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            Prologue

         

         Noah Stoll flung a rock into Miller’s Pond and quickly reached down for another one. He repeated the action, over and over, until his throwing arm was too tired to continue.

         He plopped down on the ground, knees bent, and dug his heels into the rocky soil. He tilted his hat back and rubbed an arm across his brow, clearing it of sweat. Realizing there were tears on his cheeks, he swiped roughly at them with his knuckles. He might be only twelve years old, but Daed had told him he was becoming a man and everybody knew crying wasn’t something a man did.

         A rustling in the brush behind him had him scrambling to his feet. But rather than an animal, he spied a little girl who couldn’t have been older than six.

         “Hello,” she said with a smile. She held a pail in front of her with both hands on the handle. Her kapp was slightly crooked and her fingertips were stained purple.

         He looked around but didn’t see anyone else. “Are you alone?”

         She nodded. “The others are lost.” She didn’t seem the least bit frightened or concerned. Rather she was studying him with a kind of bright curiosity.

         Noah frowned. Just what he needed, a lost kinner to take care of. Then he sighed, this wasn’t her fault. “You’re one of the Eicher girls, aren’t you?”

         She nodded, twisting slightly from side to side at the waist. “I’m Greta. Who are you?”

         “I’m Noah. What are you doing out here?” Strange how at ease and unconcerned she was.

         “Picking blackberries.” She held the pail out. “Want some?”

         “No, danke.” She was an odd one. With a freckled face and a gap between her front teeth, she had the look of a curious kitten. And with numerous strands of brown hair escaping her kapp, dark stains on her fingers and smudges on her dress, there was an untamed look about her as well.

         She studied him for a minute and came closer. “You look sad. Is something wrong?”

         Embarrassed she’d read him so well, Noah turned and sailed a rock across the surface of the pond. He counted four skips before it finally disappeared below the surface. “My little bruder hates me.” He swallowed hard, remembering the look on Calvin’s face and the six-year-old’s pleading and crying.

         “Why does he hate you?”

         Her words pulled him back from that painful memory. “We found an injured fox cub in the woods a while back that we brought home. We named it Kit and even taught it a few tricks. Calvin loved that fox and treated him like a pet.” Noah had grown fond of the frisky, intelligent creature too.

         “Once Kit got better, though, Daed told us we had to release it back in the woods where we’d found it.” It was the first time he’d wanted to protest against something his daed had said. Not only because he liked Kit, but because he knew how it would affect his little bruder. But his daed had told him that the mark of a man was how he handled things when duty interfered with desire.

         “So why is your bruder mad at you and not your daed?”

         “Daed sent me and Calvin out on our own to set the fox free. Calvin begged me to help him hide it instead, so we could keep it. I wouldn’t.” He knew it had been the right thing to do. So why did it feel so bad?

         Greta came closer and turned to face him. “You really liked Kit too, didn’t you?”

         How did she know that? “Jah.”

         Setting her pail down, she raised her arms as high as she could and placed a pudgy, little-girl hand on each side of his face. Then she met his gaze with her unexpectedly earnest one. “Your bruder is wrong to be mad at you. You did what your daed told you to, even though you knew it would make you and your bruder sad. I’m proud of you.”

         He blinked. The words were a soothing salve to a throbbing wound. But she was just a little girl who was probably parroting words. “You don’t know what you’re saying.” He immediately felt guilty for his rough tone. But she seemed more insulted than frightened.

         Her chin tilted up and her hands moved from his face to her hips. “I do too know what ‘proud of you’ means.” She retrieved her pail. “It’s what Mamm says when I do something I don’t want to but that’s the right thing. Like helping my shveshtra finish their chores when I’d rather be outside playing.” Her irritation was replaced with a dimpled, gap-toothed smile. “Like doing what your daed told you to, even though your bruder begged you not to.”

         “You really think so?” He couldn’t help himself, he really needed some kindness today. Even if it was from an odd little girl.

         Greta nodded, her expression solemn. “Obedience makes Gotte smile, ain’t so? And that’s a gut thing.”

         Something inside Noah eased and he was able to smile for the first time today.

         “How did you do that with the rocks?” she asked, doing that twisting motion again.

         “Do what?”

         “Make it bounce on top of the water.”

         Noah hooked a thumb through his suspender. “It’s a trick my daed taught me.”

         “Can you show me?”

         He was surprised—it wasn’t something little girls usually took an interest in learning. Then again, she wasn’t like his sister or other girls he knew. “All right.” He searched the ground for flat, smooth stones. “And then I’ll show you the way home.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            Current Day (Seventeen Years Later)

         

         Greta Eicher hopped out of bed and went to her window. She enjoyed watching the sun come up and she couldn’t think of any better way to start off this New Year’s Day.

