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Jacob's Dreams of Paradise


Synopsis: Jacob’s Dreams of Paradise – Jacob
knew he was dying but wanted a family and son more than anything
else in the world. When a new woman joined their community, he knew
immediately that she was the one. His only problem was in telling
her that he would soon be in the Lord’s service, and how she would
react when he told her.

 


 


Jacob Miller, more than anything in the
world, wanted to become a chef for his community. That desire, of
course, was secondary to being in the Lord’s grace for as long as
he lived. He understood the path to being accepted as a real chef
by people around him would be a long one, but he was trying very
hard at the chance. At only twenty-two, he was putting his whole
heart into the effort.

Baptism was behind him by almost a year and
his immediate goal was to create a new dish every day from the
produce they grew on the farm. Jacob loved the thought of growing
the food that he masterfully turned into dishes for people to eat.
And, he was good at doing it. But food production and cooking were
only two of his goals.

He’d also love to start a new family, but
time was running out and there was no one within his congregation
that was suitable to be his wife, at least in Jacob’s opinion.

All of the women were strong and hard
working, but the majority of them were either too young or too old
for raising another family, or their first one. Too, other women
simply didn’t want to get married, or if they married, they weren’t
interested in having children with a husband who would leave those
children fatherless in a brief amount of time.

That was Jacob’s number one problem - he knew
he was dying.

And so did everyone else, with one
exception.

 


 


On that beautiful morning, Jacob was in the
middle of a very muddy field that ran alongside the community hall
where he cooked and people gathered to eat his bounty. He had been
busy digging up fat, golden potatoes and throwing them into the
burlap sack he’d slung around his shoulder. He saw her arrive just
as he stood up to take a drink of water from the bottle he carried
in his pocket and to stretch his body out from bending over so
much.

Jacob shaded his eyes from the bright
sunlight that had begun to hurt them of late, probably a side
effect of the genetic disease he had that was rapidly weakening his
body and his immune system. He was squinting hard to get a better
view of the girl as she climbed down from the carriage that had
brought her to the farm and into his life. She stood by the
carriage, her battered suitcase in hand, looking around her
timidly.

Her eyes fastened on Jacob as he stared at
her. When he realized he had been spotted stealing a glance, Jacob
took off his hat and tried to wipe some of the muddy dirt off his
face. She moved a little closer to him and smiled.

“Hi, I’m Jacob,” he greeted her while his
heart was busy flip-flopping in his chest. “You new here?” What
a crazy question, he thought to himself. Of course she was new;
he could already name every person who lived for miles around.

The girl lowered her eyes to the ground at
first, but she gradually lifted them back up to his face and
nodded. He could tell she was shy.

“Uh-huh. I’m Mary. Mary Bridgewater. Nice to
meet you, Jacob.”

“What brings you out to our place?” he asked,
anxious to know how permanent her visit might be.

“My parents were killed in an accident,
leaving me alone. My church members decided that it would be better
if I moved a few miles away where I could meet other young people
my age. Most of the people in our congregation are at least fifty!”
She smiled as she said that, knowing that Jacob wasn’t in that
category, but hoping he would understand what she meant.

He laughed. “Same predicament here, I’m
afraid. I guess they didn’t check our congregation very well.
They’re either children or elders, with hardly anyone in between.
At least I can cook for the elders and instruct the young
ones.”

“Are you a chef?”

He nodded that he was.

“Well, that will certainly work out good for
me. I love to eat. Too much, my mother used to say.” Mary almost
patted her stomach but jerked back her hand.

What will he think if I do that?

“Are you happy being a chef?”

“It’s the only thing I know and the only
thing I...I...want to do.”

“You were almost going to say can do. I just know it. I’m good with language. My job
here will be to teach English as well as our languages to the
youngest children.”

“That’s wonderful,” he replied. “We can use a
good teacher around here, and not just for English.” He laughed
again so that she wouldn’t ask what he meant by the comment.

“I don’t know enough for more advanced
teaching,” she responded, taking Jacob’s comment at face value as
if he meant other school subjects.

“That’s fine,” he said, hoping he hadn’t made
her feel uncomfortable.

A moment of silence fell over them as they
smiled at each other, restrained by convention, but locked in young
and excited thoughts.

Suddenly, Mary’s stomach rumbled with hunger
causing her to blush a deep shade of crimson, which was in stark
contrast to her fair skin.

The rumble was his signal to do something
about her hunger. He slung his bag of potatoes around to his back
and grabbed her old suitcase.

“Where are you staying?”

