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Standing at the buggy shop door next to Bishop Fisher’s burly figure, Daniel Stoltzfus looked out through the cold dripping rain at Lydia Troyer—his boss’ daughter—scurrying inside with the wash that had been hanging out on the line behind the Haus.

Lydia had grown up since he’d gone to school with her, just as, he supposed they all had. 

“Daniel,” the bishop said, “I know this time is difficult for you, but you did right by returning to a plain, simple life with Gott.”

Daniel’s lips quirked up on one side. “Yah, where I went wrong was to leave for the Englischer world in the first place.”

The bishop’s voice took on a scolding tone. “You know why you did that. You told me yourself. It was a mistaken lack of belief in yourself, der Suh. A moment of pride and confusion. Gott knows the heart though. You never doubted Him, but yourself.”

Still idly watching Lydia’s trim figure as she grappled with the basket of damp wash from the line, Daniel leaned back against the wide shop door frame. “Bishop Fisher, I know many here that look at me with a skeptical eye. It’s understandable. My own Eldre now choose to leave their farm to my Schweschder’s husband rather than to me, which was their original plan. I am...unreliable. At best, a Bencil. To be no longer trusted.”

“Der Suh, you must not let this trouble you. The church elders have counseled with you. You have repented and now are again living a plain, simple life.”

Stirring with discomfort, Daniel’s words came out with a self-mocking tone in an attempt to hide his own deep guilt. “Yah, but some consider me a Schlingel. Particularly after I left both the church and the woman I was to marry.” 

“You are not a rogue, Daniel.” The bishop slowly shook his head. “It takes a Mann of character to admit his wrong and I know, as do the other bishops, that returning to the church and to this community has been difficult. Particularly after your Eldre decided to leave the farm to your sister and her Mann, so you now must earn your keep working here in the buggy shop with Joel Troyer.”

“What else could my Eldre do, Bishop? And I completely understand Mercy Yoder—who I was to marry—falling for Isaac Miller after I’d left her. Anyone can see they are very much in love.”

The chilly autumn rain began drumming down more steadily, the scent of wet earth mingling pleasantly with the wood shavings and glue in the shop. Daniel continued to stare out at the water falling from the sky.

“Now that the crops have been harvested and the fields are fallow for the fall, they are to be married here soon, are they not?” The older Mann glanced at him, as if checking Daniel’s reaction.

“Yah. Mercy’s Eldre and many of her Geschwischder live here in Elizabethtown. After they marry here, I understand they will return to Mannheim where Isaac has a farm. I wish them the best. Mercy and I were never meant to marry.”

The driving rain blanketed the yard between the Haus and Joel’s shop, falling now in chilly gray sheets.

Daniel turned to look at the older Mann who’d walked by his side as Daniel made his amends upon his return from the Englischer world. “Even though I no longer have a farm, this life here is best for me. I am not discontented working with Joel. He’s been very kind and his familye generous. I have a small room here beside the shop. Besides, I like working on buggies with Joel. He’s a kind Mann, even tolerating me when I was an annoying youngie.”

“But to work as a hired hand...” Bishop Fisher said mournfully.

“It is good work.” Daniel smiled out at the rain. “And I’ve always liked buggies. Working on them is no hardship. Like I said, being back here is enough.”

“That is as may be, Daniel,” the bishop said enigmatically. “The greater issue now is to insert you again more fully into our community.”

Staring sightlessly out the buggy shop door, he said. “The church members will eventually see that I mean my repentance.”

“Yah. It will speed things up, however,” the older Mann said bluntly, “if you take a good, steady Frau. A Mann with a familye is viewed as more settled down. More steady.”

Daniel gave a barking laugh. “Bishop, after I left my previous fiancée within weeks of our planned wedding, no Amish woman will now—nor will her Eldre even allow her to—court with me.”

The bishop squatted down in the shop doorway. “There are some...”

When Daniel looked a question down at him where he squatted next to him, the older Mann shifted some, not doing more than shooting an upward glance his way. “Some women...are not sought out by a lot of Menner. Their familye may try to help in this, but some still find no match.”

Making no reply to this statement with its implication that there might be a woman desperate enough to marry him, Daniel kept his silence.

“Hagar Hershberger is courting with no one to my knowledge and hasn’t ever.” The bishop said, naming a single spinster who was at least eight years older than Daniel’s twenty-two years.