         Kneeling, she rested her forearms on the windowsill as she admired the view. It was beautiful, breathtaking. Those shifting shades of gold, orange and purple were a wonderful testament to Gotte’s creation, and the patterns they created on the snow this morning were particularly lovely. If only she could capture such beauty in her own quilt designs.

         The morning light bathed the milking barn where the inside lighting proclaimed that Daed and Amos were already at work. Skip, their dog, raced out of the barn then back in, obviously full of energy. The fields beyond, blanketed with four or so inches of snow, looked pristine, as if providing a clean slate for the new day.

         With a happy sigh, she thought again about what a wonderful gut year this would be. She’d waited long enough for Calvin Stoll to figure things out on his own, to see past their friendship to what was so obvious to her, that she and he would be gut together. This was the year it would happen, she could feel it.

         Even if it meant she had to prod him a bit to help him see it.

         “Greta!”

         Martha’s impatient call interrupted her pleasant thoughts. “I’m up!” she replied, quickly scrambling to her feet. The exasperated tone in her older shveshtah’s voice told her she’d been daydreaming at the window longer than she’d intended. She rubbed her arms against the chill, then glanced out the window once more. The shifting colors of dawn playing against the snowy fields suddenly sparked an idea for a new quilt pattern. She grabbed the sketchbook she kept close by for just that purpose and quickly drew a rough outline, capturing the vision before it got away.

         Another, more insistent call from Martha forced her to set aside her pad. She dressed quickly, humming as she pinned her apron and cape in place. Then she put her hair up and donned her kapp, securing it with a single hairpin. Nothing could destroy her good mood today, not even Martha’s responsible-to-the-point-of-asperity attitude.

         The familiar aroma of coffee and breakfast that hit her when she opened her door set her stomach rumbling. It seemed Martha and Hannah were already at work in the kitchen.

         She entered the kitchen just in time to see Hannah, her younger shveshtah, pull a pan of sticky buns from the oven. Martha was frying eggs, with platters of cooked bacon and potatoes already resting on the counter beside her. As usual, they were getting in each other’s way. How many times had she told them about ways to schedule their time at the stove so they could work more efficiently? But they never listened.

         Martha, who took her role as lady of the house much too seriously, was the first to notice her. “Ach, you finally decided to join us. I thought I’d have to go knock on your door.”

         “Sorry. I got lost in the beautiful sunrise this morning and it inspired a new quilt pattern. What can I do to help?” The quicker they got everything ready, the sooner they could head to Onkel Simon’s place. It was his and Aenti Ruthanne’s turn to host the Eicher family New Year’s Day gathering.

         Hannah, who was arguably the best baker in Hope’s Haven, gave her an understanding smile. “I could use some help with the sugar cookies. Just take the dough and form balls to place on the sheet pan.”

         “Of course.”

         “Be careful of the hampers,” Martha warned, as Greta moved to the counter. “I’ve already packed up most of the food we’re taking to Onkel Simon’s today.”

         Greta looked at the array of hampers and rolled her eyes. She knew Martha and Hannah had cooked and baked all day yesterday—she’d contributed by doing the housework they hadn’t had the time for. Still, this seemed excessive even for her two industrious shveshtra. “You do know we’re just guests and aren’t expected to feed the whole army of Eichers on our own, don’t you?”

         Martha wasn’t amused. “It’s impolite to show up without bringing a contribution for the meal.”

         “But this is so much more than just a contribution.”

         Martha shot her an exasperated look. “Really, Greta, must you comment on everything?”

         Greta snapped her mouth closed and went to work on the sugar-cookie dough, focusing her thoughts on something more pleasant, like her idea for that new quilt pattern. She could already picture it in her mind—the colors of the new dawn radiating from the top of the quilt and seeping down into the solid white of the bottom half. The quilt stitches would outline the hills and furrows of the fields covered in snow. Something clean and crisp and filled with promise—much like this new year.

         And like her feelings for Calvin.

         There really was no other man in the district for her, literally. Twice before she’d thought a young man would ask for her hand. Once during the early days of her rumspringa, Henry Knepp had seemed interested, but he’d eventually turned his attentions to another. And three years ago Karl Schmucker had actually courted her for two months before deciding they were not suited.

         But Calvin was different. Where others thought of her as too outspoken and forward, Calvin respected her spirit and encouraged her independent thinking. They’d make the perfect couple. Not that she was head over heels in love, but this was no fictional romance novel either. Instead, she and Calvin had a solid friendship and mutual affection. That made for a strong bond, love would grow between them over time.

         Besides, not only were they well suited, but Calvin was a hard worker and progressive thinker like herself. Though he’d only been eighteen when his daed died, he’d done a gut job of running the family farm ever since. Noah, the older brother, had already begun establishing himself in his woodworking business by then and hadn’t wanted to return to full-time farm work. So Calvin had stepped up to shoulder most of the load. And the farm had flourished under his—

         The door opened, interrupting her thoughts and letting in a blustery burst of cold air. Daed entered, stomping his work boots on the mat, and right behind him was Amos Kurtz, the neighbor who worked as their farmhand.