“I’ve been told it’s that house,” Mary
answered, nodding toward a house that was practically next door to
his.

“Really? That’s my house right beside it,” he
said, straining to hold back the excitement he felt. “Let’s get you
settled and then you can help me cook dinner, if you like.”

She appeared embarrassed. “Will there be
other women helping you, too?”

“Of course. I want to please my congregation
and my Lord, and follow the ordnung. On the
other hand, perhaps we can get to know each other - within the
rules, of course.”

They chatted about mundane things as they
headed towards her house. After helping her inside of her new home,
they walked to the dining hall together. Jacob felt his heart
warming to his new friend.

It was crowded and noisy during dinner
because it was a “welcome to the congregation” dinner for Mary, as
well as an ‘almost the end of the harvest’ celebration. Jacob had
prepared sweet potatoes spiced with a special blend, which he had
made, and kept in a bottle on the shelf in the kitchen where he
worked. He and Mary brought out several of the dishes and put them
down in the center of the long buffet table.

She lined them up neatly, adjusting each dish
perfectly. When it was just the way she wanted it to be, Mary stood
up straight and smiled broadly.

Mary blushed when Jacob mentioned to the
others that she had helped him. She took a seat only a couple of
feet away from where the young chef pulled his own chair up to the
table. She noticed that he didn’t wear a chef’s jacket, so she
asked why. He had told her that it was because he didn’t want to
show pride in his achievements.

However, when he was working in the kitchen
he did don a thick, white apron tied around his waist several
times. He told her about one time in the kitchen when a large pot
of spaghetti sauce had slipped, spilling all across his clothes.
They had laughed when he described how he looked like he’d been in
a horror film. Not that he ever seen one, he also told her quickly,
but he’d heard others talk about them when he’d gone into town.

Mary helped to replenish the dishes of food
that seemed to disappear onto the many plates that passed along the
table. Together, they tended to the small children first. The meal
went very well, she could tell by the reaction of the diners,
including the larger elder in the congregation who pushed away his
chair and patted his stomach at the end of the meal.

Suddenly, Jacob’s father, John, tapped him on
the back. He turned to face his father.

“Who is your new helper?” John asked.

Jacob turned to Mary. “Mary Bridgewater, this
is my father, Mr. Miller. Mr. John Miller.”

In her typical way, Mary blushed slightly and
dropped her head, then raised her face with a smile.

“Nice to meet you, Mr. Miller.”

“Same here,” the older but still physically
fit John said. “And this is my wife, Martha. Jacob’s mother.”

Mary’s mind skidded across the unanswered and
sarcastic question: Who else would she be? “Nice to meet you, Mrs.
Miller.”

The older woman nodded, but she seemed very
reserved. Mary didn’t know whether to take that as a warning or as
just another woman in the patriarchal community who had little to
say.

“Don’t be late tonight,” John told his son.
“Those strawberries gotta be picked first thing tomorrow morning or
we’re going to lose them. They are important for winter food.”

“Yes Sir,” Jacob answered, then rolled his
eyes as soon as John had turned his back. Mary snickered, but she
caught the meaning.

After they had cleared the table, cleaned the
kitchen and the oil lamps were turned out, Jacob walked with her
towards their homes. It was a clear night, and a quarter moon was
at its apex, high up in the sky.

“Did you ever wonder about what’s really out
there in the universe?” Mary asked him.

“I’ve read a little bit about it,” he said.
“But I’m really more interested in what is happening on earth.” He
laughed and she smiled at his little joke. They were a mere couple
of feet away from their houses.

He took her hand in his and she blushed.

“I can see you’re blushing, even in the
dark.”

“How can you possibly see that?”

“Your skin is so fresh. At the risk of
sounding corny, I’d love to kiss you if I can. With your
permission, of course.” Jacob paused and looked at her intensely.
“No one can see us, so don’t worry about snooping eyes.”

Mary did look worried
though, but she leaned towards him and he kissed her on the cheek.
He moved his lips down her face to her lips and kissed her mouth
softly. When he got more insistent she pulled away, breathing
heavily.

“Jacob...you know we’ve almost gone too far.
I’d better get in or my new family will be worried.”

He started to say something but thought
better of it and held onto her hand as long as he could, accepting
her caution. After all, he had told her already that they would
follow the rules…and Jacob was good on his word about
everything.

“See you tomorrow morning -- early. We have
to pick some of those root vegetables right away. It takes time to
gather them and get them ready to cook, and I want to start a large
stew very early so it’ll be cooked by dinnertime.”

