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Praise for
The Winnowing Season

“Cindy Woodsmall weaves a page-turning plot in The Winnowing Season, featuring the mysterious Rhoda Byler and a supporting cast of other complex characters. This story grabbed my heart and kept on tugging—long after I’d read the last word. I can’t wait for the third book in the series!”

—LESLIE GOULD, author of Courting Cate

“Cindy Woodsmall creates Amish characters in a way no other author does. Her obvious love for and intimate knowledge of the Amish allow the reader into the characters’ lives aside from the religious aspect of the community. They laugh, and I laugh with them. They hurt, and so do I. Add to the characters a compelling plot and a girl with an unusual gift, and the book is impossible to put down.”

—TRACEY BATEMAN, author of The Widow of Saunders Creek




Praise for
A Season for Tending

“Woodsmall honors the Amish through her well-researched story, with a heartfelt romance and lovable characters.”

—Romantic Times

“I have to say that I love this book. The characters in the story are dimensional and interesting. Woodsmall has created families, situations, and places that are believable, geared toward modern-day life with current challenges … It makes both families more endearing. I look forward to the next book in the series.”

—www.thechristianmanifesto.com

“Cindy’s well-developed, multidimensioned characters cause readers to care about them, their lives, and their problems. Their choices and decisions that carry the story forward also reveal biblical wisdom without preaching. I’m sure this new series will add many new readers to Cindy’s growing fan base.”

—www.midwestbookreview.com

“A Season for Tending is the first in Woodsmall’s new series, Amish Vines and Orchards, and her characters will leave you missing friends when the last page is read. Book 2 can’t come soon enough!”

—CBA Retailers and Resources
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To our precious niece
Tammy Ann Miller
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While on a date with her uncle, I met this girl in her teens,
Lovely and warm like a gorgeous Southern spring.
As the years marched forward, it continued to ring true:
She was giving and talented with a loyal God-view.
And in every life she’s encountered, she’s left an indelible mark.
In all the years since, I’ve never met another with her kind of spark:
Resilient beyond measure, never one to cower.
She recently faced a nightmare encounter: a rare and fierce cancer.
It’s tried to extinguish her fire.
But she and her Savior walk hand in hand,
Saying, the enemy can never take over my land.
She was born to fight in a Southern woman way—
Where warm smiles and gracious love belie the challenges of the day.
She’s won against every opponent she’s met, but when the day comes,
(And we pray it’s not before she’s ninety), she’ll not succumb.
In the same way she joined us, she’ll rise above
Wrapped in God’s love.
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Amish Vines and Orchards series

The story so far …

In A Season for Tending, Rhoda Byler, a twenty-two-year-old Amish girl, struggles to suppress the God-given insights she receives. Her people don’t approve of such intuitions. Because of their superstitions and fears, Rhoda spends most of her time alone in her bountiful fruit and herb garden or with her assistant, Landon, canning her produce for her business—Rhode Side Stands. Although she lives with her parents, two married brothers, and their families, Rhoda is isolated and haunted by guilt over the death of her sister two years ago.

Thirty miles away, in the Amish district of Harvest Mills, three brothers—Samuel, Jacob, and Eli King—are caretakers of their family’s apple orchard. Samuel has been responsible for the success of Kings’ Orchard since he was a young teen, but due to Eli’s negligence, one-third of their orchard has produced apples that are only good for canning. If Samuel doesn’t find a way to turn more profit on those apples, he’ll have to sell part of the orchard, resulting in even smaller harvests in the future.

When Samuel and Rhoda meet, they see eye to eye on very little until she shows him her fruit garden. He soon realizes that her horticultural skills are just what he needs to restore the orchard, and her canning business could provide an established outlet for their apples—if he can convince her to partner with them. Without telling his girlfriend, Catherine, he asks Rhoda to work with Kings’ Orchard.

Rhoda declines … until someone maliciously destroys her garden and her livelihood. She gives her land to her brothers and commits to partnering with Kings’ Orchard. Before long she and Jacob begin courting, and Samuel severs his relationship with Catherine.

Just as they begin to harvest the apples, a tornado destroys most of the orchard and almost costs Samuel his life. In an effort to make a new start, Jacob, Samuel, Rhoda, Landon, and others decide to buy an abandoned apple orchard in Maine that they can restore. As the families commit to establishing an Amish community in Maine, Samuel realizes he’s in love with Rhoda.

For a list of main characters in the Amish Vines and Orchards series, see this page.


ONE

Rhoda shoved her to-do list into the hidden pocket of her apron and slipped out of the summer kitchen. A brief glance assured her no one was around to see her. She needed a few minutes, however fleeting, without anyone tugging at her. Her shoulders and arms ached as she walked into the orchard.

She breathed in, and the heady scents of fall and ripe apples helped soothe her frayed nerves. After nearly two months of nurturing the tornado-ravaged orchard, she found the view both uplifting and disheartening. Despite their long, hard days of cleaning up felled trees and mending broken ones, the once-vibrant orchard looked like a battlefield strewn with injured, defeated soldiers. Would all of her and Samuel’s tending restore the wounded trees? Or simply prolong their dying?

How strange that she found comfort in walking among these wounded trees. Much of the orchard lay dormant, waiting for late winter, when new trees would be planted.

But she wouldn’t be here for that.

A ladder rested against a tree where she and Samuel had grafted tree limbs from storm-damaged trees into healthy ones, hoping their grafts would take. It wasn’t the right time of year for such work, but they were giving this orchard their all before leaving it behind tomorrow.

A wavering, misty image stepped out from behind an apple tree.

Emma.

