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      Katie dodged the sheets of pouring rain, her boots splashing with each stride she took. A dazzling claw of lightning streaked across the sky as she grabbed for Dusty’s reins. The strawberry roan mare jumped sideways just as the crack of thunder rolled across the wet field. Katie’s fingers closed tightly around the reins. Though snapped upright and dragged a dozen feet, she didn’t dare let go.

      “Shh, girl. It’s all right. Just a silly storm. No need to pitch a fit,” Katie murmured through trembling lips. Her hip and thigh throbbed with pain, and a glance downward confirmed her entire right side was plastered with mud.

      Dusty threw her head up higher and when the sky lit up again, her eyes widened in fear, exposing their whites. Katie held on, moving with the horse the best she could and trying hard not to lose her own footing. The countryside was a glistening, fuzzy picture of tall grass, trees, and dark, angry clouds. She could barely see through the splattering raindrops pelting her face and stinging her eyes. Even though her sight was compromised and the storm raged in her ears, she still managed to catch a glimpse of an approaching horse.

      Katie grunted in surprise. Of all the people in the world, it had to be him, she thought in surprised disgust. She dropped her head to avoid looking directly at the boy as he jumped down from his bay horse.

      “Are you hurt?” Rowan shouted above the wind, his voice concerned as his gaze skimmed over her.

      Before Katie had a chance to reply, the boy tossed his horse’s reins to her and grabbed onto Dusty’s.

      “Whoa, girl, whoa,” Rowan cooed to the frightened horse. He was a few inches taller than Katie, and even though he had a slim, wiry build, he was still stronger than she was. Between his coaxing voice and steady hands, the horse settled into a quivering standstill. “Go on and ride Scout back to the barn. I’ll take the mare.”

      The downpour subsided, leaving only spattering raindrops in its wake. Katie’s cheeks flamed hot and she narrowed her gaze at Rowan. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. Dusty started bucking when the storm hit. It’s not safe to ride her.”

      The corner of Rowan’s mouth twitched, then lifted a little. His usually stoic dark eyes twinkled, as if he’d just heard something funny, but was trying hard not to laugh out loud. He didn’t seem to notice the flashes of light or the battering wind. He stared back at Katie with the challenging look of an arrogant boy.

      Katie’s mouth dropped open and bubbles rose in her chest. At that moment, she both hated Rowan Coblentz and admired him greatly.

      A jagged finger of lightning hit the ground not far away, splitting the air with a deafening crack. Hot tingles ran up through the girl’s boots, along her body, and straight into her hair. Scout took a step back, but remained calm. Before Dusty could bolt, Rowan swung into the saddle. He was one with the horse when she crow-hopped, kicking out. The confident grin didn’t leave his face as he expertly moved with Dusty, guiding her into a sideways trot.

      “Come on! We don’t want to get struck by lightning,” Rowan urged, losing some of his annoying smile. His brows lifted questioningly when Katie didn’t immediately move.

      Katie was certain he’d wait there all day in the raging storm, just to prove the point that he wasn’t afraid. She wiped the water from her eyes with her arm and lifted her foot to the stirrup. She flung her leg over and grasped the horse’s sides with her legs. She dug in her heels and hung on, leaving Rowan behind without even bothering to look back.

      Dusty’s heavy breathing reached Katie’s ears and she glanced over her shoulder to see the roan horse galloping a few lengths behind her.

      They raced through the grass and didn’t slow when they turned onto the narrow path that went through the woods. Katie leaned forward as the fallen log came into view. Scout jumped the obstacle without losing stride. Katie pulled back on the reins just enough to watch Dusty also glide over the log. She had to admit that Rowan was an excellent rider, but only grudgingly so. Her evil side still wished Rowan would get tossed into the mud the same way she had.

      By the time they slid to a stop in front of the training barn, the wind had died down to a stiff breeze and the rain had all but stopped. A shard of sunlight broke through the clouds as the storm moved away to the west.

      Katie lowered herself slowly from Scout’s back, bracing her muscles as she gingerly stepped down onto her sore leg. She glanced sideways, watching Rowan dismount effortlessly. His dark brown hair was a little too long in front and he shook the wet locks to clear his vision. The suspenders over his shoulders drew her eyes, reminding her that he was her Amish neighbor ‒ a boy who had been working at the ranch for almost a year, but who had only spoken to her a handful of times. Her father had hired him to exercise the horses and clean out the stalls. The kid took his job very seriously and didn’t make time for small talk with Katie. Today was probably the most he’d ever said to her at one time.