         “It smells like breakfast is ready.” Daed’s booming voice filled the room.

         Amos inhaled deeply as he unwound his neck scarf. “Your dechder are the best cooks in the county, Isaac, ain’t so?”

         “Martha and Hannah take after their mamm in that respect,” Daed replied.

         “Happy New Year, Amos,” Hannah called out.

         “Danke, Hannah.” The lanky farmhand grinned at all three girls. “And Happy New Year to all you lovely ladies as well.”

         Amos had a contagiously jolly personality that never failed to draw a smile from those around him.

         The two men shed their heavy coats and hats, then Greta’s daed rubbed his hands together. “It’s mighty kalt out there, but the sky is clear. I don’t think we’ll be getting any more snow today.”

         “Wunderbaar.” Greta could hardly contain her good mood. “Everyone should be able to make it to Onkel Simon’s.”

         Everything was going her way today. Aenti Ruthanne and Calvin’s mamm were sisters, which meant the Stoll family would show up at the gathering sometime today. And when they did, she’d find an opportunity to talk to Calvin and perhaps give him that little nudge he so obviously needed. Others might consider that too forward, but Calvin would see it for the initiative it was.

         Martha swiped the back of her wrist over her forehead, then waved toward the table. “Daed, you and Amos have a seat. I’ll have breakfast served in a few minutes.”

         That was Martha, not only was she gut at all things domestic, but she took her responsibilities to keep the house running smoothly very seriously.

         As the men settled into their seats, Greta navigated her way around her shveshtra and grabbed the coffee pot from the back of the stove. She quickly poured up two cups of the hot brew, adding two teaspoons of sugar for Amos and a generous dollop of cream for Daed.

         “To warm you while you wait,” she said, as she set the cups in front of them. “You finished the milking in record time today.”

         “Jah.” Daed pointed his coffee spoon at Amos. “Amos was already at work when I got up this morning.”

         Amos nodded. “I promised Mamm I’d be quick about helping you with the milking. I need to head back to help with the chores at home so everything would be taken care of before our guests arrive.”

         Within minutes, the table was set and the food laid out. After silent prayers of thanks were offered, the platters were passed around.

         “So Amos, is your mamm preparing a big meal today?” Hannah asked.

         “For sure and for certain. She was already up and cooking when I rose this morning. We’re expecting Onkel Philip’s family and Onkel Michael’s family to eat lunch with us. There’ll be at least twenty of us.”

         Greta hid a smile. There would be more than double that many at Onkel Simon’s today. Daed had five siblings, and all of them, along with many members of their families, would be there. And of course some of Aenti Ruthanne’s family would be there as well.

         “I have an extra strawberry pie you must take to her.” Hannah, as usual, was willing to share the fruits of her labor. Greta also spied her slipping some cheese in her napkin. No doubt it would make its way to Skip on their way out.

         Greta lost track of the conversation after that. It was all she could do not to bolt her food down. She just wanted the morning to rush by. The new year wouldn’t really kick off properly for her until she was able to talk to Calvin.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Here, let me help you with that.” Greta grabbed one of the urns of coffee while Esther Mast grabbed the other.

         “Danke.” Esther hefted the urn to get a better grip. “They’re so awkward to carry.”

         Greta nodded, then shifted her hold as she opened the door. They stepped outside, headed for the barn using the path that had been cleared of snow. A number of the men had gathered out there this afternoon, and Aenti Ruthanne wanted to make sure they had access to the hot brew.

         “You know,” Greta mused, “someone should build a cart with special holders to keep these containers from tipping over. It would make transporting them so much easier.” She waited for Esther to follow her through and then shut the door.

         Esther laughed. “How do you come up with these ideas?” She gave Greta an arch look. “Me, I’d settle for a couple of strapping young men to carry them for us.”

         Greta grunted. “I’d rather count on a cart.” Then she cut her friend a sideways look. “Maybe I’ll share my idea with Noah. He could build them to sell.”

         “Noah is always open to moneymaking ideas, though he has to be convinced that’s what they are before he acts.”

         “Calvin’s bruder is a good businessman, for sure and for certain.” It was Noah Stoll who’d had the foresight to expand his woodworking shop and display floor to include three shops in addition to his own, creating the Hope’s Haven Amish Craft Mall.

         And she not only admired him for that, she was also grateful he’d done so. She and Esther were partners in one of those shops, The Stitched Heart Quilt Shop, which not only sold their own work, but accepted work from other area quilters on consignment too.

         Noah wasn’t just an astute businessman, he was also a fair landlord to the shopkeeper tenants and, from all accounts, a talented craftsman.