The vision appeared real enough, but it wasn’t actually her little sister. Emma had been with God since the day she was murdered, since the day Rhoda all but sent her teary-eyed sister to that convenience store by herself at exactly the wrong time. Emma often formed in a visible way, as if Rhoda’s guilt over her death was burned so deeply into Rhoda’s soul that she would see her sister the rest of her days.

And maybe she would, but Rhoda dared to hope the move to Maine would end the haunting reminders.

Emma held out her arms, and Rhoda wished her little sister were truly here to embrace, but all Rhoda could do was watch. And pray.

Not long after she met Samuel King of Kings’ Orchard last summer, he asked if she’d partner her canning business with his family’s apple farming business. When she finally agreed, she did so hoping for several things to come from the agreement. One desire was for the aberrations to remain at home in Morgansville, some thirty miles away—and where all memories of Emma had been made.

But whether Rhoda was here at Kings’ Orchard or at home with her family, she had yet to be freed of Emma’s constant reminders that Rhoda had failed her.

Would Maine be an escape?

Emma stretched a hand toward her. “Don’t let me go. Don’t be afraid to hold on.”

Rhoda’s heart rate increased. Did it do any good to speak her sorrow out loud? “I have to move on. Can’t you see that?”

Emma’s eyes filled with tears, and Rhoda made herself turn away without responding. She walked to the top of a knoll. This orchard would be majestic again in a few years. Still, was Samuel doing the right thing by leaving its future in Eli’s hands?

They would move to Maine tomorrow, to Orchard Bend specifically. Until Samuel went to close on the house a month ago, they had thought the land was in Unity, Maine. But at the closing, Samuel discovered that the farm bordered Unity.

Once they arrived there tomorrow, they would begin the challenge of restoring an abandoned apple orchard twice the size of this one. The aim was rock solid: reestablish the abandoned orchard in Maine so Kings’ Orchard and her Rhode Side Stands canning business could bring in the needed profits while this orchard was restored and returned to production.

But the reality of this venture was terrifying … and exhausting.

Hoofs rumbled against the earth, and she turned to see Samuel riding the chestnut Morgan toward her. He had the reins in one hand and a five-gallon bucket in the other. The bucket housed what they called their first-aid kit for the trees.

“Hey.” His lack of a smile as he dismounted didn’t surprise her. For every ounce of energy she gave working, he seemed determined to give double. “I thought I’d find you here where we worked last.” He gazed into her eyes for a brief moment. “I know you’re tired, and you aren’t going to like what I have to say, but could you do me a favor and try to take it well?” Without waiting for her to answer, he walked the horse to a nearby tree and tethered it.

He had her pegged on both counts: bone tired and edgy. They’d had more spats in the last few weeks than two alpha dogs sharing a food bowl. Who knew that accomplishing everything on her to-do list would be so draining?

Actually, now that she thought about it, the answer to that was Samuel and Jacob. Both had tried to get her to take numerous things off her list, like the experiments of growing herbs and developing mulch under horticultural lights. And both had tried for weeks to stop her from harvesting and canning the apples left by the tornado.

But she couldn’t let apples rot. And she couldn’t move to Maine without understanding how commercial greenhouse lights affected herbs and rotting leaves.

He dusted off his hands and returned to where she stood. “Well?”

A Bible verse echoed inside her—Peace I leave with you, my peace I give unto you. “I’ll do my best.”

His jaw clenched. “You have to appear before your church leaders tonight.”

The orchard around her turned hazy as she stared into Samuel’s eyes, trying to make sense of what he’d said.

With the message delivered, he turned and walked away.

She took off after him and grabbed his arm. “What do you mean?”

He barely glanced at her before shifting his attention to the horizon. “You know what it means.”

Her heart skipped a beat and felt as if it might stop altogether. “But why?”

He pulled a letter from his pocket. “This arrived in today’s mail.”

“Addressed to you?”

Without the slightest response he headed for the ladder and handsaw a few trees away.

She unfolded the plain white paper to find a short message in perfect handwriting.


Subject: Rueben Glick and his possible involvement in the destruction of Rhoda Byler’s crops.



Her hands trembled. How did they know what had happened to her fruit garden? She clutched the letter and shook it at him as he headed back her way. “Did you take that incident to my bishop and deacon?”

Her family wouldn’t. They knew it would stir up trouble for her. Landon wouldn’t. He was too loyal a friend. The only other person she’d told who was responsible for destroying her fruit garden was Samuel.

Samuel’s jaw set. “It needed to be done.”

“But … but you gave me your word.” Compelled to read the rest, she returned her attention to the letter.


Dear Samuel, after much consideration we have prayerfully agreed that the matter you brought to our attention must be addressed. The charges are of such a serious nature that we cannot allow Rhoda Byler to go to Maine as a member in good standing unless this matter is settled first.

Since this matter needs to be settled before Rhoda leaves for Maine, and since your concern is that Rueben Glick is not only guilty of this incident but may be causing problems with others as well, we feel we have no choice but to allow this meeting to be open to anyone in the district who chooses to come.



Her blood ran hot as realization continued to dawn. Anger began to mingle with fear, but she couldn’t stop staring at the letter. Why had the ministers waited until the day before the move to call a meeting? But more important … why would Samuel do this to her?

Wasn’t it bad enough that Rueben Glick and his small band of nitwits had destroyed her fruit garden last August? She had been devastated when she’d arrived home with Samuel, Jacob, and Leah to discover what had been done. The garden meant the world to Rhoda. Her Daed had given her the first blueberry bush when she was just seven. Every year since then he gave her more plants and land to plant them on. The garden grew and became her sanctuary, especially after her sister was murdered.

