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Again, ye have heard that it hath been said by them of old time, Thou shalt not forswear thyself, but shalt perform unto the Lord thine oaths
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“She’s a good horse indeed, Mammi.” Clara Rose Yutzy pulled the buggy to a stop and set the brake.

Her grandmother smiled. “I got her at the Clarita auction.”

“I know, Mammi. I was with you, remember?” Clara Rose slid from the buggy. Her grossmammi was as sharp as a tack. Of course she remembered. Mammi just wanted the reinforcement that she had gotten an excellent animal when she bought the retired thoroughbred.

“She’s a beauty, huh?” Her mammi got out as well, smiling to herself as she patted the shiny roan on the rear.

“That she is.” Clara Rose slipped her arms out of her black sweater and folded it across her arm. It was warm for early October, but that was the way of Oklahoma. It seemed, come fall or spring, she always carried a sweater whether she thought she would need it or not. The weather was so unpredictable it was certain if she didn’t have one she would most certainly need it.

“It’ll be fun to get started on a new project, jah?” Mammi pulled their basket of materials from behind the buggy seat and hooked it over one arm.

Though she was nearing sixty, Verna Yutzy had a spring in her step and a sparkle in her eye that Clara Rose had forever admired.

Verna attributed her glow of happiness to her long-term marriage to Clara Rose’s grandfather. Abraham Yutzy had gone to his reward the year before, and yet Verna plodded on. Secretly, Clara Rose felt that her grandmother was enjoying life on her own. It was really no matter to her. All Clara Rose cared about was that her grandmother was happy.

“Do you think Helen and Emily will be here?”

“Maybe,” Mammi replied.

Clara Rose unhitched the horse, even as her gaze searched the yard for Emily Riehl’s familiar buggy. She always enjoyed spending time with her friend. Though they weren’t in the same buddy bunch when they were running around, Wells Landing wasn’t that large, and everyone knew everyone else.

She turned the horse free into the pasture, watching as her grossmammi’s favorite new beast snickered and approached the other horses already there.

“Verna, Clara Rose, come in, come in,” Eileen called from the front porch. “You’re late.”

Verna shook her head. “Five after is not late, Eileen Brenneman. Keep your apron on. We’re coming.”

“You’ve been racing that new horse on the back roads.”

Verna shook her head, but her eyes twinkled mischievously. “Just because she’s a former racehorse, doesn’t mean Daisy Lane wants to run any faster than necessary these days.”

Clara Rose hid her smile. Her grandmother’s new buggy horse was a retired racehorse from Tulsa. The owner had donated her to the Clarita School Auction, and her grandmother had snapped up the beautiful beast as quickly as she could. Frankly, Clara Rose thought her grandmother had paid a bit much for the horse, but she knew that Mammi got a secret thrill out of owning a retired racehorse for a buggy horse like some of the folks in Holmes County did.

“I brought sugar cookies,” Clara Rose said as she climbed the porch steps.

“Set them on the table with the rest. We’ll quilt for a while, then we’ll eat.”

Verna led the way into the large room off to one side. The house had been converted from an Englisch house to an Amish house, and the rumor around town was that the room had previously been the owner’s car garage. Now it held several large chairs. After their quilt squares were all complete, they would sew them together, then bring out the quilting frame to finish the job, but that wouldn’t be for a month or so.

Clara Rose slipped into the seat next to her good friend Tess Smiley. Tess gave her a shy smile, then ducked her head. The girl really was the prettiest person Clara Rose had ever seen. Maybe even prettier than Lorie Kauffman. Though these days Clara Rose hardly recognized Lorie when she came to town, not since she turned Englisch.

“This should be fun, jah?” Tess said.

Clara Rose nodded. “I was here last year. It was a lot of fun.”

Their circle was the kind that met year-round, unlike some that only quilted in the wintertime due to the extra summer work of planting, farming, canning, and the like.

Tess gave a small smile.