         Feeling slightly disloyal, Greta spoke up on Calvin’s behalf. “Calvin is a gut businessman as well. He’s always open to trying new things on the farm. He’s made lots of improvements, both in machinery and practices, and they’re paying benefits now.” And best of all, he’d let her have a small hand in that. He’d not only discussed his plans with her to get her opinion, but he’d truly listened to the suggestions she’d had to offer.

         Esther cut her a knowing look. “And has Calvin offered you a ride in his buggy yet?”

         Greta felt her cheeks heat. A young man offered a girl a ride home in his buggy when he was ready to court her. “Not yet. But I’m thinking I might give him a little nudge today.”

         Esther’s eyes widened, but she didn’t respond right away. They’d arrived at the barn now, and it was full to almost bursting with men in black hats and dark coats. The bearded faces outnumbered the clean-shaven ones, indicating many of the single men had congregated elsewhere.

         Noah, along with Esther’s younger bruder Daniel, stepped up to take the urns from them.

         When they headed back to the house, Esther’s startled look had been replaced by a considering one. “Well, that’s one way to find out where you stand.”

         Greta didn’t let her friend’s skepticism throw her. “That’s the idea.” Then she changed the topic. “I was thinking we could keep the shop closed tomorrow. I don’t think there’ll be many folks out shopping for quilts so soon after Christmas.”

         Esther nodded. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt. We need time to replenish our stock after the Christmas rush anyway.”

         “We did have a good season, didn’t we?” It had been the best sales month they’d had since they opened the shop three years ago.

         “So why do you want the day off tomorrow? Do you have special plans?”

         What she hoped to be doing was making plans with Calvin for their new life together.

         But before she could say anything, Esther looked past her and frowned. “Ach, there goes David, running around without his mittens. That boy goes through mittens like Daed goes through horse feed.” She started toward him. “I’m sure Noah brought an extra pair.” David was Noah’s four-year-old son. Anna, David’s little shveshtah, was somewhere around as well.

         “Let me get him while you fetch the mittens,” Greta offered. Truth be told, she loved Noah’s kinner. Esther was Noah’s cousin, and he occasionally brought his little ones to the quilt shop for her to watch when Maisie, his younger shveshtah, was unable to care for them. Greta had happily helped and had grown to love the motherless pair. It would be so nice when she married Calvin and the little ones could call her Aenti Greta.

         Once David’s hands were again swaddled and he’d been admonished to keep the mittens on, Greta and Esther headed back to the house.

         “Speaking of courting”—Esther cut her an arch look—“I hear your latest pairing went well.”

         Greta nodded, feeling a glow of satisfaction. “Carl and Malinda are courting now and from all accounts are both very happy.” Over the past couple of years she’d found herself taking on the role of a sort of matchmaker. It had started out almost by accident. Her cousin Philip, the painfully shy youngest son of her mamm’s sister, had asked her to speak to Esther on his behalf. Unfortunately, Esther wasn’t interested in him in that way. Not wanting to see her cousin retreat even further into his shell, Greta had offered to help him find a woman who was interested. She’d matched him with Elsie Wengerd, and the two had been happily married for over a year now.

         While she’d intended for this to be a onetime thing, Philip had sung her praises to a couple of his friends. Those two others had come to her at different times, and she’d been able to help them as well, though it had taken more than one attempt to pair them up. And while she never actively sought out these opportunities, the idea that she’d played a part in helping friends find happiness brought her much joy.

         Of course she wasn’t a matchmaker in the literal sense. Her approach was more to figure out the kind of person who’d complement them, help them see the possibilities, perhaps initiate a meeting, then leave the rest up to them.

         And now it was her turn to find that happy ending for herself, and the anticipation was like a song bubbling up inside her.

         Once back inside, Greta went about visiting with her cousins and helping where she was needed. All the while she waited for an opportunity to speak to Calvin privately. But whenever he seemed unoccupied she was busy helping her aenti or watching someone’s boppli. Several times when she had free time she lost sight of where Calvin was.

         At one point she saw Calvin’s mamm sitting alone in a corner of the living room. Debra Stoll had the reputation of being a difficult woman—a woman who was demanding and set in her ways and who always thought she knew best. But Greta figured if she was going to become a member of the Stoll household as Calvin’s fraa, then she should learn to get along with the family matriarch. After all, a little tact and kindness could go a long way.

         Pasting on a smile, she approached the woman. “Hello, would you like me to get you something to drink or some of my shveshtah’s snickerdoodles? They’re quite gut.”

         Debra looked down her nose at her, a surprising feat given she was seated. “Do you think I’m too infirm to get it for myself?”

         Greta blinked. “Not at all, I just thought I’d save you the trouble—”

         “It would be no trouble at all for me to fetch them myself. I’m not helpless.”

         “Of course you’re not.” She’d obviously stepped on a sensitive area of Debra’s life. Time to try a different approach. “Aenti Ruthanne told me you made that rhubarb pie with the cherry topping. I don’t think even my shveshtah Hannah has ever made one as tasty.”

