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Chapter 1

Winter was settling in over the small Amish community of Paradise, naked trees lined the road side that led into the small town and Annabelle’s breath rose like visible white puffs into the night air. The freezing chill of the evening air overcame the scorching heat of the day, allowing it to ebb away like a graceful ballerina, bowing before its audience as the curtain falls. That was exactly how Annabelle depicted the seasons. There was an agreement amongst them, each season making way for its successor, and now it was winter’s time to rule over the lands. 

Annabelle sat on the porch outside of Bishop Mulder’s house, inside her little girl Mary, only three years old, was fast asleep and tucked away from the cold. But sleep evaded Annabelle like the night avoids the light. Ever since Albert’s untimely death she had trouble sleeping. She kept getting flashbacks of that fateful day when he was busy repairing one of the many buggies that were gathered on their property.  He was doing exactly what he was good at, refurbishing old run down buggies and restoring them. He had been out working as always when one of the jacks slipped and a buggy collapsed on top of him. It was one day in her life she would and could never forget. She witnessed it all with her own eyes but she was frozen in place, and by the time she pulled herself together Albert was dead. 

She shifted uncomfortably as she felt the baby move, she hadn’t known she was pregnant until a few weeks after Albert’s death, and now she was already six months along. And as a widow she had no idea how she would be able to cope raising two children all on her own. She won’t be able to start teaching straight away, and although she manages to get by with the bare minimum since she moved in with Bishop Mulder’s family, she knew it was only temporary arrangement. One she was eternally grateful for. Was it not for Helen and the Bishop, she would have been all on her own, trying to raise a three year old and work her way through the pregnancy. It was Helen who insisted that they move in with them until the baby is born, but every now and again she had a sneaky suspicion that she had overstayed her welcome. Of course they have never said anything, and maybe it was her own mind playing tricks on her, but she knew that people were strange creatures. They’re lips are moving, but the words do not match their actions. 

Another small nudge from the baby caused Annabelle to groan and she stretched reaching behind her to give the child room to move. It felt like the baby had wedged its knee or elbow into her rib cage.

“There, there, take it easy darling,” she whispered softly. 

This was followed by another nudge, this time making her smile, “You’re a busy one this evening, are you eager to meet the world already?” she asked her unborn child and rubbed over the bump in her stomach.

“It’s cold out here Annabelle, why don’t you come and sit inside by the fire?” Helen said worriedly.  She was the only one who was forever fussing over her wellbeing. She was also the only one who ever cared to help her when things at home were amiss. She adored her friend, but she hated that she had to inconvenience her with her woes. 

“I’ll be right in; I was just getting a breath of fresh air,” she inhaled, “Is Mary asleep still?”

“Yes, she is. But you will catch a cold out here so don’t stay out too long.” 

“I won’t, I promise.”

Soon enough Annabelle was alone again with her own thoughts. Questions flooded her mind with the why’s and why-not’s of her situation. Why would God give her a life to bring into this world when He would naturally have known exactly what the future held? It simply made no sense. She was going to raise Mary, be the God fearing wife everyone expected, and raise her daughter in the shadow of the All Mighty, but now she had a second one on its way, and she had to do this all on her own. It wasn’t fair, not by any means. Tears flooded her eyes and she quickly wiped them away with her sleeve. Loss was the side of life no one ever warns you about, the one thing that can change your entire outlook on life and rip the rug of hope that you stand on, right out from under your feet. 

When she first met Albert, they were still very young, and at first there was very little they had in common, but once they were married, and Mary was born, they settled into their life, and found common ground. They never needed for anything, and in his own way Albert was a good man who loved his daughter, and that was all that mattered to Annabelle.

She shook her head and let out a sigh, she shouldn’t keep harping on the past and what could have been. She had a little person growing inside of her, and she had dear little Mary to care for, if anything she should focus on them, and trust the Lord for the strength she needed to make it through these dark days. 

––––––––

Chapter 2

The Sunday service was long and out drawn, Annabelle felt anxious and tired and all she needed was to get home and crawl into bed, but she couldn’t.  She had to join the other women of the community to finish quilts for the orphanage. With a heavy heart she let Mary go with the other children to play while she made her way to Abigail’s house.