Rhoda had worked year after year to make the garden beautiful and yield a healthy crop. All the naysayers who didn’t like her and her odd ways had wanted her out of that garden. Some were jealous, but others were truly concerned that she was overstepping her place as a single Amish woman with too much independence and too much success. The number of stores that carried her canned products only increased. If she were married, those against her would probably feel different. Then again, if she were married, she wouldn’t have the time to devote to her business, and it wouldn’t be so successful.

For more reasons than she could explain, it meant everything to her to conceal from her community and neighbors that Rueben had uprooted her beloved vines and bushes. So she had called her friend Landon and asked him to bring over his Bobcat. By morning the land looked as if she had deliberately cleared her garden.

She needed people to believe she chose to give up the land.

She’d made all that clear to Samuel, had told him how important it was that no one else find out what Rueben had done. Samuel had objected, but she’d been adamant. She refused to let the neighbors see her plants uprooted like a white flag of surrender. Nor would she give the vandals the satisfaction of seeing her treated as a victim. She had thought Samuel understood.

Why couldn’t he accept that she needed it handled this way? Why couldn’t he trust that she was doing what was right for her?

The familiar sound of an unsteady ladder against a tree drew her attention. Holding on to the handsaw, Samuel was climbing the rungs. She shoved the letter into her apron pocket and headed toward him. As she clasped the sides of the ladder, her hands shook against the wooden frame. Part of her wanted to knock him off his perch. Rather than give in to her desire, she gripped the ladder until her knuckles turned white. “You had no right, and you know it.”

He said nothing.

“So now you hold your tongue? You couldn’t have done that a couple of months ago? Why am I just now learning that you took my private business to the church leaders?”

Again, silence.

He continued severing another healthy branch from the half-upended tree. The few remaining Baldwin apples shook, and some plunked to the ground. A fresh sense of powerlessness washed over her. No doubt some of her emotional upheaval was due to her exhaustion. They’d had no reprieve, no harbor of rest since the tornado came through, destroying crops, homes, and lives.

She looked to the horizon, hoping to see Jacob top the hill. At least he understood her.

How could two brothers little more than a year apart in age and raised in the same Amish home be so very different? Jacob would never consider ignoring her wishes while he manhandled her life. Ever. Samuel had times when he seemed to think it was his right, no, his obligation to fix things as he saw best.

“Samuel King, the least you could do is answer me.”

He gazed down at her. “I’ve already said my piece. It needed to be done.” His tone was even, as if he were talking to a child, and with that said, he returned to his work, pushing and pulling the sharp blade against the healthy branch.

“Needed to be …” She took several deep breaths, shaking like the branch he was sawing off. “Do you have any idea what a meeting like this could do? Some, maybe most, within my district do not see my horticultural skills as simply having a green thumb or my talking to myself as a weird habit. Since my sister was killed, my bishop has been waiting for any justifiable reason to question me directly. And you gave it to him.”

Samuel stopped and stared across the field as if considering her words. Was he capable of seeing her point? It wouldn’t undo what he’d done, but if he couldn’t at least see that he had been wrong, how could she continue to be his business partner? She held her tongue, hoping the silence would give him a chance to see how wrong he’d been.

Afternoon light streamed through the thick white clouds, casting a glow on the vibrant leaves of the different kinds of apple trees. The leaves were turning red, yellow, and orange, a welcome sign that some of the trees, or parts of them, were alive enough to change with the season. She tried to focus on the colorful leaves rather than on the sickening brown ones of the trees that had already died.

Samuel sighed and began sawing again. “Be ready to step back on command.”

Rhoda raised her eyebrows and shook her head, a silent venting that Samuel couldn’t see. For heaven’s sake, she knew the drill. And he knew she knew it. Yet he warned her every time. When Rhoda worked beside Jacob, she enjoyed their easy banter and humor. It used to be that way with Samuel too. But not of late, not since a group of them—nine Amish and Landon—went to Maine to inspect a foreclosed farm and dormant apple orchard. After walking the land, they had agreed to buy it. But since then, with few exceptions, Samuel had been especially hard on her. Why?

Jacob once described her and Samuel as oil and water. Though she and Samuel argued a little too easily, she had never felt powerless or truly disappointed with him.

Until now.

How could he have gone behind her back and taken charges against Rueben to her church leaders?

The night she discovered her beloved garden virtually destroyed, she had decided to beat Rueben at his own game by uprooting what he’d left of her garden and grading the land. Then she gave the acre to her brothers so at least one of them could build a home. With both married brothers and their offspring living under the same roof with Rhoda and her parents, she’d looked like a hero to her community. Her family knew the truth, but rather than Rueben getting to gloat over what he’d done, he had to watch as the church members patted her on the back for her generous gift. To her, that had a sense of justice about it, and since Rueben’s attack had only harmed her and her business, and her plan hadn’t included any physical harm to him, she felt she had the right to dole out the punishment as she saw fit.

But now Rueben would find satisfaction in what he had accomplished, and she would have to answer to the church leaders for not coming to them promptly, when the misdeed had been done, and for taking credit for giving up the land instead of admitting someone had ruined her crops.

“Now!” Samuel’s growl echoed off the hills.

Rhoda swooshed to the far side of the ladder, clasping both hands on one side. The branch crackled as it finally let go of the tree and fell to the ground and then bounced like a springboard.

Samuel made his way down the ladder, and his brown eyes met hers. He paused, then turned away, set his saw against the tree trunk, and pulled a knife from his pocket.

She folded her arms. “We’re supposed to leave before daylight tomorrow, and now we have this mess to contend with?”