         The older woman settled back down. “It’s a recipe I got from my grossmammi. My own family claims it’s their favorite, especially Calvin.”

         Greta filed that information away. She’d want to learn how to make it once she and Calvin were wed.

         She settled in a nearby chair and spent the next twenty minutes with Debra, mostly listening to unasked-for advice and reminiscences about how things were done much better in the older woman’s day. But Greta didn’t mind, she considered herself to be laying groundwork for the future relationship she hoped to have with this important member of Calvin’s family.

         When Greta finally stood and excused herself, she saw Calvin head toward the back door, and for once he was alone. At last—this was her chance. She quickly donned her wool coat and slipped out the door behind him. She was in luck. Calvin stood alone, stroking the nose of one of the buggy horses.

         She studied him as she approached through the ankle-deep snow. He wasn’t as tall as his older bruder, but he had fine, broad shoulders and muscular arms, attributes that must serve him well in his work around the farm. His dark hair curled under the brim of his hat, and his profile was striking. He was already handsome, but with the beard he’d grow as a married man he’d gain a mature appearance that would only improve his presence.

         She stopped a few paces short of him, waiting for the moment when he’d look up and notice her. When it came, his expression brightened in the smile he’d always reserved just for her. That smile was one she always looked forward to, one that could warm her on the coldest of days. It was what assured her he had to feel for her what she felt for him.

         “Happy New Year, Calvin,” she greeted, speaking first.

         “And to you as well. You’re looking nice today.”

         “Danke.” Surely his words were confirmation that she was doing the right thing by approaching him. “Why are you out here with the horses?”

         “I love Aenti Ruthanne’s family.” He smiled at her as if sharing a secret. “Some more than others. But it’s nice to have a few moments away from everyone, ain’t so?”

         Some more than others—could he mean what she hoped? “You seem particularly happy today.”

         He tilted his head with a sheepish expression. “So it shows.”

         “To someone who knows you well, jah.”

         A gust of wind ruffled her kapp strings and she crossed her arms against the chill.

         Calvin frowned. “You’re cold. Perhaps we should go back inside.”

         “Not just yet.” What excuse could she use to keep him here a little longer? “My friend Grace said again yesterday that I’m too outspoken, that it’s unseemly and prideful for me to draw attention to myself. Sometimes I think you’re the only person who truly understands me.” Would he take the hint?

         His expression turned earnest and he touched her sleeve briefly. “I’ve told you before, don’t let what others say bother you. You’re a gut person, not at all prideful.” His serious demeanor gave way to another smile. “And I should know, you and I have been best friends since our schooldays.”

         The conversation was going just as she’d hoped. “We have. But we aren’t scholars any longer.”

         He nodded. “True. We’re adults and have adult responsibilities now. But we’ll always be friends.”

         Time to be more direct. “Do you think we can ever be more than just friends?” There, she’d said it. She couldn’t be much clearer than that.

         “We are more than just friends. You are my closest friend.”

         Okay, perhaps she did need to be clearer. This shouldn’t be so hard for someone folks accused of being too forward, but today she felt tongue-tied.

         However, before she could say more, Calvin spoke up again.

         “And, as my best friend, there’s something I want to share with you. I know it’s not normally spoken of so soon, but I could never keep secrets from you.”

         Confidant wasn’t the role she was looking for, but she could hardly say so. “Of course.”

         “I just have to tell someone.” His voice vibrated with an intense emotion and his face practically glowed. “Wanda has agreed to let me court her.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Greta stilled as her whole world shifted around her and began to fray at the edges. Her chest tightened and she had to force herself to breathe, as if her body had forgotten how to do so on its own. “Wanda? You mean Wanda Beachy?” Her own cousin.

         If any of her distress showed, Calvin didn’t appear to notice. “Jah. Isn’t it wunderbaar that a girl as pretty and sweet as Wanda agreed to date me?”

         Greta tried to wrap her mind around what he was saying. “But, I mean, I didn’t realize you were looking for someone.” Someone that wasn’t her.

         He grinned. “Doesn’t everyone want to find a person to spend their life with?” His expression had a faraway look. “I finally have the farm running smoothly again, the way it did before Daed died. It’s time for me to find a fraa and start a family of my own.”

         Apparently the idea that she would be that someone had never crossed his mind.

         He eyed her hopefully. “She’s your cousin, ain’t so? Don’t you think she’ll make a gut fraa for a farmer like me?”

         Did he honestly not see what this conversation was doing to her? “For sure and for certain.” She just barely managed to keep her voice steady.

         His expression lost some of its dreamy quality and he focused on her, as if just realizing something was wrong. “Are you all right?”

         Greta tried to pull herself together. She couldn’t let him see how hard this had hit her. “Jah, of course. I’m so happy for you.”