He dug a stick in the edge of the puddle growing in front of the buggy shop. “Bishop...I cannot... I cannot see myself married to Hagar. I know her and she seems a fine woman, but.... I don’t know what Gott would have me do. Despite all I’ve done, I want a familye and Bopplis of my own. But...not with Hagar.”

“She is not that old,” Bishop Fisher pointed out, his defense of the woman made in a weak tone.

“Neh, but I don’t think she’s the woman for me.” Daniel drew a deep breath. “The road I’ve taken has been difficult and will likely continue that way for a while. I cannot see sharing it with her.”

The older Mann rose from his crouched position, his gaze not wavering.

Feeling a wave a gratitude that he’d found such grace in his community, Daniel concluded. “I do not easily ask any woman to share this road.”
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“Naomi.” Later after their midday meal, Lydia shifted a washed, sudsy plate to her younger sister as they stood at their Eldre’s sink overlooking the chilly gray yard, the rain still drumming. “Here...and tell me more about life as a married Frau.”

She prodded the conversation along, hoping to keep herself from going over and over the thoughts in her head of her own predicament. These hadn’t yet led to any good decision.

“It is gut, sister.” Blonde, blue-eyed Naomi flashed her a pretty smile.

“It was generous of you and Jethro to come have lunch with us.” Lydia absently passed her washrag over another plate. “I know he must be relieved to have finished the summer work and take some time to relax now that autumn is blowing in.”

“He is. It was nice that his Daed and Bruders carved out such a big piece of farmland from theirs for us, but it does keep him busy in the growing season.”

“Yah.”  Lydia frowned down at the water, unable to totally push back the regrets that crept into her thoughts, her head filled with despair and guilt. If only... If only... What had she been thinking? 

“Is something bothering you?” Naomi hissed the words quietly, as the door closed behind their Eldre and Jethro who were heading out to the shop to examine the buggies her Daed was building with his new hire.

Lydia knew they had gone, but she looked around the empty kitchen area anyway. She felt so horrible about her predicament. So bad and wrong. Admitting even to her younger sister seemed impossible...although the truth could not be hidden for long. “What do you mean?”

“Only that you are distracted,” Naomi said, “and that usually means you have something big on your mind. Spill it!”

“Whatever do you mean?” Lydia scrubbed harder at the plate in her hands, staring blindly at the sudsy water.

Her sister reached over to stop the movement of her hand, prompting Lydia to look over at her.

“Tell me,” Naomi commanded, “we are alone. There is no one else to hear if that’s what keeps you silent. You are not given to keeping surprises.”

“I can’t imagine what you mean.” She looked blankly out the window at the rain. Naomi, although three years younger and the last child in the familye, had always been Lydia’s confidant more than their eldest sister, Grace, but Lydia had no idea how to share this secret with her sister.

“Schweschder. Tell me!”

Lydia kept her gaze on the drops trickling down the window, absently noting Daniel Stoltzfus’ fit form—now her Daed’s new hired man—walking out of the buggy shop with Bishop Fisher, seeming impervious to the damp.

It seemed a decade since they’d gone to school together. 

Naomi tugged on her apron, as she’d done since childhood, but Lydia didn’t respond. Her secret was too terrible to tell. Many youngies did risky, bad things on rumspringa—smoking, drinking and running wild—but most didn’t bring this kind of dilemma home with them. Maybe a lightning bolt would kill her and she wouldn’t bring shame to her family.

Lydia infused cheerfulness in her voice, changing the subject, “So, is Abe going to plant fall crops? Neh, I imagine it’s too late for that.”

Suddenly, she realized her cheeks were damp with tears and she quickly lifted a hand from Naomi’s clasp to scrub the back across her face to hide this.

“Schweschder,” Naomi’s voice lowered in awed quietness, her hand still clasping Lydia’s other hand in the sink, “why are you crying?”

“I cannot tell you!” Lydia sobbed softly now. “I cannot.”

“Did something happen on your rumspringa? I know you only returned to Elizabethtown a week ago, after taking rumspringa at an older age than most. Are you alright?”

Lydia hung her head, bending forward toward the sink, sobs making her shoulders tremble no matter how she resisted. Her Mamm could walk back into the room any moment. Although her secret could not be kept much longer, she shrank from exposing it to her Eldre.