He cut several ten- to twelve-inch twigs off the branch, creating scions for grafting. His Adam’s apple moved as if he’d swallowed hard at her question, but other than that, he didn’t acknowledge she had even spoken.

When he walked away, carrying the grafting stock with him, Rhoda grabbed the bucket and followed.

He paused. “You can’t let Rueben get away with what he did.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Samuel. He’s already gotten away with it. Nothing anyone can say or do could change that. I had one chance of being free from the humiliation of his vandalism. Can’t you see that?”

“What I see is a man who needs to be held accountable to the church leaders.”

She dropped the bucket and let her frustration out on a scream. “Ahhh!” She was shaking. “That wasn’t your decision! Until you can see that, we have nothing else to talk about.”

“Gut.” He set the first-aid bucket upright and slung into it the items that had fallen out, along with the scions. “Silence would be welcome.”

She needed to talk about this until the air was cleared between them, but maybe being mute for now was their best chance of protecting their budding partnership. Several who were going to the new settlement had invested money in purchasing the farm: Jacob, Samuel, Rhoda, and her brother Steven. Despite not going with them, her Daed had invested in the venture too. But only Samuel’s name was on the mortgage. Rhoda didn’t have a credit score, so the bank wouldn’t allow her name to be on the loan. Steven hoped to buy a home of his own in Maine within a year, and having his name on the farm mortgage could keep him from qualifying for a loan on his own place when the time came. And Jacob didn’t want to be listed on the financial papers, although she didn’t know why. Maybe he also hoped to buy a home in the near future.

All those details aside, the farm had been purchased, and the Kings and the Bylers were depending on her and Samuel’s expertise to make a go of the new apple orchard. She and Samuel had a lot to safeguard, and the work of restoring the orchard hadn’t yet begun. Not really.

“Fine, you want me to shut up. You have it.” She turned and started to walk off. “Oh.” She faced him. “And you can go to that meeting tonight with the church leaders by yourself.”

“Be reasonable.” He jerked the black felt hat off his head and threw it across the field. “Without you, the ministers will cancel the meeting. But they’ll hold me accountable if you don’t go. It could cause enough scandal to make my church leaders question whether any of us can go tomorrow.”

“Shoulda thought about that before you stuck your nose into my business.”

“Okay, look, we’re both beyond weary at this point. We’ve been pushing too hard and trying to accomplish too much before leaving tomorrow, and I know this meeting couldn’t happen at a worse time, but you don’t have a choice about attending.”

“Ya? Well, then, you should’ve thought about that too. Decisions that affect other people’s lives aren’t so easy to disregard when those decisions start messing with your life, are they?” She raised her eyebrows, daring him to argue.

“It’s inconvenient, and it won’t be easy, but Rueben needs to be confronted. The train tickets are for seven in the morning, and—”

“Would you please stop repeating what I already know and admit you were wrong? Just say the words ‘I shouldn’t have contacted the church leaders. Forgive me.’ ”

“Why do you have to see me as wrong in this?”

“A much better question is why would you dare to believe you knew what was right about the destruction of my fruit garden!”

A horse and rider thundered over the hill and came to a quick stop. Jacob glanced from Samuel to Rhoda. “A few minutes ago I was unsure where to find you two—until I heard yelling.” He stared at his brother for a moment, then he winked at Rhoda and slid off his horse.

She couldn’t manage a smile.

Jacob picked up Samuel’s hat and held it out to him. “Thirty acres of orchard to search for you two, and the sound of arguing guided me here. Can’t say I’m pleased.”

Rhoda had never heard an edge to Jacob’s tone before, but as he held his brother’s gaze, it was clear Jacob was correcting Samuel. Jacob slapped the reins against the palm of his hand. “Daed says you’re needed in the office immediately. He says something is up that could hinder us from even boarding the train tomorrow.” Jacob shrugged. “He didn’t elaborate. He insisted I stop updating the bookkeeping and rushed me out the door to find you. What could possibly be going on that might cause that big a problem?”

Samuel angrily knocked the dust off the brim of his hat. “Nothing that a reasonable woman couldn’t fix.”

If this man understood anything, he would stop antagonizing her before she resigned from Kings’ Orchard. She glared at him. “There would be nothing for this woman to fix if you’d respected my decisions concerning my life.”

He opened his mouth to speak, but she held up her hand, silencing him. “I will not go to Maine and work beside someone who will be the head authority over the business but has no respect concerning my decisions as well as my boundaries.”

Samuel’s face filled with disbelief. “Are you threatening me?”

“Okay, guys.” Jacob pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and waved it between them. He let it dangle and gawked at the red fabric. “Just what I don’t want to do—wave a red flag between two bulls.” He made a face. “I thought it was white. Just pretend it is.” He waved it again. “ ’Cause I’m calling a truce.”

It wasn’t like Jacob to get between her and Samuel when they disagreed, but he seemed to realize that what was happening went way beyond two people having a difference of opinion.

“Here.” Jacob shoved the horse’s reins at Samuel, despite the Morgan being twenty or so feet away. “Go. Whatever has you two riled, you both need some time to cool off.”

Rhoda shook her head. “I’m not changing my mind. This isn’t about being angry. I stand on principle.”

“What do you think I’m standing on, Rhoda?”

Jacob thrust the reins toward Samuel again. “Quicksand, the best I can tell. Go.”

Rhoda took a deep breath. “All I want is a sincere acknowledgment that you were wrong to go behind my back.”

“I’m not apologizing, and it’d be nice if you’d be a little grateful that I went out of my way to see that justice was done.”

