samuel, what else have you done?”

“Open it and find out.”

She sat and turned it over, enjoying the beauty and smooth texture of the wrapping paper. It felt like a book of some kind. She wouldn’t blame him if it were a cookbook. She could hardly make anything other than recipes to can. At least those came out delicious and sold really well, shoring up her waning confidence when it came to the kitchen.

As Rhoda opened the gift, she realized it was a photo album. “Well, aren’t you the bold one? An Amish man giving pictures as a gift.”

“I won’t tell if you won’t.”

“Oh, I’m definitely telling.” She winked before flipping through it, seeing images Iva had taken—pictures of her niece and nephew; of the orchard; of everyone eating at the table, all except Iva, who was taking the picture. Most were carefully done, showing no one posing and only a few discreet but full faces. What a beautiful treasure.

Her heart jumped when she came across a picture from last fall of Samuel with her niece asleep in his lap and her nephew standing at his knees talking to him. She remembered being in the living room with him when this happened. It was a Saturday evening, and she and Samuel were going over business stuff when Arie climbed into his lap and soon fell sound asleep. It’d stolen her heart that day, but she hadn’t realized Iva had taken a picture of it.

When she turned the page and saw a collage of tiny images, an odd sensation skittered through her. The page blurred for a moment. Was it her imagination, or was God trying to share something with her? As she prayed and ran her finger over the collage, she realized someone from the core group was missing. But every one of them was on that page mere moments ago. The blurry images wavered and shifted before being covered with a black veil. She blinked, and nausea churned. Someone in an Amish dress had disappeared from the page, and the rest were fighting to
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