“Annabelle, can I have a word?” Joseph, one of the elders of the community said just as she made her way to the small gate.

“Of course,” she said, offering a feigned smile.

“I had a talk to Helen and the Bishop earlier, they are growing concerned about your current state of affairs,” he continued.

“My state of affairs?” she questioned.

“Indeed, most of us are worried about your wellbeing and what your future holds, raising children on your own is no easy task.”

She had no idea where he was going with this but an unsettling feeling started to churn deep down.

“Well then, what else is there to do, God obviously has a different plan for my life, but who am I to question Him?” 

“I know, I know,” he said, his tone filled with sympathy, “Do you know the town of Middlefield in Ohio?” he asked.

Annabelle frowned and looked at him questioningly, “Not too familiar with it, I’ve never really been outside of Pennsylvania, but what does Middlefield have to do with my wellbeing, she asked curiously.

Joseph shifted his weight and reached out to rest his hand on her shoulder, “There’s a widower in Middlefield, he’s a good and wealthy man, I’ve been thinking that perhaps it’s time you think of the future, and Bishop Mulder has already agreed to set up a meet with him.”

Annabelle tilted her head to the side and frowned, “What exactly are you suggesting Joseph?” 

She knew exactly what he was suggesting, but she had to hear it straight from the horse’s mouth, rather than make her own conclusions. If this was what it appeared to be, it means that none of the other men here in Paradise wanted to step forward and offer her their hand. They all knew Albert and respected him, and a lot of them blamed her for not acting quick enough when he was trapped beneath his buggy, but none of them would be so bold as to accuse her outright.

“Well I think it would be in your best interest if you move to Middleburg and remarry, it will give you a chance to start anew. Brother Owen Yoder is a very well-known and respected man, he also runs a very successful business, but like you he also lost his dear wife, and would like for a companion.”

Annabelle fought to keep a straight face, “A companion?” 

“Indeed, I have agreed to send you to meet with him, it’s half a day away. So on Tuesday morning, Amos will be taking you through to meet with him, and if things go well, you will be staying there.”

“But what about Mary, and does he know I am with child?” she asked nervously.

“He knows everything about you and your situation, like I said, he is a wealthy man,” Joseph said and turned to walk away then stopped and turned back, “Oh and he has five children.”

Five children!? How on earth was she going to care for five children and her own? Annabelle was dumbstruck as Joseph turned away without as much as asking her what her thoughts were about being sold off to some stranger with five kids. Fine, so she wasn’t exactly being sold off, but it didn’t look like she was given a choice here either. If anything, in a roundabout way she was being shipped off with her children, because she had become a burden in her own community. Next to shunning, this was probably the worst thing she could think of.

Frustrated she turned around and headed back home, she didn’t care what the others thought of her anymore, if they were simply going to post her off to some stranger, she may as well cut her losses. 

~*~

At dinner Annabelle was particularly quiet, and the glances shared between Helen and her husband spoke volumes.  She could also sense that Helen wasn’t happy with the decision made by the Bishop and the other elders, but she was a God fearing woman, who did not dare oppose her husband’s decisions. And she would not allow Helen to feel bad for her either.  Maybe a change would do her good, and moving away from all these memories could be exactly what she needed.  What’s the worst thing that can happen? She asked herself.

“I’ll be leaving on Tuesday morning,” she said quietly as she laid down her fork and knife.

“Annabelle...” Helen started.

“It’s quite all right Helen, brother Joseph explained it all to me, and I think it might be a good thing,” she started, although in her heart she was fearful, “Besides, this way you and Liam can have your life back. I have imposed on your generosity long enough; it’s time I get my own house in order.”

“Annabelle, I’m sorry, I wish they handled it differently,” Helen said placing her hand on Annabelle’s.

“It was bound to happen sooner or later, I’ll be fine, I promise.”

Bishop Mulder cleared his throat, and clasped his hands together in front of him, “The way of the Lord is often mysterious. We are not to question the path he lays bare before us and should be thankful for presented opportunities.”

As always faithful to the end, the Bishop had to be the one to try and put things in perspective. And what he said was true, the way of the Lord is unchartered but by faith, the way ahead will be a clear path of learning and acceptance.