“Do you want me to wait out here for you?”
she asked.

“No, don’t bother. I’ll bring two baskets
with me, and I’ll come over here and get you.”

“See you then,” she said, stopping on the
steps of the porch to wave at him before going inside and latching
the door.

Jacob whistled low in his throat because he
felt good - good in a way that he’d never felt before.

Maybe, after he got to know her a little
better, he would ask her to marry him and perhaps, if the Lord
wished it, he could have a son before he was called home.

Perhaps.

He smiled under the stars, jumped up on his
own porch and then went inside his home. Just as he softly shut the
door, he glanced over at Mary’s and saw a lamp turn on in an
upstairs window, which he knew would be her bedroom. He could see
the outline of her at the window. He was infatuated with her
already. Before the door completely closed, he saw the silhouette
of a young woman taking off her dress. Quickly Jacob closed the
door and swallowed hard. His physical feeling was, he was certain,
not in the plans of the Lord. It was too soon for that.

 


Very early the next morning, Jacob was
standing outside of Mary’s house, two baskets on his arm, and
hoping she wouldn’t think him an idiot for being there so early. He
waited a few moments then knocked on the door, removing his hat
quickly as he suddenly remembered his manners.

Mary opened the door with a smile on her face
and Jacob’s eyes widened. He hadn’t noticed her simple beauty
before because he had been too excited just having a new girl
around. There she stood in a customary, simple cotton dress and a
sunhat to keep the strong rays from burning her pale, ivory
skin.

But, Jacob noticed something this morning
that he had missed the day before. There was a sparkle in her eyes,
a flicker of hope and happiness that he assumed was new to her, a
determined and new spirit that had been missing when she alighted
from the carriage mere hours before. He hoped it was because she
had found a new home where she was comfortable within their
congregation.

And with him, most of all.

“Good morning, Jacob.”

“Good morning, Mary.”

As they stepped together off the porch, she
touched his arm.

“I meant to say this last night, but forgot
my manners,” she began. “That was a delicious meal you cooked for
us last evening. All of the plates were clean as we cleared the
table. My mother always said that the best compliment for the cook
was a clean plate left at the table. I agree with her. And you, I
have to say, are a very talented chef!”

Now, Jacob blushed, although his sun-drenched
skin hid it from Mary.

“They are always clean. I honestly think that
everyone here, young and old, is hungry all
the time. They do work hard, I know it. And of course, it’s sinful
to waste food. But I believe they like my cooking most of the time!
Other times when I’ve tried something new…well, I won’t talk about
those times.” He laughed aloud and Mary chuckled with him.

“I heard people talking about your food last
night, Jacob,” she told him as they reached the field they were to
harvest. “One woman told me that before you took charge of the meal
planning and cooking, they only ate when they were hungry and
sometimes, according to that ancient lady -- I don’t know her name
yet -- the food was sometimes inedible. Thank the Lord that you
learned how to feed your people.”

“But, last night, Mary, you helped too,” he
told her, extending a hand to help her over the deep trenches that
were dug around the perimeter of the field so that water wouldn’t
run off it.

She stumbled and he gripped her hand tighter,
then her wrist. Embarrassed, she regained her balance and stood
straight, looking at his hand where he still held her.

“You can let go now, Jacob. I’m fine, and
thank you for helping me. I guess I’m not quite used to the plowed
and uneven land around here, yet.”

“Let’s get these strawberries first,” he
said, feeling the need to say something rather than let the desire
to keep his hand in her overrule his attempt at good behavior.

“They are huge!” Mary said, squatting down on
her knees gathering a handful of one plant. “Are you making cake
with them?”

“Not sure yet,” Jacob said from one row over.
“Let’s see how many we can gather, then we’ll decide together how
they’ll be used.”

“Oh, well, I won’t be much help there. My
cooking knowledge is very limited.”

He spun around at her, knowing well that most
Amish girls were practically raised in the kitchen alongside the
other women in the extended family. They were some of the best
cooks to be found anywhere.

“Really?” he asked, amazed.

“I know that is strange, and it isn’t because
my mother didn’t try to teach me. It’s just that I was more
interested in books and reading than in baking and cooking. I’ll
live to regret it, I’m sure.”

“You should never have regrets,” Jacob said,
not intending to be philosophical, but he had thought about regrets
in his life many times, especially when little bouts of self-pity
regarding his probable short life would inch their way into his
head.

Mary looked at him very directly, stretching
her back straight to relieve the tightness from picking the
berries.