      Rowan’s sudden loosening up intrigued Katie. They were both sixteen years old. Why shouldn’t we be friends? Fixing her gaze on him, she noticed his high cheekbones and full lips. His nose curved ever so slightly and his brown eyes were wide and curious. He pinned her with a steady gaze and one cocked brow. She answered her own question. Because he’s gorgeous and my knees go weak when he looks at me.

      “How did you know I fell off?” she asked pointedly, looking past him and hoping he didn’t notice the slight tremor that shook her. She handed Rowan Scout’s reins and took Dusty’s from him.

      His cheeks darkened a shade and he sniffed, shifting his weight between his feet. It struck Katie as odd that he wasn’t as bold on the ground as he was when sitting on the back of a horse.

      He drew in a sharp breath. “I didn’t, but I noticed how high stepping Dusty was when you left the barn with her. She sensed the coming storm, and so did I.”

      Katie squinted at Rowan’s face. “So you came to my rescue?”

      Rowan’s blush deepened and he dug the toe of his boot into a clump of mud. “You’re a good rider and all”—he shrugged—“but no match for that mare on a day like this.”

      Katie’s mouth gaped open. She wanted to knock the smug look off his cute face. She raised her hand, pointing at Rowan’s chest, but before she could set him straight, he reached for her elbow and said, “You’re bleeding.”

      Distracted by his touch and the worried look on his face, Katie followed his gaze. Rowan was right. Blood dribbled from an inch-long gash on her arm.

      “Does it hurt?” Rowan asked.

      Until he pointed it out, she hadn’t felt any pain. Now, as she watched the dark liquid pool in the wound, it began to throb. A rush of dizziness hit Katie like a wall, and she wobbled on suddenly jelly-like legs.

      Rowan’s arm snaked out and firmly grasped her side. With his free hand, he quickly looped Scout’s reins around the hitching rail, and then tied Dusty the same efficient way. Katie let Rowan slip his arm around her waist without argument and guide her out of the brisk air and into the dim, quiet stable.

      She worked up a weak smile. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. Blood never bothered me before.”

      Rowan helped her onto the nearest bale of hay and stepped back, appraising her with a cocked head and a frown. “You came off your horse in the middle of a downpour, jumped back on Scout, and galloped home.” He lifted his brow and Katie saw admiration shine in his eyes. “It took a toll on you.” His mouth lifted into a grin. “Or maybe it’s the sight of blood that got you. I remember when my sister, Rebecca, fainted the first time she helped me and Da butcher a steer.”

      Katie swallowed down the acid that burned her throat as the image of the poor cow appeared in her mind.

      “Don’t talk.”

      She shook her head.

      Rowan spun on his heels and sprinted down the aisle, and Katie’s head snapped back up to watch him go. Several stalled horses shied back when he rushed by. He turned into the tack room, disappearing for less than a minute. When he emerged, he held the first-aid kit in his hands. He jogged back at a slower pace than he’d left and Katie reclined against the wall, considering him.

      When Katie had first laid eyes on Rowan the previous year, she’d immediately developed a secret crush. She appreciated his serious demeanor, and he brought that same quiet reserve into the saddle when he rode the horses. Over time, his aloofness had annoyed her. He’d move about the barn silently, and she was never successful at luring him into conversation or any kind of playful banter. He’d all but ignored her for months, and she’d finally given up hope of any kind of relationship with Rowan Coblentz.

      Katie’s stomach clenched with discomfort that she’d been stupid enough to be smitten with someone who usually didn’t even acknowledge her existence. She snorted. “Now you’re a doctor?”

      Rowan ignored her, opening the kit and pulling out a wad of gauze and the medical tape. “Not much different than bandaging a horse, I reckon.” He glanced up and there was a brightness in the brown depths Katie had never seen before. “Not that I’m comparing you to a horse or anything.”

      She smiled reluctantly and held out her arm like a dutiful patient. It was an awkward place for Katie to bandage herself, she reasoned in her mind ‒ and if she pulled her brand-new hoodie on to keep from shivering, she’d get it all bloody. She didn’t want that to happen, either.

      Rowan’s questioning gaze met hers. When Katie nodded once with her lips tightly pressed together, a soft flicker of surprise lit his face. He quickly recovered and went straight to work on her elbow. He applied the antiseptic wipe, dabbing the cut carefully. Then he squeezed some antibiotic ointment onto the bandage and covered the wound.

      He sat back, balancing on the balls of his feet. “How’s that feel?”