“Thank you Bishop,” Annabelle said and scooted her chair back, “I think it is time for me to retire, I have a lot to do tomorrow in preparation for the move to Middlefield.”

“Good night Annabelle,” both Helen and the Bishop said in unison.

As she walked away she could hear the whispered voices and she knew Helen was voicing her own opinion, but Bishop Mulder was not easily swayed, not even by his wife.

––––––––

Chapter 3

David waited patiently for the arrival of his new companion, and even now, he had doubts. After Eve passed away from Cancer, he thought his life was over. But after a year had passed the strain of raising five children all on his own, had become too much of a challenge and he had no choice but to consider his options. But here in Middlefield, there were no eligible women whom he would want to marry. He took weeks to decide a course of action after one of his oldest friends suggested a mail order bride. What got his attention was the fact that he did not have to go through the pain staking exercise of courtship. It would be an agreement between two consenting adults who were both in need of companionship. He needed a woman to run his household and care for his children and someone who would ultimately be his match.

He had communicated his intensions with the council and had considered a few options before finally settling with his choice, an expectant mother, who according to Bishop Miller was a respectable young woman who loved children and that was all he needed.

It was late afternoon when the carriage arrived on his farm, and he had to be honest that his nerves suddenly juggled around like lost marbles in a glass bowl.  He had no idea what the woman looked like and other than her name and promises from the Bishop, he knew nothing. 

When they were close enough, he was pleasantly surprised; Annabelle was a pretty woman, not much older than thirty years of age, under her cap he could see the strands of blond hair swaying in the wind. Next to her was a little girl, who was her splitting image, and also the same age as his little Bethany.  Bethany was his only daughter and knowing that she might now have a friend to play with pleased him more than anything. 

As the carriage drew to a halt he quickly stepped up and held his hand out to help her down.

“Annabelle, I’m so glad you decided to meet,” he said as she placed her hand in his.

“You must be Owen,” she said and smiled.

Her fingers were trembling but he couldn’t blame her. Even his insides were quivering with nerves. This was a big step for him and he was sure that it was just as big a leap for her.  

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said and then kneeled own on one knee, “And you little lady must be Mary, I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Her little girl was hiding behind her mother’s dress, just like Bethany was hiding behind his eldest son. 

“Mary, say hello to Mr Yoder,” Annabelle said in a soothing tone, but Mary stood with her thumb in her mouth.

“It’s alright, I’m sure she will crawl out of her shell once she gets to know everyone,” Owen said and stood up again.

“I’m sure she will. So are these your children?” she asked.

“Yah, this one is Abel he’s fifteen, Abraham is fourteen, Benjamin is nine, Joseph is seven and last but not least is our little lamb Bethany, she’s three years old,” he introduced them all, and thankfully they put their best foot forward. 

He silently hoped that she wasn’t intimidated by the fact that he had five children. If anything he was hoping that she would be honest with him.  Getting a mail order bride was one thing, but having one who did not want to be here would prove problematic.

“Abel and Abraham please take Annabelle’s luggage to her room,” Owen said and then asked the other three to go show Mary the new lamb that was born a few nights ago. It would give him some time to get to know Annabelle on a more personal level.

Once all the children were gone, Owen held out his arm for Annabelle, “Come, let’s take a walk, I think we have a lot to discuss.”

“That we do,” she said absentmindedly as she kept looking back to where Mary disappeared.

“Mary will be fine, the boys are very good with Bethany and they will be just as good for Mary,” he smiled.

“It’s just that she doesn’t know anyone,” Annabelle said nervously.

“She will get to know them.”

They walked in silence at first, since Owen was not sure how to engage with Annabelle, but by the time they reached the Creek that bordered his farm, he had learned that she was about six months pregnant and that she missed her teaching job, which he was sure she could do again once the babe was a year old. But if she did decide to marry him, she would need for nothing.

“So tell me about your husband,” Owen asked when they sat down next to the stream, although Bishop Mulder shared what he knew about Annabelle, and outsider’s opinion was always different to that of the person in the boat.

Annabelle sighed and closed her eyes, “He died before I knew I was with child, he had an unfortunate accident while repairing our buggy,” she said, “He was good to Mary.”

He picked up on that instantly when she mentioned he was good to Mary, what she didn’t mention was how he was towards her.