         Calvin’s expression changed as he looked past her, and it was as if he’d forgotten her presence altogether.

         Greta turned, but she already knew who she’d see. She could see now that the warm smile Calvin had always reserved just for her hadn’t meant what she thought it had. It was a pale shadow of the glowing, you-are-my-world smile that suddenly lit up his whole face, the smile he was focusing on the girl exiting the house. And Wanda’s smile was every bit as luminous, even though her downcast eyes and pinkened cheeks made it difficult to see.

         She had to get away from the two of them before she unraveled completely. “Excuse me. I promised to help Aenti Ruthanne in the kitchen.” It was weak as excuses went, but it didn’t matter.

         Calvin was already moving toward Wanda.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Noah Stoll slowly crossed the yard, moving from the barn to Aenti Ruthanne’s house. He knew David and Anna were being looked after, but he liked to check up on them occasionally.

         Across the yard a group of children were building a snowman, though it seemed a snowball fight was in progress as well. And David was right in the thick of things. But Maisie and Benjamin, Noah’s two youngest siblings, were also there so he knew they’d allow David to have fun while also making sure the older kinner didn’t inadvertently get too rough with him.

         David spotted him just then and came running over as fast as his little legs could carry him.

         “Daed,” he greeted, raising his arms in an obvious request to be picked up.

         Noah obliged, lifting his son up over his head, making the boy giggle in delight. It was a sound he dearly loved but didn’t hear nearly often enough. Easing the boy down to his hip, he checked out the chapped red skin on his son’s cheeks while he pulled out a handkerchief and wiped the equally red nose.

         David squirmed, obviously not liking the assault on his nose. Then he pointed back in the direction he’d come from. “We’re building a snowman,” he said proudly. “Do you see it?”

         “Jah, and a very fine snowman it is.” He gave the boy a squeeze. “Would you like to come in the house with me to get a cup of hot cocoa or would you rather go back to your snowman?”

         David thought about it a minute, obviously torn, but then a wave of laughter drifted over from the group playing in the snow and he squirmed to be set down. Without a backward glance he ran over to join the others.

         Noah met and held fourteen-year-old Benjamin’s gaze for a moment. His little bruder nodded in understanding, then went back to the impromptu snowball fight, pulling David to his side.

         After watching the mock battle a moment, Noah turned to resume his trek to the house. As he did so, he saw Calvin in conversation with Greta Eicher. Calvin and Greta had been friends since they were young scholars together. And in recent years Noah had sensed Greta wanted to be more. Unfortunately for her, he didn’t think Calvin felt the same. Or rather that was unfortunate for his bruder, because he could certainly do a whole lot worse than having Greta for his fraa.

         Shaking his head, Noah stepped inside and found his twenty-month-old daughter seated in his cousin Esther’s lap.

         “There you are, sunshine,” he said, lifting Anna. “Do you know they’re building a snowman outside? What do you say we take a look and let Esther visit with her friends?”

         Esther stood and tapped Anna’s nose. “This little lamb is the best company I could ask for. But I know I’m no competition for a snowman.”

         Anna giggled and snuggled deeper into Noah’s arms as he gave her a squeeze.

         Maisie approached just then, her face still red from the weather outside. “I just ran into Calvin,” she said with an arch smile. “He wants us to squeeze Benjamin in with us when we leave.”

         Interesting. Noah thought over the implications as he bundled his daughter in her coat and mittens. It sounded like Calvin was planning to drive a young lady home tonight. The conversation he’d seen between Calvin and Greta earlier took on new significance.

         It wasn’t totally unexpected—Noah had been aware that Greta was interested in his bruder for some time, but apparently he’d misjudged Calvin’s feelings.

         Noah wasn’t sure whether to be happy for the two of them or not. He’d been quietly protective of Greta ever since she’d shown such kindness to him all those years ago when he’d badly needed a friend. She’d been a child then, six years old to his twelve, but it had impacted him deeply nevertheless.

         He only hoped Calvin was prepared to treat her as she deserved.

         Then he mentally wished the two of them well and pushed those thoughts aside as he spotted David. He waved and carried Anna closer to the snowman so she could place the walnuts he’d given her as her contribution to the icy gentleman’s decoration.

         Anna wanted to get down to perform her task, and Noah complied, smiling at his daughter’s independent spirit. Then he looked up and his smile slowly faded.

         Calvin was walking side by side with a young woman who was most definitely not Greta.

         What had happened? Could his bruder have ignored Greta’s obvious affection to pursue another? Did Greta know?

         He looked around, searching for some sign of Greta, but she must have gone inside. He had to fight the urge to check on her and make sure she was okay.

         Not only wasn’t that his right, but his attention would likely not be welcome.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Greta had headed straight to the washroom when she made it back to the house, not even bothering to remove her coat.