      Katie gingerly pressed the bandage with her fingertips and then flexed her elbow. She found the confidence to look up and saw him waiting. His lips turned down slightly and his anxious expression caused a million needle pricks in Katie’s belly.

      “You did a good job.” She swallowed, forcing her eyes to meet his. “I guess all your practice on the horses has given you some people-doctoring skills, too.”

      He broke out in a grin. “You’re my first patient.”

      His smile was contagious and Katie finally relaxed. She liked his warm brown eyes, and his lips were curved and playful. Rowan was awfully close ‒ maybe too close. She caught the scent of horse hair, leather, and sweet hay and breathed in deeply, swaying slightly closer. Her cheeks warmed and she exhaled.

      Something changed in him at that moment. His brow crinkled and his eyes widened for a second, and then the moment of confusion was gone. It was replaced by the hungry look of anticipation.

      It happened so quickly, Katie didn’t have a chance to pull back when Rowan’s lips carefully touched hers. Her mind froze in shock, but also pleasure. The last thing she expected was to be kissed, but even though she should have been offended by his presumption that she wanted to be kissed, she wasn’t. He was the first boy who had even tried. Most of her friends had gotten their first kisses out of the way by the time they were fourteen, and here Katie was, a sixteen-year-old who’d not only never had a boyfriend, but who had never been kissed. Up until now, she hadn’t really fretted about it. But the thrill of having it over with, coupled with the fact that the boy kissing her was a real cutie, made her sag against Rowan and open her mouth wider to allow his tongue access.

      Thoughts slipped away. A small groan escaped his lips and she sighed into his mouth. Her knees dropped to his sides and Rowan took advantage of the opening to slide in closer. His arms encircled her and his fingers dug into the small of her back. Katie could feel the heat seeping through her bones and the weight of his arms around her shoulders was already familiar.

      Suddenly, he broke from the kiss, pulling back a few inches. His eyes were wild.

      “I like you, Katie. I’ve liked you for a long time,” he said with a rasp.

      Rowan’s change of behavior was startling, but Katie wasn’t disappointed by his unexpected display of affection. As a matter of fact, she welcomed it. The reality that he was Amish and she wasn’t was only a tiny pestering jolt at the back of her mind.

      Fearing that she might say something stupid, she ignored his words altogether. She slipped her hand behind his head, spread her fingers into his thick hair, and pulled his face back to hers.

      Their mouths had barely touched when a voice boomed, “What’s going on here?”

      Rowan jumped away from Katie as if he’d been stunned with a cattle prod. His back snapped straight and he faced her father.

      “I’m sorry, sir, it’s not what it appears to be—”

      Charlie Porter was a large man. He wore his usual button-down flannel shirt, blue jeans, and a ball cap. His blue eyes flashed as he strode forward and loomed over Rowan. “I wasn’t born yesterday, boy. It is what it is.”

      His steady, calm voice didn’t deceive his daughter. Anger practically puffed off her dad, causing Katie to jump to her feet and take the two steps to Rowan’s side. “It’s nothing, Daddy. Rowan bandaged my arm.” She lifted her injured elbow and waved it back and forth. “See? I fell off Dusty and gouged it. Rowan was just helping me take care of the wound. That’s all.”

      Her dad’s gaze rested on Katie for only a few seconds. She thought she saw a glimmer of sadness in his eyes before he returned them to Rowan. His voice was still under simmering control when he spoke.

      “I hired you with reservations. I thought having a teenage boy around here would be trouble, but I owed your father a favor and took you on with strong misgivings. I see I was right to worry.” He jabbed his finger at Rowan and she honestly feared for the boy. “I warned you to stay away from my daughter. Simple thing to do, and you promised you would.”

      “I’m sorry—” Rowan rushed the words out. He tried to say more, but her dad interrupted him again.

      “How long has this been going on?” Charlie glanced between Katie and Rowan.

      “Today was the first time, Daddy. It’s not a big a deal, really—”

      “Go to the house, Katie.” His mouth was drawn into a tight line and his cheeks were flushed with anger.

      She opened her mouth to protest and her dad bellowed, “Now!”

      Charlie was a temperamental man. His shout sent shivers shooting down her spine, and she glanced sideways to find that Rowan wasn’t looking at her. His chin was raised defiantly at her dad and his eyes were stony.

      Almost as if Katie had been physically pushed, she stepped away. Tears blurred her vision. She hardly knew Rowan, and the kisses they’d just shared were probably insignificant to most people. Whatever connection had sprung sweetly to life only moments before snapped, leaving Katie feeling sick.