“I’m so sorry for your loss; it must have been very difficult for you,” he said with genuine sympathy, “What kind of work did he do?” 

“He refurbished old buggies and carriages, it was more of a hobby, and he was really good at it.”

“And was he good to you?”

Annabelle’s shoulder stiffened and then she ducked under a low hanging branch, “The creek is lovely it’s so peaceful here, do you come here often?”

“I used, to, but not so much anymore,” he said, “I lost my wife to Cancer a year ago, but at least we had time to say our goodbyes.”

Annabelle stopped and turned to look at him, “I’m sorry, it must have been so sad, but I don’t think death on any level is easy, I guess God’s will for us all is not always our own.”

Wise words, he thought, at least she wasn’t bearing any grudges against God.

“So now that we have met, do you think that you could settle here?” he asked curiously.

This time she smiled, “It’s a lovey place, and your children are very polite, but I hardly know you.”

“That is true, but I’m not all that bad am I?”

Annabelle laughed this time, “No, you’re not all that bad.”

“I tell you what, you spend a week here and then we decide, I have a small house on the farm where you can live with Mary, and if you decide to stay we can consider the rest.”

Her smile was really captivating, he thought. She had a dimple in her left cheek and when she smiled her eyes lit up like the heavens. She was indeed a very beautiful woman. He could only hope that he would be able to win her over. The last thing he wanted was for a woman to marry him because the Bishop insisted and then live the rest of his life with a wife full with resentment.

Chapter 4

Annabelle was quite pleased by the way the new community accepted her from day one; they were much different to the people in Paradise. Friendlier and far more accommodating, and in no time she already met a few of the other women who invited her along to help them with quilting and other chores in the community. They were also very pleased to learn that she was a teacher, and already they started to spur her on to consider a teaching job in their local school when she was ready. 

Owen on the other hand was a true gentleman, so much different to Albert. He was helpful and considerate, even cooked dinner for them every night since her arrival, which was rather unusual, but she figured he was used to that since his wife died.  He was also handsome, with a need full beard and striking blue eyes under that mop of blond hair. Physically he was strong with big hands and she knew that he did not shy away from hard work. His children were absolute darlings, especially Bethany, who came to visit Mary all the time. The two got on so well. The only one who was a little weary was Abel, the eldest of the five, and although he wasn’t rude, he never really said much. She could just imagine how difficult it must be for him knowing that another woman was going to fill his mother’s shoes. 

Time was slowly ticking along and her first week was drawing to an end, soon she would have to give Owen her answer. She missed some things from home, but this new place had crept into her heart already, and already the memories of her old life started to take a back seat. She thought less and less of Albert and that fateful day, and whenever those memories tried to surface she quickly pushed them to the back of her mind.

It was late Saturday Afternoon when she finally returned from the market where she acquired a few items for dinner, tonight she was going to cook dinner for the whole family and then give Owen her answer.  He had made effort to see her every evening, just to get to know her and make her feel comfortable, and the more she engaged with him the better she got to know him.  I could learn to love, she thought as she sat in front of the mirror, brushing her long locks of hair. Not that she knew what loving a man was supposed to be. She loved Mary, she loved Helen, she loved but she wasn’t sure if she ever love a man, the way a woman was supposed to. When she married Albert, obedience and respect were the only corner stones of their relationship. She was married to Albert for two years when he changed from the caring youth she used to know to a controlling man who only had things his way. To those looking in, he was the perfect husband, but behind closed doors he was much different. No one ever knew just how hard I was to live under his roof.

Mary shifted the sleeve of her frock aside and ran the tip of her finger across the scar that marred her smooth skin just below her collarbone. Just one of the marks left behind by Albert. Tears stung her eyes as she recalled how he used to cane her when the food she made for dinner wasn’t according to his taste, or when he found a speck of dust anywhere in the house.  The day of the accident, when she heard him call out for him she thought he was in one of his moods again. She rushed to him, fearful and anxious and when she reached him and saw him trapped under the buggy with blood running from his ear and the side of his mouth she froze. She didn’t do a thing to help him, although she should have. She watched him die.

“Lord, I am so sorry,” she said and slipped from her chair, to kneel, “I never meant to leave him, I beg you to forgive
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