         She’d closed and latched the door behind her and sat on the edge of the bathtub, numb. She wasn’t sure how long she sat there, unable to even think beyond the fact that, in a matter of minutes, her dream of finding a man who would appreciate her enough to want to spend a lifetime with her had been ripped away, leaving nothing behind.

         Calvin had been her last chance to find a husband, a man who would accept her as she was. With what her daed believed about a woman’s place and how her two previous boyfriends had eventually moved on to girls who were more biddable than her, it had already become abundantly clear that few men in this community would see her as an acceptable fraa. She’d thought Calvin would see her differently, would consider her an, if not appealing, at least suitable helpmeet.

         But obviously she’d been wrong.

         Finally she straightened, gathering her thoughts, trying to figure out what she should do now. The one thing she wouldn’t do was cry, not here, not now. Perhaps tonight, in the privacy of her room, but for now she had to hold herself together.

         Calvin and Wanda weren’t engaged yet, they were just entering the courtship stage. And she herself was proof that courting didn’t necessarily lead to marriage.

         Then she gave her head a mental shake. She wasn’t one to throw herself at a man. If he didn’t want her, then so be it. It was obvious to her now that they never had been, and never would be, more than gut friends.

         But how could this have happened? Not that Wanda wouldn’t make a gut fraa. She was a sweet girl, very shy and with a generous heart. She’d overcome a lot in her short life. As a child she’d had a severe stutter, one that caused her to withdraw into herself. It had mostly disappeared in her adolescence, but the shyness remained. Greta loved her dearly and couldn’t begrudge her a chance at happiness, which made this doubly painful.

         Was Calvin just like all the other young men, looking for someone biddable, someone who aspired merely to be a fraa and a mamm and nothing else? Not that those were bad things, but she’d thought Calvin was looking for a partner who could also help him in other ways.

         All those hours they’d spent discussing his dreams for the farm operation, when he’d bounced ideas off of her, ideas for changes and improvements, times when he’d listened to her opinions and ideas, and even changed some of his plans based on her suggestions. She’d thought they were stitching together plans for their future. Apparently he’d only wanted the opinion of his gut friend.

         She’d thought he appreciated her spirited nature, her imagination and creativity. But again, it seemed those were qualities he appreciated in a friend, not in a wife.

         Was everyone right? Did she need to change her ways if she ever hoped to marry? And if so, was getting married worth changing who she was?

         She knuckled her eyes, reminding herself she wouldn’t cry.

         The only bright spot in this whole situation was that Calvin had seemed unaware of her true feelings and had told her his news before she could make a fool of herself. At least she wouldn’t have to bear seeing him look at her with concern or pity in his eyes.

         And since she hadn’t confided her feelings to anyone else except Esther, she should be able to move forward with most of her dignity intact.

         Better start looking for a future that didn’t include marriage.

         But what would that look like?

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         When Noah finally managed to drag his kinner away from the snowman and back to the house, he looked around for Greta. After a few moments he spotted her in a corner of the room telling a story to a group of the younger kinner who seemed thoroughly spellbound by her words and lively expressions and movements. Anna immediately wanted him to let her down so she could join them. It was all he could do to get her squirming body out of her coat and mittens before she was off.

         When Greta spotted Anna and David she gave both of them a welcoming smile and a quick hug. Then she made sure the others made room for them in their circle before returning to her story.

         Studying her, he could tell she’d heard the news, probably from Calvin himself. Not that her distress would be obvious to someone who wasn’t looking for it. But if one looked closely, there was something about her that seemed off. And it was more than the redness in her face, a redness that didn’t seem related to the cold.

         It took him a moment to put his finger on it, but then it hit him. Though she was smiling and had playfully tapped Anna’s nose, below the surface there seemed to be a vulnerable, brittle air that hadn’t been there earlier. The smile she was focusing on the kinner didn’t quite reach her eyes.

         Oh yes, she knew Calvin’s affections were focused elsewhere, and it had hit her hard. But he admired her for the way she kept herself outwardly calm.

         She made a grand gesture just then, no doubt reaching some dramatic high point of her story, and her gaze met his. Not just met but snagged and held for a heartbeat. Her eyes widened and there was a moment of connection that caught him off guard.

         Then she turned back to the children and continued with her story.

         Had he imagined it? Or had it been a holdover from her reaction to Calvin’s courting intentions?

         Again he had a strong urge to offer her comfort. But this crowded room wasn’t the place, even if she would welcome such a gesture.

         He spotted Wanda just then, joining a group of other girls near the kitchen.

         Perhaps it was time he had a little chat with his bruder.

         Entering the barn a few minutes later, Noah spotted Calvin talking with a couple of his friends. He approached the trio, and as soon as there was a break in the conversation, he turned to his bruder. “Would you mind walking over to my buggy with me to look at something?”

         Calvin appeared surprised but, with a farewell nod to his friends, he swept a hand to indicate Noah should lead the way. “What is it you wanted me to look at?” he asked as they exited the barn.

