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Something outside the schoolhouse window caught Melinda Miller’s attention, and it wasn’t the unexpected snowfall trickling from Heaven. It wasn’t even the older boys hogging the tire swing from the younger ones, after she’d told them repeatedly to take turns.  

No, what drew her in and held her mesmerized was the tall gentleman exiting his carriage near the parking area. When he tied his horse to the hitching post and started making his way toward the school, she pinched her cheeks to give them some color and smoothed the front of her dress with her palms. 

It was unusual having visitors during school hours, and she didn’t recognize him as a member of the small Amish community, so Melinda was more than a little intrigued. She began tidying up the children’s desks in an effort to look busy, and when she heard the familiar creak of the front door opening, she casually turned and acknowledged him with a smile. 

“Hallo,” she announced. “May I help you?” 

The pitch in her voice was unusually high, and Melinda cleared her throat as her face reddened in embarrassment. The stranger took off his hat and began twirling it in his hands as he came closer. His wavy hair was black as night and a striking contrast to his light green eyes. 

“You must be Miss Miller,” he replied, as he extended a hand to greet her. “I’m Landon Shrock, the new teacher. Bishop Abram hired me to work with you.” 

To say Melinda was surprised would be an understatement. After serving as the school’s sole teacher for ten years, his announcement came as a shock, especially since the Bishop never mentioned hiring someone else. 

“I’m guessing he didn’t tell you.” 

Melinda wanted to say something, but her tongue felt glued to the top of her mouth, so she simply nodded. Landon glanced at the floor and aimlessly shuffled his feet before walking over to the window. 

“I sincerely apologize. Bishop Abram contacted me a couple of weeks ago. He said some new families had moved here in the past few months and you needed help with the extra workload.”

Melinda stood up straight and squared her shoulders. She supposed she should be grateful the Bishop was looking after her and the students’ wellbeing, but she would be lying if she said she didn’t feel a tad bit self-conscious. Could this be his round-about way of questioning her capabilities? She certainly hoped not. 

“Then I suppose I should say ‘welcome to the neighborhood’,” she said, with forced enthusiasm. 

She hoped she sounded more cheerful than she felt, and by the way his face lit up with a big smile, she assumed it was convincing enough. 

“Denki. I’m staying with the Bishop and his wife while I finish working on my house. I bought the homestead beside the lake, but I have trouble remembering the family’s name who lived there. Was it the Brennan’s?” 

Melinda knew exactly who he was referring to. “Do you mean Opal and William Benson?” 

Landon snapped his fingers and shook his head. “Yah, Benson! That’s it!” 

Melinda joined him by the window, but she was careful not to stand too close to him. The last thing she needed was her students spying them together and teasing her mercilessly over nothing. 

“They were a very sweet couple. They didn’t have any children of their own, but they practically helped raise every child in this community. They passed away last year after a lengthy illness. First Mr. William and then Mrs. Opal just two months later.” 

She stole a glance at Landon and caught him staring wistfully out the window. “I’m guessing they were together a long time.” 

Melinda thought for a moment. “Yah, I would say about sixty years, at least.” 

She spied the corners of Landon’s mouth curve upward into a smile. “Well, I promise to honor their memory by taking very good care of their home.” 

It was a sweet endearment, but Melinda was cautious not to take it to heart. After all, she’d just met the man. 

“I should call the children inside before they catch their death of cold. I wasn’t expecting it to snow today.” 

Before she could turn and walk away, Landon reached out and lightly grasped her arm. The move caught her off guard, and the heat from his touch, even through the thick fabric of her dress, made her knees wobble precariously. 

“What can I help you with?” he asked. “Just point me in the right direction.” 

Melinda pulled away from him as nonchalantly as she could. “Let’s introduce you to the children first, and then go from there.” 

His cheeks flushed as he nodded, and when Melinda left his side and headed for the front door, she could feel his gaze following her every move, which filled her with excitement but also made her leery at the same time. 