      She jogged through the doorway and stopped, hesitating. Cool wind dried her cheeks and she strained to listen.

      “Don’t come back here ever again, Rowan. You can tell your father whatever you want, but I don’t want to hear from him either. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir. I won’t be back.”

      The finality of Rowan’s words caused Katie’s insides to twist in knots. She whirled around and sprinted toward the house.

      With a sinking feeling, Katie slowed and turned to look back at the barn. Daddy ordered Rowan not to talk to me a long time ago. It all finally makes sense…

      Rowan untied Scout from the hitching rail and mounted swiftly. Without looking in Katie’s direction, he kicked his horse into a canter. There was only the sound of hoofbeats striking the driveway as he rode away.

      Katie’s mind was fuzzy for a moment. When her vision cleared, she was crying.

      She sucked in a quivering breath, and vowed that she didn’t care if her dad ever changed his mind about Rowan. Katie never wanted to see the Amish boy again.
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      My sight blurred as I stared at the ledger. I finally lifted my gaze to the open window, watching the gold and red leaves sprinkling down from the old maple tree in front of the house. After rubbing my eyes, I thumped my coffee mug on the table.

      “Stop it, Katie. Your fidgeting is going to be the death of me.” Momma’s voice wavered from behind the mug of steaming liquid held to her lips.

      “It’s hopeless.” I slouched, dropping my head back with a grunt. “The money coming in doesn’t equal the money going out.”

      “So what’s your answer, then? Sell the ranch?” Momma said it in a casual way, but I wasn’t fooled. The color had drained from her tanned face and her lips thinned.

      A horse whinnied and my gaze was drawn back out the window. The countryside was awash in fall splendor, but there was a hint of chill in the air that hadn’t been there the day before. I breathed in the crisp breeze fluttering the gingham curtain. It carried with it the scent of rotting foliage and damp dirt. Winter was on its way. We had thirty-eight horses and nearly one hundred head of cattle to feed.

      “I can train the two-year-olds and have them ready to go by the December sale.”

      Momma blasted out a loud snort. “How can you do that with your arm in a sling?” She leaned back, shaking her head. “Better to cut our losses and sell them now, while they’re still fat and looking good. In a few months we won’t be able to feed them. It’s the right thing to do.”

      I rubbed my face and pain throbbed in my forehead. I knew my eyes were bloodshot from too little sleep the night before. “If we don’t make some decent money on those horses, we won’t be able to pay the mortgage.” I regretted raising my voice when I saw Momma flinch.

      “I was such a fool. I trusted your father to take care of things.” She rose from the table, knocking the chair backwards with her sudden movement. “But he was squandering our hard-earned money on that”—she took a gulp and my heart burst for her—“that woman. Now he’s gone because of her.”

      I slid around the table and grabbed hold of Momma with my good arm without remembering the action to get there. Momma’s gentle sobs rocked against me. “It’s all right. I’ll figure it out. Why don’t you go lie down? You should rest.”

      Momma pulled back, wiping her eyes and sucking in wet breaths. “You’re only twenty-two. This responsibility shouldn’t fall on you. I need to be stronger.”

      I gave her a pat on the shoulder. “You’ve been through so much. It’s okay to take it easy for a few days and catch your breath. We have until the end of the month to come up with a plan. I can take on more hours at the restaurant, and—”

      She raised her hand to silence me. “You’re already working seven days a week as it is.” Her eyes watered and she swallowed hard, softening her voice. “You must prepare yourself, Katie. We’re going to lose the ranch.” Her features hardened and she drew herself up taller. A wisp of faded red hair, streaked with gray, fell over her eye and she brushed it aside. She was in her late fifties, but her skin was still smooth, the only wrinkles on her face being at the corners of her eyes from smiling all the time. Momma was a beautiful, vibrant woman. It made it even more difficult to understand why Daddy had done what he had.

      “I’m not giving up hope.” Mom’s brows shot up and I quickly added, “At least not until the end of the month. Give me a few weeks to fix this.” Stupid tears filled my eyes and I blinked them away. “This is our home. There has to be a way to stop the foreclosure.”

      “Unless we have some rich relative that I don’t know about who’s going to pay the back payments and taxes, I don’t see a way out of this mess. But I won’t keep you from trying, my girl. You’re a stubborn one, and it will eat you alive if you don’t at least give it your best shot.” She reached out and cupped my cheek. “Just don’t be too hard on yourself. This isn’t your fault. It’s his.” She hissed the last word out and turned away. She walked slowly, slouched over, to the doorway. “I’m going to take your advice and close my eyes for a little while. Wake me if you need anything.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Do whatever you think is best, Katie. I’m leaving the decision-making up to you. I’m in no state of mind to run things at the moment.”