“I never thought you should go work in that restaurant. In that town where we know no one,” her younger sister said in a scolding voice. “What happened? Come and tell me. Get your hands out of the dishwater and sit at the table.”

Naomi pressed her into a chair at the table where they’d gathered for lunch. “Did someone there at the restaurant hurt you?”

“Neh. I mean, yah, I’m upset over something that happened on rumspringa, but neh, no one there hurt me. Not in the way you mean.”

“Well, what did happen?” Naomi sounded affronted. “You aren’t crying over nothing!”

“I made some bad choices, Naomi. I—I’m terrible.” Her mouth felt full of ashes as she spoke the bitter words.

Naomi snorted. “You? You are the good Dochder, the one our Eldre have never had to worry about. Grace and I have often remarked on it.”

Lydia drew in a shuddering breath, plastering on a smile she knew was pathetic.

Naomi had spent her own brief rumspringa weeks working with Abe’s cousin in a nearby town. Lydia didn’t think her sister had done much during that time that she couldn’t have done here at home, returning quickly to join the church and marry her long-time sweetie the previous autumn.

So much for her being a troublesome child.

“I cannot tell you. You just wouldn’t understand, Naomi.” The words escaped her in a despairing wail.

Starting to look alarmed, her sister asked, “What did you do in Bedford, Lydia? Kill someone? You didn’t have an accident in an Englischer car or drive over someone in a buggy, did you?”

Despite her despair, Naomi’s wild guess surprised a watery chuckle from Lydia. “Neh. I didn’t kill anyone. Is that the best you can come up with?”

“It is more likely that you did nothing horrible. As I said, you are the good sister.”

“Not anymore, Naomi,” she admitted after a moment. “I have sinned. Terribly. I-I laid with an Englischer...”

Not looking up, her side view told Lydia her sister’s mouth had fallen open. “...and I think I am now pregnant with his child.”

Naomi straightened in her chair, the color draining from her complexion. She leaned forward, putting her hand over her sister’s. “Oh, Lydia.”
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Later that evening, Lydia sat at the wide kitchen table eating supper with her Daed, her Mamm and Daniel Stoltzfus. 

“This is such a good meal, Lydia,” her Mamm said, dipping into the soup. “Your Daed and I are so fortunate that you are still with us. The other children have already married and left us.”

Her Mamm continued, carefully swirling around her spoon in her bowl. “There will be several weddings at the service this Sunday. I wonder if you, Daniel, will go.”

The older woman sent a swift, speculative glance in his direction. “I’ve heard that your former fiancée, Mercy Yoder, is to say vows with Isaac Miller.”

A flash of embarrassment went over Lydia at her Mamm’s tactless statement.

In the middle of taking a spoonful of the soup, Daniel paused, lifting his gaze to her Mamm. “Yah, I will go, Frau Troyer. I wish Isaac and Mercy nothing, but good. Isaac’s Bruder, Enoch, and his Frau Kate are here to witness it, as is a young woman, a relative of Kate Miller’s, I believe.”

“Now, Mamm,” Joel Troyer chided, apparently as embarrassed as Lydia by her Mamm’s tactless question. “There is no reason for Daniel not to wish Isaac and Mercy well. He’s following his own path to a plain, simple life and this no longer includes this Mercy.”

Acutely aware of her Mamm’s thoughtless words, Lydia sent a brief apologetic smile toward Daniel. “Daed, how do crops go on my Bruders’ farms? Are they all glad to have chosen to be farmers instead of making buggies like you?”

“They both seem very happy to be where they are,” her Daed said in a dry voice. “None of them has much interest in buggy-making, despite all the afternoons they helped in my shop. Bart, in particular, seems born to be a farmer. You remember, Miriam, how he always snuck off to help his Onkle Stoltzfus, your Bruder?”

Joel Troyer laughed. “He used to just disappear without saying a word.”

Lydia’s Mamm chuckled at the memory, her girth shaking. “Yah, as though we ever minded his working with his Onkle.”

“And then Adam went to help Bart on the land and found his own calling,” Joel concluded comfortably.

“It is kind of you,” Daniel sent her Daed a faint smile, “to be happy for them both when neither wished to take on your business.”