         “Actually, I just wanted to have a private word with you. Maisie tells me you want me to take Benjamin home in my buggy.”

         Calvin’s face split in a wide, I’ve-got-a-big-secret grin. “That’s right. I won’t have room in my carriage because I’ll be taking Wanda Beachy home this evening.”

         Noah frowned at his bruder’s self-congratulatory tone. “What about Greta?”

         Calvin’s brow drew down, as if confused. “What about her? I mean, Greta and I are friends and she said she was happy for me.”

         “So you did tell her.” Thank goodness he’d had the good sense to take her feelings into consideration.

         “Jah. Just a little while ago.”

         The offhand way he spoke raised Noah’s suspicions again. “You do know she has some affection for you, don’t you? I hope you let her down gently.”

         Calvin waved a hand dismissively. “I’ve never given Greta a reason to think we were anything but gut friends.”

         That wasn’t an answer. “But you never did anything to discourage her either, did you?”

         “You sound like you’re her big bruder rather than mine. And I think you’re reading more into Greta’s feelings for me than is really there.”

         Was Calvin really that blind? “I don’t think so. Surely you had at least an inkling of her feelings.”

         “You’re making it sound like I did something wrong, like I set out to hurt her. As I said, Greta’s my friend. We were scholars together. She has a sharp mind and is a gut listener, but those aren’t the qualities one looks for in a fraa. Friendship is all I’ve ever felt for her, and friends are all we could ever be. I’m much more suited to marry a girl like Wanda than one like Greta.”

         Noah’s jaw worked as he strove to hold his temper. “And knowing how she felt, did it occur to you to let her down easy before now? To let her know how you felt so she could move on?”

         They had stopped walking by this time, and Calvin breathed into his cupped hands to warm them. “Not that I have any reason to explain myself to you, but I figured she’d eventually grow tired of waiting.” He lifted his chin. “And what did it hurt? After all, there weren’t any other men vying for her affection.” He shrugged. “At any rate, she knows now.”

         Noah’s hands clenched at his side. “I thought better of you.”

         “You’re blowing this out of all proportion. Greta is made of tougher stuff than your average Amish girl—she’ll get over any bruised feelings quickly enough.”

         Before Noah could respond to that ridiculous statement, Calvin continued. “I assume there really isn’t anything you need me to see in your buggy.”

         Noah shook his head.

         “Then if you’ll excuse me, I’ll return to my friends.” And with that he spun on his heels and headed back to the barn.

         Noah couldn’t believe how offhand Calvin’s attitude had been when discussing Greta’s feelings. Had his bruder been that unfeeling when he’d broken the news to her? No wonder she’d looked so bruised when he’d last seen her.

         As soon as Noah entered the house, Maisie was at his elbow. She nodded toward their mother. “Mamm is ready to go home.”

         Noah followed her gaze and noted the tired lines in their mother’s face. He nodded, then looked around for his kinner.

         Greta was still entertaining a dozen or so little ones with her storytelling. He smothered a sigh, thinking about pulling Anna and David away from the story they seemed so thoroughly engrossed in and having to wrestle them back into their winter gear.

         But Maisie gave him a little nudge. “You let Benjamin know and get the buggy ready while I bundle up the little ones.”

         Giving his nearly sixteen-year-old sister a grateful smile, Noah nodded and headed back outside.

         Fifteen minutes later, when he pulled the buggy up near the front entrance, Maisie ushered his kinner out—Anna on her hip and David preceding her. Benjamin was right behind them but waited near the door.

         “Where’s Mamm?” he asked as Maisie climbed in the back seat with his kinner.

         “She said she forgot to tell Aenti Ruthanne something,” Maisie answered. “She should be out in a moment.”

         Mamm stepped from the house just then, calling something over her shoulder before heading for the buggy. Noah noted how slow her movements were as Benjamin hurried to assist her, and how stooped she appeared as she leaned heavily on her cane. She was having more problems with her health lately. Not that she’d admit to it. And woe to anyone who dared mention she should take it easy. He made a mental note to try to coax her to visit the clinic in the coming weeks.

         She made one protest as Benjamin took her arm, but he ignored it and she let him assist her without further comment. His bruder was showing a lot of maturity these days for his fourteen years.

         As they settled into the front seat, Noah’s thoughts turned once again to Greta and the lost look he’d seen in her eyes.

         
            *  *  *

         

         As eager as Greta had been to arrive at Onkel Simon’s this morning, she was that much more eager for the visit to end. So she wasn’t disappointed when her daed decided to leave in the late afternoon rather than stay for the evening meal.

         She helped Martha and Hannah gather up all the dishes they’d brought and get them loaded in the buggy, hurrying things along as best she could. Once they were ready to go, she took a seat in the back of the buggy, settling in the far corner. Hannah joined her in the back, and Martha sat up front
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