“It’s not that I literally have regrets,” she
said. “But, if I ever have a family, they might starve to death
while I learn to cook!”

Jacob roared out in laughter at her
self-evaluation. “Oh boy!” he said. “Thanks for the warning!” He
loved how naturally her words had been said, and how true they
could possible be. He laughed on an on as visions of burned meals
sitting on the table in front of hungry children who were anxiously
awaiting something to eat crossed through his mind.

He was on the row beside Mary picking the
strawberries, but he was several feet ahead of her. Jacob turned to
look back at her when he finally caught his breath and stopped
laughing. But he only laughed harder.

There, in the middle of her row stood Mary,
hands on her hips and the most defiant look he’d ever seen on a
girl’s face staring straight at him.

“What?” he asked her, still chuckling.

“Jacob whatever your last name is! How dare
you laugh because I can’t cook. Just because you’ve mastered the
pots and pans and potatoes and carrots and heaven knows what else
in that kitchen of yours doesn’t mean we all will be as good as
you!”

He composed himself and walked back to where
Mary was standing.

“I wasn’t laughing at you, Mary, I was
laughing at a vision that popped into my head.” Before he even
reached her, he laughed again. “I mean, can’t you just see your
husband and a table full of kids staring at a burned meal with
hunger in their eyes, trying to get the nerve to eat your
cooking?”

She stared at him for a second, but Jacob
could see the same vision forming in her mind, too. She burst out
laughing.

“Well, I guess you’re right. Maybe you can
teach me to cook, lest a whole family is famished because you
didn’t take the time to do it.”

“Don’t pass the blame to me,” Jacob answered
her, smiling. “But, seriously, I’m willing to teach you everything
I know about the kitchen. But, if we don’t gather these berries and
some vegetables, we won’t be cooking much of anything today.”

They resumed their berry picking, but each of
them realized how much that one little exchange had bonded them. Or
how strong that bond would become.

From the strawberries, Jacob led her through
the fields to the carrots, parsnips, greens and finally to the
potato rows that bordered the community house.

By lunchtime, they had amassed enough harvest
to make a wonderful stew.

In the kitchen, he assigned her to cleaning
the berries, which she proved to be very good with doing. From
there, she moved on to the potatoes and other vegetables that would
be in the stew.

As Jacob watched her work, he realized that
she had greatly understated her cooking abilities. He also grew
certain that she had used her pretense at not knowing how to cook
as a way to learn more about him. Namely, that he wasn’t afraid to
laugh. And she needed that in a man and a friend. In their own way,
each of them seemed to be trying the other on for size.

Just like the night before, Jacob and Mary
worked together in the kitchen preparing the meal and in the dining
hall serving it. When they were finally through for the night, he
took her hand as they walked toward their separate, but close,
houses.

“I appreciate you working so hard with me,”
Jacob told her.

“Thanks for letting me. I really need to stay
busy so that I don’t let my mind wander to feeling sad about my
parents and worried about what my future might have in store for
me. It all happened so suddenly and my life was so good before,
that I…well, I just need to stay busy. That’s all.”

“I understand,” he said, squeezing her hand.
“But, I’m also a little self-serving, too, because I really can use
the help.”

“That’s not being self-serving,” she said. He
could see her smile in the moonlight.

“Well, besides the help, I love spending time
with you, Mary. That’s the best part and the best of the whole
blessing. Being with you.”

Mary thought that was one of the sweetest
things anyone had ever said to her. Actually, it was the only sweet
thing an eligible man had said to her ever.

“I enjoy being with you, too. You’ve made my
day wonderful, Jacob. And I hope tomorrow will be another one just
like it.”

“Really? You want to work with me tomorrow,
too?”

“Of course, I do,” she answered just as they
reached her house.

“Then I’ll come get you early in the morning.
Actually, a little later than this morning. Tomorrow is the day I
always go into town for supplies. Do you want to ride along with me
or wait until I get back and go to the fields?”

She smiled broadly. “Oh, Jacob! I’d love to
ride to town with you. I barely got a glimpse of it when the pastor
brought me over here. What time?”

“I don’t have a specific time,” he answered
her, smiling at her enthusiasm. “How about eight? Will that be too
early for you?”

“Eight it is,” she said.

An awkward moment of silence fell between
them.

Then, as if it were what was expected, Jacob
pulled her close to him and kissed her on the lips. This time, she
kissed him back quickly, turned and went into the house.

When Jacob got to his front porch, he watched
the lamp come on in her room, but he dared himself to not watch the
dress coming over her shoulders. God had been good enough to send
her his way, and Jacob didn’t want lusty thoughts to ruin that
blessing.