Melinda grabbed her cape from a wooden peg on the wall beside the door and draped it over her shoulders. When she stepped outside onto the front porch and gestured for the children to come inside, she shielded her eyes from the sun and looked toward the gray clouds on the horizon. The snow was falling faster now, and the temperature was steadily dropping. With any luck, the students’ parents would take head of the weather and pick up their children early before it worsened. 

As the kids entered the building, Melinda caught several of them tip-toeing around Landon, but it didn’t take long before their curiosity got the best of them. When they strolled over and introduced themselves, she cringed when he returned with, “Hallo. I’m Mr. Landon Shrock, your new teacher.” 

Melinda felt a tug on her dress, and when she looked down and spotted Ruth, the youngest child in her class, clutching the fabric in her tiny fist, she knelt down to her level so she could talk to her one-on-one. 

“Are you leaving us, Miss Miller?” 

She appeared on the verge of tears, and as Melinda tucked Ruth’s curly blonde tendrils under her bonnet, she gave her the biggest smile she could muster. “Neh, of course not, Ruthie. Mr. Shrock isn’t taking my place. He’s here to help me.” 

That seemed to ease her fears, but as Ruth wrapped her little arms around her neck and held on tight, Melinda eyed Landon suspiciously. Hopefully, she wasn’t lying...but only time would tell. 

* * * *

Landon put down his hammer long enough to grab a cup of coffee and enjoy the view outside his kitchen window. The snow covered everything in a white blanket that shimmered beneath the sun’s rays, and it was quite beautiful to behold. 

Landon sighed as his mind settled on another object of beauty – Melinda. He’d listened to Bishop Abram talk about her many times, and before their introduction he’d memorized that she was a single woman, had been teaching for ten years, lived alone in a small house that once belonged to her parents, had no siblings, and she wasn’t being courted by anyone, which surprised him. 

He furrowed a brow. Perhaps there was a good reason for that. Maybe she wasn’t interested in dating anyone. Although most of the women he knew had been married for many years, a couple of his female friends were content to stay single and focus on their work. He found nothing wrong with that whatsoever, but he hoped he’d made a good impression with Melinda – at least enough to occupy a small corner of her mind. 

Landon looked around the small kitchen of his new home, which was coming together much quicker than he anticipated. With any luck, he would be able to move in by the weekend. As much as he enjoyed staying with the Bishop and his wife, he was anxious to finally be on his own. 

Landon put his cup in the sink and slipped on his coat and hat. It was too pretty to stay indoors, and as he jumped off the front porch and landed solidly on the snow-covered ground, he couldn’t help but grin. There was something about the first snowfall of the season that made him feel like a kid again. He closed his eyes and turned his face toward the sun, basking in its warmth, before jogging toward the main road. 

He’d driven his horse and carriage around the community a few times to try and acquaint himself with his new surroundings, but he’d never taken off on foot, and he couldn’t think of a better way to enjoy God’s canvas than to just jump in and explore.

The main road to Lancaster was at least three miles long, with homes scattered about on both sides, and when he’d traveled almost a half mile, he came upon a familiar face that made his heart skip a beat. 

Melinda. 

She was busy gathering firewood from a neatly piled stack beside what he guessed was her house. She had on a long green dress with a cape wrapped around her shoulders, and her long brown hair was tied at the nape of her neck with a white ribbon. The bright green material stood out against the whiteness of the snow, and the sight of her took his breath away. 

Landon shook his head to clear his thoughts before rushing over to help. She looked up at him with surprise in her eyes, and he didn’t miss the way her cheeks instantly flushed, hopefully from his presence and not from the cold. 

“Denki,” she said. “What are you doing outside on this chilly day?” 

He followed her into the house and immediately went to the fireplace in the corner of the living room, where he placed three logs on the charred remains and stoked the dying embers with a metal fire poker he found propped beside the hearth. Within a matter of seconds, the fire reignited and filled the living room with warmth. 

“I guess you could say the snow was calling to me,” he replied with a smile. “So, I decided to go for a walk and soak it all in.” 

Melinda walked over to stand beside him, and a lump formed in his throat when he noticed the way the glow from the fireplace made her eyes sparkle. He focused his attention on the flames to try and keep from tripping over his tongue. 