This new, quiet Daniel seemed more perceptive than most. He seemed different somehow after his time in the Englischer world. Lydia looked at him with approval while Joel responded mildly that he’d never wanted his sons to follow in footsteps that weren’t right for them.

“Can I get you more soup, Daniel?” she asked as she rose from the table.

“Yah. Denki. It’s very good.”

Lydia felt herself flushing with pleasure again as she reached for his bowl. “Then let me get you more.”
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Over a week later, Daniel stood next to a buggy, yanking on the broken wheel with Abel Schrock, the younger Mann that sometimes also helped in Joel’s buggy shop. Because Daniel was a little older and had been several grades ahead of Abel in school, he hadn’t really spent much time with him before.

“Yah. Grab hold of it there,” Daniel instructed, bracing a foot against the buggy’s springs as he and Abel jointly yanked to pull free the broken wheel.

“Whew!” Abel muttered, stopping briefly to wipe his hands on his pants. “This is a gut-buster. If only those spokes had held as well as this wheel.”

“Come on, Abel!” Daniel said through gritted teeth as he continued struggling with the wheel. “We can do this.”

Shifting around to both grab different sides, they worked together at getting it off. They finally tugged the circle free, having to wiggle it in spots.

While they stood gathering their breath, the wheel then on the floor in front of them, Abel motioned to Joel’s office with his head. “Isn’t that Mercy Yoder in there with the Mann ordering a buggy?”

“Yah. She’s Frau Miller now, though.” Daniel used a bandana to wipe bead of sweat off his face. “She and Isaac, the Mann she married just this last Sunday, will live in Mannheim.”

“Oh, that’s right,” Abel grinned. “I knew I recognized them from somewhere. They were one of the couples who got married in church this last week.”

“They were.” Daniel hefted the now-free buggy wheel onto the worktable.

Abel helped him shift up to lie on the flat surface and picked up a tool to start working loose one broken spoke while Daniel worked to free the jagged section of another one. He threw Daniel a curious look. “Weren’t you and Frau Miller an item before? Seems like I remember seeing you together a lot and...weren’t you two published to marry last fall?”

“Yah, we were,” Daniel focused on further loosening the spoke, “but we parted ways and Mercy ended up marrying Isaac.”

It was only natural that those in the community were curious. He figured it was a matter of time before Abel asked about Daniel’s having left for the Englischer world. He wasn’t looking forward to discussing that.

The younger man now grinned good-naturedly and waggled his eyebrows. “That Mercy’s a nice-looking—”

“Isaac Miller’s Frau.” Daniel inserted, biting back an answering smile. He didn’t think Abel meant any disrespect. “It isn’t gut that you should finish that remark, I think, young Abel.”

“Probably true,” Abel agreed, still smiling down at the wheel on which he worked.

Just then another buggy drove into the yard in front of Joel’s shop. Drawn by the sound of the wheels, Daniel looked up from his task. Since Joel was busy in his shop office, Daniel walked over to the buggy, seeing Bishop Fisher’s burly figure at the reins.

“Goedemorgen, Bishop.” It was then Daniel noticed a sullen-looking boy of about thirteen on the other side of his friend. “Oh, I didn’t see you. Goedemorgen, Mark.”

“This kleinzoon of mine is reluctantly running errands with me since he can’t get along with his Geschwischder and his Mamm is at her wits end.” Bishop Fisher raised his eyebrows as he looked over at the boy. “So, he’s spending the afternoon with his Grossdaddi instead.”

“I didn’t always get along with my brothers and sisters, either,” Daniel confessed in a quiet voice. “Is there something I can get for you, Bishop?”

The boy in the buggy sat silently beside his grandfather, the sullen expression still on his face, his broad straw hat seeming too large for his scrawny neck.

“Yah, some schaviut took the reflector off my buggy and I need to get a new one. Youngies.”

“You do,” agreed Daniel, shooting another look at Mark, huddled next to Bishop Fisher. “Driving without one is illegal, not to mention dangerous. Let me get it for you. I believe I know where Joel stores them.”

His back turned while he looked through the cabinet where the reflectors were stored, he heard Lydia greeting the Bishop. “...and I see young Mark is with you.”

“Goedemorgan, Miss Lydia,” the boy said in an awkward, shy voice. 