 


 


Jacob was up before dawn with a feeling of
excitement. Mary was going with him into town, a duty he normally
dreaded, but this trip would be very different. Not only would he
get to spend more time with her, but also, he would be able to show
her around his small world and introduce her to people that didn’t
belong to their congregation. Although his people didn’t normally
mingle with outsiders a lot, his business on behalf of the
community required that he do so, and he had learned a lot about
the outside world through those interactions.

He took his time getting cleaned up and
dressed in his hand sewn clothes, which prompted a question in his
mind: Did Mary know how to sew? That was the third most
important duty a wife had in his community, following childbirth
and food preparation and preservation. He would have to find out.
But Jacob’s mind went farther with the thought. Why did he need
to know that?

Because, he answered himself, I’m
falling in love with her. And that was true, he realized. Mary,
in two days, had become what he considered an answer to his prayer.
One of them, anyway.

Jacob forced himself to take his time so as
not to appear too anxious as he ate a quiet breakfast with his
parents. Martha hardly ever had much to say, only the things that
needed to be said, so he was used to long silences around her. But
John was quite the talker most of the time. Jacob had seen people
go out of their way to avoid his father because they didn’t want to
be tied up too long with his rambling observations and stories. He
could be entertaining, but he could, more often, be obnoxious.

And this was a morning that Jacob really just
wanted to eat and run before one of his father’s conversations
started up. He swallowed his biscuits and jam quickly, rose from
the table and picked up his hat.

“Where you off to in such a rush and so early
this morning?” John asked his son.

“I’ve got to go into town and get supplies
for the meals. Don’t want to be too late getting on the road so
I’ll have time to get what I need and still be back in time to
cook.”

“Well, you know the women can cook without
you, don’t you, Jacob?” The question stung him. Yes, he did know
that, but those meals were an important happening to Jacob and to
his life. They held his seams together in more ways than one, and
now, they had become even more important. He couldn’t however, tell
his father that.

“Yes Sir, I know that. But I like to help
with them.”

Martha smiled at him.

“Jacob keeps us all in order and he’s made it
much easier on all the women with his meal planning and inventory
replenishing.” She came to his defense anytime her husband
attempted to cut her son short on anything. It was the only time
she ever rose up against the man of the house.

John cleared his throat and went back to
reading his Bible, the message from his wife clearly understood
even if it wasn’t acknowledged.

“Okay, then. I’ll see you later,” Jacob said,
opening the door and stepping onto the back porch of the small
house before anything else could be said. He looked over to Mary’s
house and noticed only one lamp burning. And it was downstairs
where he knew the kitchen to be.

Jacob down to the fields in the early morning
light and said his morning prayers while kneeling on a patch of
grass. From there, he went to the barn, gathered the chicken feed
bucket and fed the rambling hens and roosters that roamed freely
about the farm. When the feed bucket was empty, he used it to
gather the several eggs the chickens always provided the
community.

He ambled slowly up to the kitchen and put
the eggs in the large basket that was already empty from making
bread and cake the evening before. He made a pot of tea and broke
off a piece of bread, spreading it with homemade jam for his
breakfast. When he was through eating, Jacob could tell by the sun
that it was time to hitch up the team to the wagon and go for his
lady. The moment hadn’t come too soon as he was anxious to see her
again.

He pulled the wagon up to the front of Mary’s
house just as she opened the door, her face lit up with a big
smile.

“Good morning, Jacob Miller!” she greeted
him. “You’re looking quite handsome in your fancy duds!”

Jacob looked down at himself, quickly
realizing that it was actually the first time she had seen him
cleaned up and outside of his farm clothes or apron.

“Good morning, Mary,” he returned her
greeting, trying to hide the small blush of embarrassment he felt
at her observation of him. No one had ever said he was handsome.
His heart actually fluttered.

She closed the door and came to stand by the
wagon. “Can you help me us, please?”

“Oh, certainly!” Jacob jumped down from the
seat, flushing again at his forgetfulness. “I’m sorry. I was
admiring your dress.”

Now, it was her turn to take stock of her
clothes.

“It’s very pretty.”

“Well, thank you. I love flowered material
very much. I know the solid colors are much preferred in the
community, but this one my mother made for Easter last year, and I
intend to wear it in her memory.”

“Then wear it you shall,” Jacob sided with
her. He removed a small wooden box from the back of the wagon,
placed it on the ground and helped her onto it. The little bit of
height made
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