      She disappeared into the hallway and I sagged into the nearest chair. Lady pushed her nose into my leg and I reached down to rub the dog’s shaggy black head. Her little whine made my heartrate speed up. It wasn’t just Momma and me losing our home; our horses and the rest of the animals would be homeless too.

      Life had changed so much in the six days since the accident. A week ago, I had no idea that we were four months behind on the mortgage payments, and also owed the IRS last year’s taxes. I was blissfully unaware that my daddy was having an affair, and that he was secretly blowing all his income on a woman who wasn’t much older than me.

      My stomach rolled and the inside of my mouth became thick and dry at the sick visions that rose up before me. The images had pestered me for days, and I inhaled deeply and exhaled slowly in an attempt to cleanse my mind. Momma’s health was nagging me, too. She had multiple sclerosis and the stress of all this could definitely bring on a relapse.

      Drastic times called for drastic measures.

      I reached across the table and snatched my cellphone up. Before I could change my mind, I searched for the number and hit the call icon.

      Sitting back into the chair, I closed my eyes and said a silent prayer that I was doing the right thing.
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      I pushed the hat back and ran my fingers through my sweaty hair, staring at Scout’s forelock. There were gray hairs mixed in with the brown ones, and it struck me for the first time that the gelding was getting old. I frowned at the horse, trying my best not to look at my sister, who was sitting on the bale of straw in front of Scout’s stall. She cradled her head in her hands and occasionally she sniffed or mumbled something.

      I closed my eyes, remembering happier times. When we were little kids, Rebecca would ride her pony beside me, her chin held high and her eyes laughing. Back then she was my shadow, following me around like an eager puppy. Sometime between then and the past few years, she’d changed. Her carefree spirit had darkened and her laughter had stopped. She never smiled anymore and most of the time she sulked about, quietly murmuring to herself. Occasionally Rebecca’s eyes cleared and a small light sparked in those pale depths. Those times were the worst. That was when she became jittery and defiant; that was when she’d fight with Father and Mother.

      I dropped onto the straw beside her and thudded my head back against the wooden boards. “Why do you do this to yourself?” I asked, unable to keep the annoyance from my voice. I had worked all day with the building crew and now there were four horses waiting to be shod. The sun had dipped beyond the horizon and the air was still and hazy. It would be a miracle if I finished all the horses before darkness fell. And without lights in the barn, that meant an extra early morning the following day.

      Rebecca sat up. She dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief and then stared back at me with a furrowed brow. Her skin was drawn tightly over her face, and it suddenly occurred to me that she’d lost weight. Her eyes and cheeks were hollow and she was rail thin. In recent days her mood swings had become more severe, and I’d tried avoiding her. It was just too difficult to see my sister withering away and losing her mind at the same time.

      The doe-eyed look she shot at me created a sinking feeling in my heart. I rubbed my hands together. “I’m not being mean. Mother and Father just want what’s best for you. You should listen to them and take their counsel,” I urged.

      Rebecca’s eyes narrowed and she leaned in. “They’re wrong, Rowan. They think they know what’s best for me but they don’t. They’re selfish and want to make me like them. I’m not the same.” Her voice came out in a wet whistling sound.

      I licked my lips. “Of course, you are. You and I are Amish, just like our parents and everyone else in the community. You’re going through a rough patch. It will pass in time, and you’ll see the light.”

      Rebecca’s eyes widened to saucer size and the side of her mouth rose into a sharp smirk. “That’s what you all wish, but it’s not going to happen. I have a sinful heart, brother, and you know it. I can’t follow the rules anymore. I don’t even believe in the minister’s teachings. I can’t pretend any longer to be something I’m not.”

      I swiveled my head, scanning the barn’s hallway warily. When I saw that the coast was clear, I lowered my voice to an urgent whisper. “Don’t say such crazy things. You don’t have anywhere to go. You’d never survive as an Englisher.”

      “How do you know that? I couldn’t be much worse off than I am right now.” She adjusted her white cap, pressing a pin down sharply on her head. I winced; it looked painful. “Jessica said there’s medications available that would help me feel better and you know that’s not an option if I stay here.”

      I shook my head. “Jessica is just a driver. What makes her an expert on such things?”

      Rebecca let out a small grunt. “Her sister suffers from depression and some other things. She thinks I might have the same problems.”