“God does paint a beautiful picture, doesn’t He?” she asked. 

He caught her staring out the living room window at the snow, but her stunning beauty made the white canvas pale in comparison. 

“Yah...He certainly does,” Landon whispered. 

She turned to face him, but he looked away quickly so she wouldn’t catch him staring at her like some lovelorn teenager. 

“I’m glad it’s the weekend and the children didn’t have to get out in the cold. Would you like something to drink? I just made a pot of coffee.” 

He nodded, and as he followed Melinda to the adjoining kitchen, he took the time to steal a couple of glances around her home, which was actually larger inside than it appeared from the outside. He noticed three open doors when they passed the entrance to a long hallway and there was a small pantry room off from the kitchen, with a door that led outside. 

“If I was a betting man, I’d say the kids are probably out playing in the snow right now.” 

She laughed at his remark, and the sweet sound filled the space around him and settled comfortably on his heart. As he sat down at the dining room table, Melinda flitted about the room, gathering two mugs from an overhead cabinet and filling them both with coffee. 

He took off his hat and set it on the table, and when she handed him a cup and sat down in a chair across from him, he took a sip of the steaming brew to avoid looking into her eyes. Her nearness rattled him more than he anticipated, and he wasn’t used to feeling so nervous over saying or doing the wrong thing.  

“Yah, you’re probably right,” she replied. “I hope it melts before Monday morning or we’ll never get them inside the school.” 

He chuckled as he set his cup on the table and looked around the room. Blue and white gingham curtains covered the windows, and the appliances and countertops were so clean they glinted in the sunlight streaming through the window. 

“You have a very nice home, Melinda. My father is a carpenter, so I know top quality work when I see it.” 

She smiled as she followed his gaze to the dark oak cabinets. 

“My parents lived here many years, and my father and uncle Joseph designed every little detail, including this dining table and chairs. I was surprised when they decided to give the house to me and rebuild on my grandparents’ property about a mile north of here.” 

The sentiment warmed his heart and made him wish his own parents lived close enough to visit instead of residing in a different Amish community outside of Lancaster. 

“I think that’s great. Now you have a home to raise your own family in someday instead of having to build one. I know from experience that can be costly because I used to go with my father when he would buy materials.” 

Melinda’s smile faded somewhat, and for a moment Landon worried he may have said something to upset her. She turned her attention to her cup, and he watched her closely as she traced the rim with the tip of her finger. She seemed lost in her own little world, so he remained as quiet as a church mouse to keep from disrupting her train of thought. 

“Nah...I think they just wanted to leave a home for their spinster daughter so they could find somewhere else to spend their golden years alone.” 

She laughed softly when she said it, as if trying to make light of the conversation, but he couldn’t overlook the hushed tone of her voice and the way the sparkle dimmed in her eyes. He didn’t know how to respond, but fortunately he didn’t have to when Melinda suddenly stood and gestured for him to follow her. 

“Would you like to see the rest of the house? I have several other pieces of furniture my father and uncle Joseph designed that you might like.” 

She didn’t give Landon the chance to answer, and as she picked up her mug and started for the hallway, he had no other choice but to follow her. He was still wondering about her spinster comment, but it was obvious she didn’t want to discuss it, so he didn’t pursue it. 

He couldn’t imagine her parents believing she would be an old maid, but then again, he’d never met them, so he wasn’t an appropriate judge of character, as far as the two of them were concerned. Landon tried to listen closely as Melinda led him from room to room and talked about the numerous homemade items her parents left behind, but he couldn’t concentrate. 

Did she consider herself a spinster? Is that how she wanted to live her life or did she dream of marrying and having children someday? The thought of her spending the rest of her days alone made his heart ache...especially when he could picture himself so clearly in her future. 

* * * *

The way Judith Langley fawned over Landon was putting Melinda on edge. During the Sunday morning church service, the new resident teacher was the talk of the congregation, which included the small group of single women huddled across the aisle from Melinda. They were all at least five years younger than her, and Judith was by far the boldest of them all. 