“Grateful?” He had opened up her life to an authority that, at best, treated her with suspicion. She wasn’t going to tell Samuel that. It was embarrassing. Besides, if he had never seen a church authority treat someone unfairly, he would assume her concerns were only in her mind.

She hated feeling trapped and vulnerable, but what made it unbearable was that Samuel had no remorse for putting her in this spot. The earlier temptation to knock him off the ladder paled in comparison to what she felt now: a searing desire to end her working relationship with Samuel King.

Samuel looked at Jacob, motioning toward Rhoda. “You talk to her. I have work to do.” He started to walk off.

“Samuel,”—Rhoda fisted her hands at her sides—“you’re sure you want to be this stubborn?”

“Not an ounce of doubt.”

“Fine.”

“Samuel!” Jacob stepped in front of his brother and angled away from Rhoda. “This is going too far. Reel it back in.”

He shook his head. “I did what I thought was right, and I’m not apologizing for it.”

Rhoda drew a deep breath and held out her hand.

Samuel frowned. “What are you doing?”

“We’re parting now. You and Rueben have each gotten your way, and I’m done with both of you.”

Confusion and disbelief drew taut lines across his face. “You can’t possibly put what I did in the same category as what he did.”

“I don’t have to. Life isn’t that black and white. He ran roughshod over God’s will in order to damage my life. You did the same, but the will you ignored was mine. The fact that you can’t see what you did was wrong tells me we can’t continue.” She stepped forward, extending her hand again.

Samuel glanced at Jacob, raw emotions washing over his features. And then he shook her hand.


TWO

Jacob peered down at Rhoda. She stared at her hand, the one Samuel had shaken before departing. The October wind ruffled her dress and the strings to her prayer Kapp but nothing like what his brother had done to her emotions. Jacob didn’t know what the argument was about, but he knew why it’d gotten out of control—two people who rarely saw eye to eye on anything were dealing with massive pressure and sheer exhaustion.

Was she truly furious with Samuel? Absolutely. Did she have a right to be that angry? He was sure of it, even without knowing what they had argued over. But her willingness to sever ties with Kings’ Orchard surely had less to do with her anger and more to do with fatigue and stress.

Jacob dipped his head, catching her intense stare. “Hi.”

She blinked, and then her beautiful blue eyes focused on his, a trace of calmness returning to her. “I’m not backing down.”

“Then how about if you move forward?” He put his hands on her shoulders and gently nudged her toward him.

She hesitated for a moment before stepping into his embrace. “He drives me crazy, not seeing when he’s wrong.”

“I know.” Jacob could feel her trembling as he rested his cheek against her head.

The weight of getting this orchard into good shape before moving had rested mostly on Samuel’s and Rhoda’s shoulders, as did the success of starting the new settlement several states away. Their horticultural skills were supposed to be the foundation of the new Amish community.

After Landon had brought him the information about the abandoned orchard in Maine, Jacob had pushed and cajoled the group into buying the foreclosed farm. While Samuel was still under sedation from a leg injury, due to the tornado, Jacob came up with a plan to encourage Samuel and Rhoda—a new orchard in a different state. Jacob didn’t regret talking them into the idea, but he’d been shortsighted, not realizing the stress that would place on the two of them.

The upside was Samuel’s new strategy meant that Jacob would also go to Maine. So once they moved, he would be able to devote his days to helping both of them.

“Rhodes.” He wasn’t sure what to say, but she and Samuel had to resolve their differences. Today. “This incident reminds me of the time I saw a young man pushing a baby stroller with a crying infant inside. The man quietly muttered, ‘Calm down, George. It’s okay. Don’t scream, George.’ As I passed him, I wanted to be encouraging, so I said, ‘You’re really patient with your son George.’ The man answered, ‘I’m George!’ ”

She backed away just enough to see him, a hint of a smile in her eyes. “So one of the characters is Samuel and one is me. Who’s the baby?”

“Uh, well, let’s see.” He shrugged. “I say you get to be whichever one you wish.”

She wagged her finger in his face, her anger draining away. “You just want to make nice.”

He eased her finger to his lips and kissed it. “I witnessed what arguing with you does, and I am no fool.”

She shook her head. “He doesn’t understand what he’s done.”

“What has he done?”

She pulled away. “He turned in a report to my church leaders about Rueben vandalizing my garden, and now I have to attend a meeting—an open meeting—to answer their questions.”

Open? Why? Usually those types of meetings were held privately between the church leaders and the person being questioned, although sometimes they included family members. Even the private meetings could be embarrassing for the person being questioned, but they weren’t anything to fear unless someone had broken the Ordnung. Had Rhoda done that? If so, he was sure it’d been unintentional. She believed wholeheartedly in the Amish ways. “What about it has you worried?”

“It’ll stir even more fear and speculation about me.”

People’s reactions to Rhoda were rarely neutral. From what he could see, they either loved her or feared her. Most did the latter. Some of her ways even rattled him at times—like the day the sky was clearing from the storm, and yet she knew his parents’ home was about to be destroyed. But she kept her forewarnings hidden from others, didn’t she? “How much does your community know?”

“They know very little. They suspect plenty.” She picked up part of the branch Samuel had cut and cradled it gently in her hands. “Before I was old enough to know to bridle my tongue about forewarnings, I stirred controversy and fear within my district. It seemed that no matter how much I tried to put people at ease and hide who I was, I made matters worse. And throughout my life the bishop has waffled between trying to do what is right by me and fearing I’m evil.”

Jacob knew her heart, but at times he was concerned that she would pick up on his past before he was ready to tell her. He could see where she would freak others out. “Maybe we can come up with something you could say that would change his mind.”