      “You shouldn’t listen to her. She’s just trying to corrupt you into running away.” I looked around again to make sure no one had snuck up on us. When I returned my attention to Rebecca, she was staring straight ahead with pursed lips. “Don’t you remember what happened to Lucinda when she went English?” Rebecca took a shallow breath but otherwise didn’t respond, so I plowed on. “She got mixed up with a man who did drugs and he got her hooked on them too. She was pregnant and homeless within a few months.”

      “She killed herself. Tied a couple of sheets together and hanged herself off the back porch of the rundown rental she was living in.” Rebecca’s tone was lifeless, as if she was reading from a boring book. She continued to stare straight ahead.

      My chest constricted painfully. Before I had a chance to chastise her callous words, she turned and sputtered, “It didn’t have to be that way for Lucinda. If her family had supported her, she might have gotten the aid she needed…” Rebecca trailed off and began quietly humming. She pushed the dirt around with her black tennis shoe as what she had said settled on the quiet, dusty air.

      Did my younger sister think she would end up like poor Lucinda? Was she threatening to run away or maybe even kill herself? Was she crying out for help and no one was listening?

      I swallowed down the uncomfortable knot growing in my throat. It wasn’t easy being Amish. Temptations from the outside world were always present. Things like driving cars, going to the movies, listening to music, and even wearing modern clothes, were off limits to us. It was worse when we were teenagers. When the English kids were learning to drive and hanging out unchaperoned, we were sneaking out behind the barn after our parents were in bed to play games and listen to music on our secretly purchased cellphones. The lack of freedom caused many of us to rebel against the elders in even more serious ways. Some kids fancied the English ways and fell in with the wrong kinds of people. They drank alcohol, did drugs, and other things that were strictly forbidden for our people. Sometimes they were discovered and punished severely or even shunned by the community for an extended period of time. Other times they escaped that reckless time without anyone being the wiser.

      Our community was even tougher than some others when it came to the number of rules we had to abide by. Our teenagers didn’t get the opportunity to experience Rumspringa, either. The short period of relative freedom that some communities let their young people celebrate helped many decide which way they wanted to go ‒ Amish or English. The Willow Creek settlement had decided long ago that allowing their teenagers to run amuck was a recipe for disaster and a threat to growing the population of the community. Sure, back in those days even I resented the harsh rules we lived by, but over time my restless heart had steadied and I had realized there were good reasons for the authority. For me, it all became shockingly clear when one of my closest childhood friends, Abe Schrock, snuck out one night with an English girl he was sweet on. She picked him up in her dented little red car and they went somewhere to fool around and drink beer. The girl was drunk when she drove Abe back to his farm. It had been raining all day and she slid off a slick road into a telephone pole. The car had been traveling at a very high speed ‒ at least that’s what the police officer told the bishop the next morning. The officer also said that both teenagers had probably died instantly. It wasn’t long afterwards that word reached the community that Lucinda had committed suicide. Both incidents had dulled my desire to leave the Amish and most of the other kids my age felt the same way. The outside world was a dangerous place. I was content to farm the land, just like Da, and live a simpler life.

      Rebecca was a few years younger than me. She hadn’t experienced the jolt of losing a friend to bad judgment. Lucinda’s death was only a hazy, dreamlike event to my little sister. Rebecca seemed more intent on idolizing the troubled young woman for having had the courage to leave, rather than actually pondering what had really happened to her out in the world.

      Glancing down at Rebecca’s head, I forced myself to really look at her. She bobbed up and down nervously and her sniffs were the only sounds in the ever-darkening barn. Rebecca’s body was wasting away, and her soul was lost and lonely.

      “Ma and Da are coming … and the bishop is with them!”

      Our heads snapped up in the direction of the fearful voice. Nathaniel stood in the doorway. He was out of breath and his cheeks were red. Our little brother was only fourteen, but he was already tall for his age. People said he favored me with his dark hair and eyes, but he was a dreamy kid, like our sister. I was more likely to find him reading a book under the willow tree than doing his chores. He was trustworthy though, and the warning look on his face made me jump to my feet. Rebecca didn’t move; she simply clasped her arms around her frail body and rocked back and forth.

      “Nathaniel, take the trash down to the road,” Father bellowed when he came around the corner. Nathaniel didn’t move quickly enough and Father swiped the air in between them for emphasis, getting my brother’s legs moving in a hurry.

      I strode after Nathaniel but Father grasped my arm. “You can stay, Rowan. You’re a man now. This is community business and you need to learn the way things work.”