Landon sat on the front pew a few rows ahead of the women, and she lost count of the times Judith stared longingly at him when he happened to glance around the room before the service started. It was enough to make her teeth hurt. 

After their conversation the day before in her home, when Landon didn’t intervene after her “old maid” comment, she knew anything other than friendship with him was probably out of the question. He obviously wasn’t interested in her, and she was clueless when it came to flirting with men, so she decided to leave well enough alone...no matter how much it hurt. 

As Bishop Abram entered the church and began making his way down the center aisle, she shook her head to clear her mind and stop dwelling on the impossible. When he stopped in front of Landon and motioned for him to join him at the pulpit, Melinda groaned. 

“That is the new teacher?” 

She stole a quick glance at her best friend, Rose, who was sitting to her right. Her blue eyes were wide and expressive as she watched Landon walk to the front of the sanctuary, and Melinda had to stifle a laugh. 

“I told you he was handsome,” she whispered in Rose’s ear. 

Bishop Abram got the congregation’s attention by waving a hand in the air, and when everyone quieted down, he put his hand on Landon’s shoulder. 

“I know many of you have already met this young man, but for those of you who haven’t, this is our new neighbor and teacher, Mr. Landon Shrock.” 

There were several gasps, and more than a few heads turned her way, but she kept her attention on the Bishop and refused to acknowledge their curiosity. 

“As you know, our little community has grown considerably over the past year, and the elders and I decided it was time to bring in someone to assist Miss Miller. The Lord has truly blessed us, and I invite you all to remain after the service for a few minutes to greet Mr. Shrock and welcome him to the family.” 

There was a round of applause, which made Landon blush, and when he returned to his seat, Melinda jutted out her chin and held her head high throughout the remainder of the service. Even though Bishop Abram explained to the congregation that Landon was her assistant, she knew very well it wouldn’t stop the gossip mongers from drawing their own conclusions and sticking their noses where they didn’t belong. 

She sighed. Could she really blame them? After all, her first thought upon meeting Landon was that she would eventually be replaced, so it wasn’t as if she hadn’t been judgmental too. 

As the room erupted into a chorus of hymns, Melinda mouthed the words but her attention wasn’t where it should be. She felt distracted and disconnected from everyone around her, and the service seemed to go on forever. When Bishop Abram finally asked them to bow their heads for the parting prayer, she couldn’t even recall what his sermon was about. Before the “amen” could pass the Bishop’s lips, Melinda was on her feet and saying “goodbye” to Rose before making a hasty retreat to the exit. 

A few people attempted to pull her into conversation but she was able to sidestep them, and before they could bat an eye, Melinda was out the door and heading for the main road. Since she lived within a stone’s throw of the church, she never bothered to bring a horse and carriage, but this time she wished she had because she couldn’t seem to get away quick enough. 

Melinda slowed her pace once she rounded a small bend in the road and fell out of view of the church, and as she hugged her Bible close to her chest, she took a few deep breaths to steady her racing heart. A few of her neighbors passed her in their wagons, and she forced a smile and waved when they looked her way. 

“Melinda!” 

She nearly stopped dead in her tracks. She would know Landon’s voice anywhere, but she refused to turn around. When he came up alongside her in his carriage, she gave him a half-hearted smile and pretended to be surprised by his presence, but she kept on walking. When he pulled up on the reins and blocked her path with his carriage, she had no other choice but to stop. His stubbornness was exasperating...and endearing. 

“Are you trying to run me over?” she asked. 

Landon propped his elbow on his knee and leaned over the side of the carriage so he could look at her. 

“Neh,” he grinned. “But I’ve called your name at least a dozen times since I left the church, and I had to make you stop somehow.” 

Melinda blushed as she dug her sandaled toes into the dirt. 

“I’m sorry,” she replied. “The horse hooves on the road must have drowned out your voice because I only heard you once.” 

Whether he believed her or not was anyone’s guess, but when he moved over and patted the empty space on the seat beside him, she thought for certain her heart had stopped beating. 

“I appreciate the offer, Landon, but I don’t live far from here, and I can walk the rest of the way.”