“Nothing can undo the years of tangled weeds that have taken over his thinking. For him, it began before I turned five, when my Daed went to him for advice about me knowing an Englisch neighbor was abusing her child. That was my bishop’s first experience with me, but definitely not the worst.”

She walked farther into the orchard, and Jacob strolled beside her, wishing he had some answers, any answers.

Rhoda turned the stick in her hands round and round. “His wife was pregnant with their sixth child, and one day, while standing near her, I saw her dress move and realized it was the baby kicking. So I reached up and put the palm of my hand against her stomach. She didn’t like it and immediately removed my hand, scolding me. When her child was stillborn a few weeks later, the incident of touching her belly stuck out in her mind.”

“They can’t possibly blame you for the death of the child.”

“Blame would be too strong a word, but it deepened their suspicions and fears. Then every so often I’d do something that added to the rumors and ill will. The saddest part to me is what little I do receive must be of God. And I try to squelch the gift at every turn. Even from the time I was a child, I’ve focused on taking every thought captive, like Corinthians says to. I’ve never used my knowledge for profit. I’ve never felt superior because of it—just the opposite. How could I try any harder to be sure each insight is a godly knowing?”

“Easy, Rhodes.” He put his arm around her shoulders. “You don’t have to convince me. There is no one I trust to handle more carefully what God has given them.”

She gazed into his eyes for several moments. “Denki.”

“Gern gschehne.” He smiled and squeezed her shoulder gently before removing his hand. “But the bishop had his chance to question you when you were going through the steps to join the faith.”

“Ya. He asked, and I answered. To his credit, he never mentioned his stillborn child. He wanted to know if I dabbled in witchcraft and such, and my answers satisfied him that I didn’t. But that was seven years ago. He was a different man then—more determined to be fair, less jaded and fearful. Since that time, Rueben’s been dogging my trail, keeping notes about my activities, twisting the truth, letting his imagination go wild, and then taking it to the church leaders.”

She was going to walk into a room of mostly good Amish people who had been filled with two decades of rumors about her. He had no doubt that prejudice and hostility had grown strong over time.

“Any ideas why Rueben’s so set against you?”

“We grew up in the same district and attended the same one-room schoolhouse. He never liked me. But the breaking point came last winter. We were at an Amish gathering, and he was making fun of me in front of his friends. Something was said about his girlfriend, and I saw guilt flash across his face. I realized he was cheating on her, so I twisted his words and confused him until he basically confessed. He believed I knew what he did because of witchcraft, and he was out for vengeance ever since. When he destroyed my garden, I just wanted to deal with it in my own way. And I could have, if Samuel had minded his own business.”

“You have plenty of reasons to be angry with Samuel, but what he’s started can’t be stopped. Let’s use this as a chance to set the record straight before you move away. Let the people who’ve heard nothing but lies about you see the real you.”

Disbelief was written on her face before she hurried toward the area where the bucket sat.

Jacob pulled his hat tighter on his head and strode after her. “I’ll go with you, and so will Samuel. And Leah. And—”

“Oh, please.” She grabbed the first-aid bucket and walked off. “Just what I want—more witnesses to the train wreck that’s going to happen.”

Should he mention all that was riding on her and Samuel making amends? Rhoda’s brother Steven and his family were moving to Maine too, banking on working for Kings’ Orchard for their livelihood. They wouldn’t have made those plans if Rhoda wasn’t going. Besides them, two other Amish families had decided to join the new settlement, and they did so because Rhoda had a hand in approving the orchard, ensuring that it would be a good, affordable place for a new Amish community. The Bender brothers and their families first had to sell their homes, so they might not get to Maine for a few months.

It was probably best not to mention all that, at least not for a few more minutes.

“Are we heading in now?” He grabbed the reins of the Morgan with one hand and a small limb with the other.

She faced him, walking backward, and her eyes went to the limb in his hand.

He held it up, determined to bring a smile back to her face. “I think it’s an olive branch. You know, extended to someone in peace. If that doesn’t work, you can ask Samuel a question about it, and when he tries to get a better look, you can swat him with it.”

An almost undetectable smile crossed her lips before she turned around. No matter how taxing her workdays were, she found Jacob’s humor amusing. And he liked that he had yet to fail in easing her frustration a little.

“What do you call a boomerang that doesn’t work?”

When she looked his way, Jacob waved the limb in the air. “A stick.” He released the horse’s reins, knowing it would head straight for the barn, and then he swiped the thin branch through the air. “Kumm closer. I have a question about this thing in my hand.” He began closing the gap between them.

“Jacob.” She elongated his name and pointed at him. “I’m warning you.”

“Oh, a dare.” He picked up his pace. “I like dares.”

She shook her finger. “Stop! Right now!” Her eyes grew large and she took off running.

Jacob came up behind her, wrapped his arm around her waist, and lifted her off the ground.

She cackled. “Put me down.”

“Swing you around? Okay.” He spun her.

“Now!” She kicked and pried at his arm.

He fought to keep hold of her. “I will for a kiss.”

“No way.”

He set her feet on the ground. “What?”

Her hands moved to her hips. “You heard me.” She playfully kicked at him, missed, and stumbled backward.

He caught her arm and pulled her close before brushing wisps of silky hair away from her face. Did she have any idea what she meant to him? “I’ve spent every day since we returned from Maine working on storm-damaged homes and taking care of all kinds of dairy farm business so I could go too, and now you aren’t going?”

She closed her eyes and rested her forehead against his shoulder. “He’s beyond infuriating, and there’s no controlling him.”