      Anger flared within me. “I thought it was a family matter.” I glanced at Ma but saw no support in her pinched face.

      Bishop Elijah Graber stepped forward. He glanced between me and my sister. He was shorter than me and thickly built. His beard was as rough-looking as his hair. Elijah’s round face was always ruddy and his eyes were unfailingly alert. As a child, he had reminded me of a plump fox, and now that I was an adult, I still found it to be a good comparison. The bishop wasn’t an imposing man, but somehow he managed to intimidate people with his quick and cunning mind. The fact that he was taking an interest in my sister’s problems was a real concern ‒ and I had no doubt it was Rebecca he had come to see.

      Bishop Graber smoothed his black beard down. It was largely peppered with gray hairs, matching his bushy eyebrows. “When our young people rebel, it becomes community business,” he said softly and very matter-of-factly.

      I saw emotion flare in Rebecca’s face and then settle as her features slowly became expressionless. Anger bubbled to the surface as I turned back to the bishop. “My sister’s issues are not rebellion.” I glanced at Ma. “Please explain her situation to Elijah,” I begged.

      Ma’s face twitched in disapproval. “Your father and I asked Elijah to come. As our bishop and an elder in our church, Rebecca needs his guidance.”

      I rolled my eyes and looked away when I caught the bishop’s gaze narrow at me. I didn’t want his attention.

      “What do you want of me?” Rebecca’s quiet question turned all our heads.

      The bishop took the few steps needed to face Rebecca. He tilted his head as Rebecca looked up. “You’ll meet with me and the other ministers on Wednesday afternoons. We’ll read the Bible together and discuss how you can fit into the community better by making friends and becoming more involved in the women’s activities.”

      Rebecca nodded passively. She stood and forced a smile, saying, “Thank you for thinking of me. I look forward to our meetings.” She searched our parents’ faces as they stood stoically, side by side. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll go close up the chicken coop.”

      Father raised his gaze to the bishop and received a curt nod in return. “You may go.”

      Rebecca scurried out of the barn, shooting me a quick look as she passed by. The sour expression on her pale face caused a lump to form again in my throat.

      When Rebecca was gone, Ma turned back to the bishop. “Thank you for doing this, Elijah. I only hope your guidance will put that girl on the right path.”

      The bishop tipped his hat at me and then strode for the doorway. “Only time will tell. Some young’uns need a little coaxing, while others are impossible to reform. I’d hate for you to lose your daughter if it turns out she’s the latter.”

      Mother and Father hurried after the bishop into the darkness without giving me another glance. A bird made a shrill call as it settled down for the night in a nearby tree and a cow bellowed in the lower field. I removed my hat, wiping the sweat from my brow. Cool wind brushed my face when I leaned against the doorframe, watching the bishop untie his horse and climb into his buggy. The sound of my parents’ goodbyes were muffled, and I ignored their voices and the clip clops of the hooves on the driveway. The memory of Rebecca’s bewildered face hammered a place in my head. A sort of foreboding chill raced up my spine and I grunted.

      My parents were trying to do what they thought was best for Rebecca, but they were mistaken to think Bible classes with the ministers and lecturing from the bishop would make any difference whatsoever. Rebecca couldn’t be fixed in the way they wished. As much as I hated to admit it, even to myself, she had serious problems that required a professional’s help ‒ and she would never get that kind of aid if she stayed with the Amish.

      Somehow, I had to get her out. But how? It would require a decent amount of money to spirit her away to one of our distant English relatives in Pennsylvania. I had some savings, but I gave much of my earnings back to Father to help pay for the farm expenses. Father had promised to deed me the bottom land acres along the river if I contributed my income for another year, but that left me short on money most days. Now I was twenty-two, Mother was pushing me to begin seriously courting, and she even had a girl or two in mind. I could hardly argue with her on that matter. I felt the itch to settle down on my own land and start a family with a good woman. Unfortunately, up until now, none of the girls had struck my fancy ‒ at least no one in the community. There had only been one girl who had quickened my heart, but she was English, and that was a very long time ago.

      Still, more often than I liked, a certain face came to mind. I shut my eyes and let the memory flood in.

      It was an overcast, rainy day, and the girl’s blue eyes shone brightly from her round, fresh face. Wisps of red hair escaped her ponytail and she kept pushing her hair back behind her ears in annoyed movements. A light smattering of freckles splashed her straight nose and over her pink cheeks. She walked with confident, ground-covering strides that reminded me of a prancing filly on a springtime pasture. This special girl liked to talk about horses and the books she was reading, and often there was a thoughtful, far-off look on her face.