Everyone pulled out their needle and thread and started to work. The twenty-five-block square of beautiful pinks and corals would surely fetch a good price at the school auction next year.

The sewing group had been donating quilts to the Clarita School Auction for as long as Clara Rose could remember. And to be part of such a long-standing group gave her a secret thrill. After every meeting, she had to say a little prayer of forgiveness for her prideful nature in the beautiful quilts that they made.

“How much longer till the wedding?” Fannie Stoll asked.

Was that a bit of jealousy she heard in Fannie’s voice? The poor girl was nearing thirty with no prospects. It had to be hard on Fannie to see all her friends get married, while she was the only one who remained single. There was nothing wrong with Fannie. She was pleasing to the eye and a good cook. So why no man had scooped her up and married her by now was anybody’s guess. Only the Lord knew.

“Six weeks,” Clara Rose said. Her heart gave a little pound at the thought. In six weeks, she would marry Thomas Lapp. She would be Clara Rose Lapp. Marriage was something she had thought about for a long time. Not just the past year while she and Thomas dated nor the past nine months or so since they had announced their engagement to the community. Long before that. Back before she had even met Thomas. She had prayed and prayed for God to send a special man just for her, and He had. Now soon, so very soon, her dream would be a reality. She could hardly wait.

As she stitched, her mind wandered into daydreams. What would it be like when they moved into their own house? Would the garden be on the left or the right-hand side of the house? Would the barn be painted red? She hoped so. She also wanted chickens so she would have fresh eggs every day and a garden plot just for tomatoes because she loved them so much. She would can whatever was left over in the fall, come to quilting circle and make quilts, and she would change her church cape from black to the color of her dress, signifying to everyone that she was now a married woman. That thought thrilled her more than thinking about the upcoming November day when she would pledge her life to Thomas.

The other women began to talk around her, as her mind continued to wander. She could hardly wait to be married. She knew it might seem a little silly to some, a little overly joyous, but all she’d ever wanted to be was somebody’s wife. She looked over to her grandmother, who sat across from her, chatting with Eileen. Her own parents were a sure testament to how to make a marriage work. Most people felt that Amish marriages were destined to succeed. She’d heard the talk in the grocery store, down the aisles of the market, but she knew how hard it was for people to make a good marriage. Her parents had made a good marriage, her grandparents had made a good marriage, and that was all she wanted for herself.

“Do you have your material picked out and your dress made already?” Eileen asked.

“Jah, of course.” That had been done long ago. So why was Eileen asking?

“If you need any help, we could always work on some of it here,” Mariana added.

Clara Rose shook her head. “Oh no, that is such a generous offer. But I wouldn’t dream of taking time away from making the quilts for the auction to do something like sew my wedding dress.” As important as it was to her, helping others topped her own wedding by miles.

“I heard that you were thinking of taking in foster kids, Mariana,” Verna said.

Mariana shook her head. “No. Not now.”

Clara Rose wondered if the information was correct or merely outdated. She had been coming to the quilting group long enough to know that Mariana wanted a baby so very badly, but now she was in her forties and her husband was sick. Ill enough that she had heard rumors that he had already had someone make his funeral clothes. But Clara Rose would never dare to ask. It was just too personal. Since his illness, Mariana had completely given up the idea of having children. At least she didn’t talk about it these days like she had before.

“It was me.” Eileen’s words sent the group into utter silence. The only sound was the whir of the ceiling fan that was powered by the solar panel on the roof.

“You did?” Mariana asked.

“Well, sort of.” Eileen stopped stitching and twisted her fingers together before dropping them into her lap. “I’m thinking about adopting.” Like Mariana, Eileen was over forty and childless. The two women seemed to huddle together whenever they met, and Clara Rose wondered if it was this childless phenomenon that brought them together as friends. She knew there was a buddy bunch of childless couples, though she knew no more than that. They were a lot older than she was, of course. What they did at their meetings was their business. Not hers.