“I know, and I’d never tell anyone except you this, but you’ve been a little stubborn too—still gathering apples yesterday and canning them until the wee hours of this morning. And he’s been really agreeable about setting up a shed where you could do experiments when he’d rather you both were packing for the move.”

“So you’re siding with him?”

“No.” He rubbed her back. “Maybe it’ll help if I tell you something he doesn’t want you to know. Remember that I was supposed to stay in Harvest Mills until spring or summer while you two went to Maine this fall? You know that plan changed, but you don’t know why. Samuel came to me with detailed plans of how I could underpin and rebuild all the Amish houses and outbuildings that’d been damaged by the tornado in time for the move. He hasn’t said so, but I know he did that for us, so we won’t be separated.”

She took a step back and raised an eyebrow. “Or because once the information from the house inspection came in, he realized he needs your skill to make the place livable before winter arrives.”

“That’s cynical, Rhodes. Remind me never to make you angry. Kumm on. He’s the one who decided how each of us would get to Maine.” Jacob waggled his eyebrows. “And you know how much I’ve been looking forward to that.”

She started walking again, a frown showing obvious doubt as she pondered his words.

Jacob had barely begun to court Rhoda when the tornado struck. Almost every moment since had been mired in work. But once they boarded the train tomorrow, they would sit back and enjoy the scenery and talk for almost six hours. They would dine onboard, and since he’d once been in some of the areas they would ride through, he looked forward to telling her about some of his adventures—well, at least the parts he could share, those that would make her smile or laugh. But what felt like a gift to Rhoda was that, with Jacob there, she wouldn’t have to navigate any unfamiliar train depots while leading two women and two children—his sister and her sister-in-law and two children—from Pennsylvania to Maine.

It wasn’t easy for an Amish man to buy a gift for the woman he was seeing. What could he purchase? The women made their own clothes and didn’t wear jewelry or even lip gloss. Because Rhoda worked outdoors so much, she didn’t even wear fragranced lotion, which tended to attract bees. There was no point in buying her flowers, because if she liked certain ones, she grew them. But he had discovered that doing little things that relieved her of some responsibility felt like a gift to her.

Jacob slid his hand into hers and squeezed. He tugged at her hand, stopping her. “Samuel is a good leader. However, just to be clear, there’s no way I’m admitting that to him.” He grinned. “But sometimes he leads when he shouldn’t. Fight with him. Make him leave your life alone. But don’t quit because of a good quality used in the wrong manner. And for the love of mercy, don’t leave me alone with him in Maine. That’s like stranding me in the wilderness.”

Her soft laughter was a welcome sound. “He owes me an apology.”

“Absolutely.” Jacob grinned again. “I don’t know that you’ll get one, but he owes it to you. Do you accept IOUs? Because I could write one for him.”

She smiled, and he brought her hand to his lips and kissed the ends of her fingers. That same action a few months ago led to a kiss. “Do you know how long it’s been since you kissed me?” He eased his lips from one hand to the next.

She drew a relaxed breath, smiling at him. “Too long?” Her beautiful blue eyes reflected tenderness.

“Almost a month. It’s not that I mind.” He kissed her cheek. “I like where we’re headed—keeping a respectable distance while I continue to grow more mad about you.” He tightened his embrace.

Her smile made him feel as if it were Christmas morning. “I have a question.” She brushed specs of tree bark from his shirt.

“Anything.”

“This is a respectable distance?”

“No.” He stretched the word but didn’t release her. “Today, in this field and under these circumstances, is the exception to the rule, like after the storm tore through or when we toured the Maine farm and agreed to take it on.”

“Ah.” She played with a button on his shirt. “And this occasion?”

“I’m hoping it’s in celebration of my keeping you from divorcing Kings’ Orchard in general and Samuel specifically.”

She tilted her head back, and he took his cue. Her soft lips molded to his for a lingering minute before she took a deep breath and stepped back.

“Maybe you should find reasons to be heroic more often.”

“I totally agree, and if you’re in Maine and Samuel is in Maine, I’m guaranteed to get plenty of opportunities to do just that.” He took her by the hand, and they walked toward the house. “Orchard Bend will be close enough to the ocean that, with a ride from Landon, we can visit it on an off day. I really want a chance to teach you to love the sea like I do.”

She smiled. “You and your beloved ocean.”

“There’s nothing like it, Rhodes. You will be in Maine, right?”

“I’ll think about it. If he apologizes.”

But the smile in her voice told him that whatever else happened from here on, he’d won. He had managed to be a peacekeeper.

This time.


THREE

Leah’s bare feet felt a little too cool against the stone floor of the summer kitchen. Despite that and the fall breeze flowing through the open windows, beads of sweat trickled down her neck and back as she packed up all the canning supplies. Her friend Arlan was across the room, helping pack too.

October 20 and Kings’ Orchard should have the annual pickers working like honeybees around a hive, but there wasn’t enough money or crops to hire anyone after the tornado.

Was it only mere months ago that they had poured all their dreams and hopes into this summer kitchen to get it operational? The Kings were going to supply Rhoda with the apples to can, and she had planned to work here, preparing apple products to sell under the new Rhode Side Stands and Kings’ Orchard label. The summer kitchen had been built around 1840 and had been used by Leah’s grandmothers before being abandoned and falling into disrepair. All the work to make it functional again had been destroyed when the tornado took away not only Rhoda’s livelihood but most of the orchard as well.

Now part of the King family would remain in Harvest Mills—Leah’s parents, her older brother Eli, and her two younger siblings—living on the old homestead, tending to the small dairy farm, and planting seedlings. The Kings who weren’t staying—Leah and her brothers Samuel and Jacob—were setting out to try their luck elsewhere. How strange that a family’s future and fortune could change as quickly as the weather. Was nothing left untouched by the turning of time?