      I opened my eyes, shaking the memory away. That was six years ago, and the girl was a grown woman now. I had only caught glimpses of her here and there in all these years, but still, she was never far from my mind. I resented the strange, invisible hold she had on me. We’d kissed a couple times in the span of a few minutes, and that was all. It was the most exciting thing that ever happened to me, but if I was going to be a good husband, I had to let go of the dreams I had for a woman I could never have.

      The simple truth was, thoughts about the English girl made me happy. How I had wanted that girl ‒ and I still did.

      For now, my main concern was figuring out a way to raise some extra money to save my sister. I scratched my chin, staring up at the stars that began appearing in the dark sky.

      “Please, Lord, provide me with the means to take Rebecca to the English world, if it be your will,” I whispered.

      The telephone rang and the loud bell made me jump. I ran across the barnyard to the shed where the phone was kept, searching down the lane to see if anyone else was coming. I was alone when I threw open the door and grabbed the receiver off the hook.

      “Hello,” I said into the phone.

      There was a long pause, and I repeated myself.

      “Is this Rowan Coblentz?” a female asked.

      I held my breath. Something about the pensive voice made my heart pound.

      “Yes, yes, it is. May I ask who’s calling?”

      There were a few more seconds of silence. Just when I was about to speak, she finally answered.

      “It’s Katie Porter. You probably don’t remember me. I live up here at Diamond E. You worked at the ranch some years ago. Would you be interested in breaking a string of colts for us?”

      Her words were rushed and anxious but they were music to my ears. I couldn’t keep the grin from my face when I glanced up at the stars and mouthed a thank you to the Lord for answering my prayer so quickly ‒ and in more ways than one.

      I cleared my throat and worked hard to keep the excitement from my voice. I hesitated, gripping the receiver tightly. “What about your father? Is he all right with me lending a hand? The last time I spoke with him, he made it quite clear he didn’t want me around anymore.”

      I couldn’t stop myself from heating uncomfortably. Thoughts that I’d tried to keep bottled up, and which had kept me up many nights, came flooding back in. I remembered Katie’s plump lips moving against mine, and the warm, vanilla scent of her skin.

      “Daddy’s dead. Momma and I are running things now,” Katie said bluntly.

      I stood up straighter and my mind cleared as if it had been slapped. “I hadn’t heard. I’m so sorry—”

      “Don’t be,” she snapped. “Can you break the colts or not?”

      Her tone was unmistakably hostile, and as the shock settled in the pit of my stomach, I quickly responded, “Of course. I can be there tomorrow evening if that works for you.”

      “It does. Meet me in the training barn at seven o’clock,” she instructed and then she was gone.

      We hadn’t even discussed payment, but I didn’t care. I hung up the telephone and replaced my hat.

      Any extra money at all would help Rebecca and I’d finally get to talk to Katie Porter again. Maybe she was nothing like I remembered and had grown into a nasty shrew but I doubted it. I guessed she’d blossomed from a pretty teenager into a beautiful young woman.

      The girl who’d been nothing but a fantasy in my mind for so long was about to become reality. That realization both terrified and excited me in ways I should have been ashamed of.

      As I walked toward the house, I whistled an unnamed tune, thinking, God has one hell of a sense of humor.
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      The bay horse tied to the hitching rail swung his head my way and nickered. I instantly recognized the white star in the center of his forehead and the bushy black mane and tail. It was Scout ‒ the same gelding that had carried me back to the barn that stormy day six years ago. I reached out and touched the gelding’s velvety nose and murmured, “Hello, handsome.” I didn’t linger at the rail. My heart jumped and my legs felt weak. I tightened my ponytail with a tug and let out a breath as I stepped into the dim interior of the training barn. My eyes adjusted and I quickly found who I was looking for.

      Rowan Coblentz stood a few stalls down the hallway, petting Remington, a two-year-old palomino stud colt. I wasn’t surprised that Rowan had honed in on that particular horse. The tall, golden-colored colt was stunning with heavy muscling in just the right places, a refined head, and intelligent eyes. Remington was also pawing at the ground and flipping his pretty head from side to side. With his good looks and breeding, he’d do well in the sale ring, but the horse had a mean streak that made him impossible to work with safely.

      “He’s Daredevil’s colt out of Dixie Belle,” I said when I stepped up behind Rowan.

      He didn’t even startle, which disappointed me a little. When he turned around, I struggled to keep my expression neutral
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