He patted the seat again, but this time more firmly. “Melinda...please.” 

She expelled a long breath. He simply wouldn’t take no for an answer. When Melinda gave in and climbed the steps of the carriage, he reached out a hand to help her, and the heat from his touch sent a rush of liquid fire coursing through her veins and nearly caused her to trip over her own two feet. 

“I was hoping to talk to you after the service, but you left in such a hurry,” he said. 

Landon eased the horse and carriage back onto the road and continued in the direction of her house while Melinda grasped the edge of the seat and tried not to fall off. There was a big gap between them, but she didn’t want to sit any closer to him than she absolutely had to. She felt like the proverbial moth drawn to the flame, but the last thing she wanted was to get burned. 

“I have some lesson plans to finish before school tomorrow.” 

He kept his eyes on the road, but she saw the corners of his mouth turn upward. “Are these the same lesson plans we finished while I was at your house yesterday?”

Melinda nibbled on her bottom lip. She didn’t want to lie to him, but she needed to distance herself from him somehow. It was going to be hard enough working beside him five days a week. If Judith and the other single women made it a point to linger around the school for no reason just to try and talk to him, she would come apart at the seams. 

Landon steered the horse and carriage into her driveway and brought them to a stop in front of her house. When Melinda started to descend the steps, he laced his fingers around her wrist and kept her still. The sudden but subtle move made her legs tremble. 

“Melinda, have I said or done something to upset you?” he asked. “I hope you don’t think Bishop Abram hired me to take your place because he didn’t. From everything he’s told me, the people in this town adore you, and they have no plans to replace you. I promise. I’m here to help you. I’m not here to steal your job.”

His voice was barely above a whisper, and when he pulled her close beside him on the seat, she didn’t try to stop him. For someone who wasn’t interested, he was very persistent, and the mixed signals she was receiving made her more confused than ever. 

“Denki, Landon. That’s reassuring to hear.”

Although she’d had her initial doubts about the Bishop’s intentions in the beginning, she wasn’t about to admit it to Landon, or anyone else for that matter. It was comforting to know the community held her in such high regard. 

Melinda was very aware of how close they were, and she hoped he couldn’t hear the frantic thumping of her heart. She could make out tiny flecks of brown in his green eyes, and he leaned in as if he might kiss her, which thrilled and terrified her at the same time, since she’d never been kissed before. 

“Hallo Landon!” 

A female voice interrupted the one and only intimate moment she’d ever shared with a man, and Melinda felt her blood boil when she tore her gaze from Landon and saw Judith pass by in her wagon. She gave him a flirty wave, and she saw his neck and face redden as he tentatively waved back. 

Melinda used the distraction to free her wrist from his grasp. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning, Landon.” 

He made a move to stop her, but he wasn’t quick enough, and as Melinda jumped from the carriage and walked quickly toward the front door, she felt more determined than ever to guard her heart from what was obviously a lost cause. 

* * * *

Landon stayed busy grading papers in his corner of the classroom as Melinda walked in between the students’ desks, going over the week’s lesson assignment while they took notes. He tried not to stare at her, but he couldn’t help himself. She was truly in her element when she was teaching, and it was easy to see why the children admired her. She explained every detail slowly and precisely, sometimes often just to make sure they understood. 

The children ranged in ages from six to thirteen, and so far, his transition to their assistant teacher had gone smoothly. That is, as far as they were concerned. When it came to him trying to get on their teacher’s good side, that’s where things became a little...complicated...and he was at a loss over how to fix it. 

There were moments when he saw a hint of interest in her eyes, but those never seemed to last very long. He’d tried to be as direct as possible, without coming out and possibly scaring her away by professing his true feelings for her...but maybe that’s where he was going wrong. Landon groaned as he massaged his forehead and tried to ease the tension away. Women could be so confusing sometimes. Enticing, mesmerizing, and beautiful...but still confusing.  