Arlan held up an oversized wooden utensil as if it were an oar. “Boat paddle?”

She laughed at her friend’s antics. “Ya, that’s what it is. It’s helpful when we’re traversing the Susquehanna River of jam and jelly.”

He swooshed it through the air as if he were paddling downriver.

She pointed to a box on a shelf. “It goes with the other wooden spoons.”

Arlan was a loyal friend, one she didn’t feel worthy of. Although he had spent his teen years being a conservative believer, and she’d spent most of hers believing in nothing but having a good time, he’d remained her friend, even when she started running around with Michael and going to parties.

Was she any happier today than when she began her search for fun? Her search for a good time had made her physically ill—to the point she’d been unable to keep food down and lost weight. It had been scary, but Rhoda believed that between drinking too much and constant worry, Leah had irritated the lining of her stomach. Rhoda ground a special herbal tea for her. With that, no more alcohol or partying, and a balanced diet, Leah hadn’t been sick to her stomach in about ten weeks. If anything made her a little happier these days, it was that she no longer feared she was dying from some strange disease.

She grabbed another canning jar and rolled it in newspaper. Her goal was to have this place completely packed up and on the moving van by midnight. It would be another step toward leaving this dumpy old Amish district—and Michael—behind.

She couldn’t wait.

“Leah,”—Arlan held up a colander—“where is the box that has these?”

“In that far corner.” She nodded toward it.

Tomorrow morning when the train crossed the state line, she might not be able to keep herself from standing in the aisle and waving an enthusiastic good-bye to Pennsylvania.

And to Michael.

He hadn’t come to see her even once since she had told him she was pregnant. The only place she ever saw him was at church, and looking at him still stung. So she tried to ignore his presence, but she’d caught him eyeing her a few times. Was he looking to see if her belly was growing with his child?

Another wave of regret twisted her gut. As much as she’d howled and fought with her parents to give her the freedom she wanted during her rumschpringe, she now wished they would have ignored her, locked her away, and not opened the door until she’d matured.

But would she have matured without experiencing reality firsthand? It was being in the partying world that showed her what a complete sham it was and helped her understand that “thou shalt not” wasn’t a commandment to control her but to save her. From herself as much as from anyone else.

Although she hadn’t yet decided if she believed all that was in the Bible, she knew now that some of those commandments originally written in stone all those years ago were wise principles meant to guide people away from danger.

She also knew that no one had the power to rewrite the rules of life. Even if she could hide her selfish, ungodly behavior from everyone, her soul felt every rip and gash.

A loud thud made her jolt. Landon stood in the doorway, a grin on his face. He had tossed a large stack of newspapers onto the stone floor. Arlan laughed at the two of them.

“Landon,”—Leah clicked her tongue—“you did that on purpose.”

“Yep. Stop daydreaming already.”

She chuckled. “It’s probably what I do best.”

Arlan nodded. “Known her my whole life. She’s telling the truth.”

Her whole life … That had a nice ring to it, and if she missed nothing else, she would miss Arlan. Actually, she was pretty excited to say good-bye to the rest of the people she’d grown up around, including her parents and her two little sisters. At almost eighteen she would finally be free from sharing a bedroom with them!

“Daydreaming is my way of escaping the dreariness of Amish life.”

She didn’t intend to remain Amish either. Her family, especially her parents and Samuel, would fight for her to stay, and they would mourn her breaking away. But she would go anyway when the time was right. Until then, she’d do what her family needed of her to recover from the tornado and help establish the new orchard.

With Samuel’s and Rhoda’s expertise combined, Leah was confident they could restore the apple orchard in Maine beyond anyone’s expectations, and then the canning would begin. Kings’ Orchard and Rhode Side Stands would be a success story for sure. Then she could walk away. By then she would have some solid work experience so she could get a decent job among the Englisch. And she would save enough money to rent an apartment far, far away from any Amish district.

Landon nodded to the front door. “Your driveway is full of rigs, and people are streaming in and out of the house. It seems to be some type of going-away traffic, with people carrying huge bags of what looks to be flour and sugar and animal feed and such. Should you pull away and go visit for a while?”

Leah wrapped another jar. “Samuel told Mamm we didn’t have time to stop for a going-away gathering. So my parents will be the hosts, and those of us departing will just keep working.” Excitement shivered through her as she began to put the wrapped canning jars into a box. “Sixteen more hours and I can leave not only Harvest Mills but the whole state of Pennsylvania. Arlan gets how that feels, but you might have to be Amish to understand.”

“Nah.” Landon took a thick newspaper off the top of the stack. “I understand the desire to shake off the dust of a place where everyone knows everybody’s business.” He separated sheets of paper and spread them across the work station. “Morgansville is a lot more populated than Harvest Mills, and I’ve been trying to get Rhoda to move from there to Maine and begin fresh ever since her sister died.”

Leah squeezed one more wrapped jar into the box, closed it, and grabbed the packing tape. “What happened that day?”

Landon shook his head. “You’ll have to ask Rhoda.”

“Even you don’t know?”

He shrugged. “Probably more than anyone else except Rhoda. But she’s a private person. I’m sure there are details I’d be shocked to learn. What I do know, I can’t talk about.”

Leah’s eyes met Arlan’s. That was the kind of friendship she had with him—one where they trusted each other to be a confidant. It seemed strange. Before she met Landon, she hadn’t had more than a passing acquaintance with an Englisch person, even the ones she partied with. It was encouraging to know there were quality people draus in da Welt—out in the world. That’s what her people called it, as if everyone who left the
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