His greeting to her was made in such a different tone that Daniel looked around as his hand closed on the reflector.

“Goedemorgan to you, too. Are you running errands with your Grossdaddi?” A large white tea cup in her hand, she smiled at the pre-adolescent boy.

“Yah,” Mark responded, blushing at her attention.

“Here you are, Bishop.” Daniel came back to the buggy, still grinning at the thought that an attractive woman had this effect on Menner of any age. And Lydia with her smiling brown eyes and slender figure definitely counted as an attractive woman.

“Excuse me, Bishop and Youngie Mark. I must get this to Daed while it’s still hot.” She smiled at them and at Daniel before disappearing into the shop office.

With her departure, Daniel noted the sullen expression again descended onto the boy’s face.

“Here you are, Bishop.” He handed the reflector to the older Mann. “If you’ll wait just a moment, I’ll attach it for you.”

“Thank you! That would be kindly of you, Daniel.” Bishop Fisher beamed. “I accept your offer.”

“Hold on. I’ll get a screwdriver.” He disappeared into the shop where Abel had picked out the wheel spokes and was measuring several against the others to see which fit best.

“Looks like Joel’s Dochder brought him some tea,” Abel commented with lifted, wiggling brows as Daniel sifted through the drawer in which the screwdrivers were held.

“Young Abel,” he murmured, “are you courting with a specific Maedel?”

“Neh,” the younger Mann admitted with a smile. “I usually drive one or the other home from Sings, but my Daed thinks I’m still too young to know who’d be best for me.”

“He’s definitely right about that.” Daniel selected a screwdriver, shutting the drawer. “And let me recommend you be careful that the Maedels you drive home know it.”

Abel laughed as Daniel took the tool and some screws back to the Bishop’s buggy.

Screwing the replacement reflector to it, he made no comment when Lydia reappeared, bearing several empty cups from her father’s office. He heard her goodbyes to the two waiting in the buggy and as she walked behind it to head into the Haus, she grinned at him.

“We certainly can’t pray to Gott to have someone steal the reflectors off more buggies,” Lydia commented in a lowered voice, the wicked smile still on her face, “but just think of the business we’d get if more were to be taken.”

Continuing to twist the screwdriver as she mounted the steps that led to the Haus, Daniel shook his head, the corner of his mouth lifting. Lydia Troyer had a bad girl streak.
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When Daniel looked up from his work as the afternoon waned, he was surprised to see Lydia Troyer’s trim figure hesitating in the wide buggy shop door.

Knowing Joel wasn’t there, Daniel asked, “Is there something I can help you with, Maedel Lydia?”

Peering around the shop, she held a full laundry basket propped on her hip. Bringing her fine brown eyes back to meet his gaze she finally asked, “This chilly showery weather is making things difficult. Is Able not here? I thought he could help me a moment.”

“Neh. Joel took Abel on an errand with him.” Daniel reached down for the last nut to go on the buggy wheel. “I’m here alone for the moment.”

“Dang.” Lydia remained standing indecisively in the door before glancing back at the weak slanting afternoon light that now gleamed through the shop windows and backlit her in the doorway. Although it had again rained all morning with the cooler fall weather, the clouds had just lifted to allow the sun to peek through before setting on the horizon. 

Slipping the nut onto the last wheel bolt, he cast her another sideways look. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

She looked back at him, considering. “Is this a rush job you’re doing on the buggy? Is anyone waiting for it?”

Daniel cleaned his fingers on a nearby work rag, a corner of his mind lifting in amusement at question. She clearly had something in mind. “Not that I know. Do you need my help?”

“Well, I had thought to have Able help, but the afternoon sun is already starting to fade.” She gestured toward the basket. “And these sheets are still wet.”

He cocked an eyebrow at her. “Maedel Lydia, are you asking me to hang out laundry?”

“I am,” she said with a saucy smile. “If it’s not beneath you.”

“I cannot see how bedding is beneath anyone. We all want dry sheets to sleep on a night,” he responded matter-of-factly. “Do you think you have time for them to dry on the line?”

“Yes,” she said practically. “Sheets dry quickly. I would have gotten them out earlier, but there was rain and then the cold cloudy weather wouldn’t have allowed for drying.”

Daniel put the work rag on the nearby work bench. “Then we’d better get to it.”

Following Lydia out of
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