A knock on the front door silenced everyone, and when Noah Landry opened the door and peeked his head around the corner, Landon’s defenses immediately went up. He knew from talking to Bishop Abram that Noah’s wife passed away two years prior and that he was a single father to one of their younger students. The way Melinda smiled at Noah when he walked inside made the tiny hairs on the back of his neck stand at attention. 

“Mr. Shrock, do you mind taking over for a few minutes while I talk to Noah?” she asked. 

Her question – or rather, the way she worded it – bothered him. Mr. Shrock? What happened to calling him Landon? Didn’t she just refer to Noah by his first name? 

“Of course,” he replied. “Take your time.” 

He didn’t mean for it to come off sounding as defensive as it did, but if she detected a change in his tone, she didn’t acknowledge it. When she walked over to greet Noah by the front door, he bit his tongue when he saw him place a hand on the small of her back and lead her outside. 

“Okay, everyone,” he began. “We only have a few more minutes left before we head home, so let’s use that time to go over your notes for the English test tomorrow.” 

He called on a couple of the older students to recite their notes, but with Noah and Melinda outside near one of the windows, he couldn’t concentrate on anything else. They were standing close to each other, and every few minutes he would say something to make Melinda laugh. When she reached out and touched his arm, Landon felt as if he’d been kicked in the gut. 

“Mr. Shrock?” 

Landon turned his attention to the student calling his name, feeling embarrassed that he’d let himself get distracted from his work. He had to admit he was jealous, even though he knew he shouldn’t be. After all, Melinda wasn’t his – she never was to begin with. 

“Did you have a question, Ben?” he asked. 

He made the class his sole focus and refused to look outside the window again. When Melinda came back inside several minutes later – without Noah – he turned the class over to her with barely a glance. He would talk to her just as soon as the students left for the day though – even if he had to bar the door to keep her from leaving. 

When 3:00 pm finally rolled around, he hurriedly tidied up the room while Melinda greeted the parents and sent the children on their way. By the time the door closed behind the last student, he’d put the papers away and cleaned the room with plenty of time to spare. When Melinda noticed, she gave him a quizzical look. 

“I see someone else is ready to get home,” she remarked with a smile. “You can leave, Landon. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.” 

As she walked past him, he reached out and gently wrapped an arm around her waist, which made her body tense up immediately, but she didn’t try to move away from him. Her body was soft and warm, and when she looked up at him with questioning eyes, he fought the urge to pull her into his embrace and kiss her. 

Slow down, Landon. You don’t want to scare her. 

“Landon?” 

It took every bit of strength he could gather, but he dropped his arm and took a few steps back. 

“I believe there’s been some miscommunication somewhere,” he said. 

She crossed her arms over her chest and gave him another curious look. “What do you mean?” 

Landon leaned against one of the desks and took a deep breath. He’d never been very good at expressing his feelings, but this was important and he was determined to do it right, even if that meant stopping and starting over repeatedly. 

“I haven’t been able to get you off my mind since the moment I walked through that door and saw you for the first time,” he confessed. “I’ve tried everything in my power to get close to you, but for some reason I don’t think I’m coming across as plainly as I should.” 

He could tell her heart was pounding by the way the vein pulsed on the side of her neck, which spurred him onward. He wanted to brush his fingertips across it, but he stuffed his hands inside his pants pockets to keep from doing so. There was still a lot he needed to say, and he knew without a doubt in his mind that touching her again would unravel every nerve in his body, and so he did his best to remain focused. 

“I wasn’t going to move here,” he continued. “When Bishop Abram contacted me about this job I told him I wasn’t interested, but he was persistent. He said to me, ‘Landon Shrock, I feel led by God to bring you here, so what do I have to do to convince you?’” 

He smiled at the memory of the Bishop’s stubborn temperament and how he wouldn’t back down. If only he could have seen what was in store for him then. 

“I told him I would come visit on a trial basis, but when I saw you that first day I knew I was right where I was meant to be. I just hope I haven’t messed that up.” 

She took a step toward him and Landon stood up a little straighter. It was unnerving how his body reacted when she was near – in a good way, of course – but it wasn’t something he was used






















d2d_images/cover.jpg
=
s
7
2
c
®
<
a
)
R
o






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