“That’s wonderful,” Tess said. Her words seemed to break the spell that had descended on the room, and everyone started stitching again except for Mariana. She just stared at her hands.

“You are?” Mariana asked.

Clara Rose chided herself for examining the two words for any hint of jealousy. Every night, she prayed for Mariana. Not for her to have a baby, but for her to have peace over her husband’s illness. Clara Rose couldn’t imagine what would happen if Thomas were to fall ill like Leroy had.

Her lips trembled, and Clara Rose said a small prayer of forgiveness. She had been so wrapped up in her own issues—the wedding, getting ready for the wedding, sewing dresses, and planning menus—that she hadn’t thought much about Mariana and Eileen and how different their lives were from how she pictured hers. She wanted as many kids as she could have. Didn’t every Amish woman? Little girls and little boys. Little Clara Roses and little Thomases all running around barefoot in their outfits made from matching fabric. She could almost see them chasing a herd of puppies through her coveted chickens. It was an idyllic fantasy and she knew it. But that was how she wanted to picture her life.

They continued to quilt and chat though the conversation seemed to turn to the lighter side. Maybe no one wanted to bring up weddings and children anymore. It seemed that both topics were a little bit weighted for some of their members.

“I was sure hoping to see Emily this afternoon” Clara Rose said.

“Their buddy bunch planned a day trip to Tulsa. Seems there’s some big market at the fairgrounds and they all wanted to go and shop,” Fannie said. She made a face that said she wouldn’t want to go do anything like that, and Clara Rose wondered if the expression was sincere.

“And Helen stayed home to take care of the baby.”

Emily’s little girl could hardly be called a baby. Maybe a toddler, and Clara Rose wondered when she and Elam might have another. They were very good parents. She loved to see them when they came to church.

Helen and Emily had both been steady members of the quilting circle, but in recent months, it had become harder and harder for the two of them to attend. As the bishop’s wife, Helen always had a full plate and since Emily had married Elam, her time had grown precious as well. Elam’s father, James, had been kicked in the head by an ornery milk cow a few years back and needed special care. He was much better these days, but he had limitations to deal with. Limitations that affected his entire family. Clara Rose knew it had to be hard on them all.

Eileen tied her thread into a knot, cut it down low, then stood. “I don’t know about the rest of you,” she started, “but I’m hungry. Is everyone ready to eat?”

A round of “jahs” went up around the room. Everyone tied off their threads and prepared to snack.

Clara Rose grabbed a paper plate and piled it high with one of the cinnamon buns Eileen had made, one of her own sugar cookies, and the seasoned pretzels Tess had brought. Then she added two slices of cheese, a scoop of the pizza casserole, and a couple of bread and butter pickles that she knew for a fact had come from Fannie’s mom’s cellar.

“If you eat all that, you’re not going to be able to get into your wedding dress come November.”

Clara Rose whirled around, her hand pressed to her heart. “Obadiah Brenneman! You scared the life out of me.”

Obie smiled, his green eyes twinkling. “That was not my intention.”

“It is a sin to lie, you know. Don’t make me go to the bishop.”

His grin widened at her feigned anger. Though he had surprised her.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“This is my aunt’s house.”

Clara Rose took a big bite of the cinnamon bun and set it back on her plate before licking her fingers. “Yes, I do know. But what are you doing here during our quilting circle?”

Obie glanced around as if looking to see if anyone was paying them any attention. Only Fannie seemed to notice that Obie had come into the house. Everyone else was still milling or around filling their plates.

“I was hoping I might talk to you.”

Clara Rose nodded. “Jah, okay.” She waited for him to start.

But Obie shook his head. “Not here. Maybe I could take you home this afternoon.”

Clara Rose shrugged. “I guess so. I came with Mammi.”

Obie relaxed a bit. Until that moment, Clara Rose hadn’t realized how tense he was. He straightened up again. “Okay. That’d be good. Okay.”

What was wrong with him?

Before Clara Rose could ask, he grabbed the plate and started filling it with the treats. Once he neared the table, the rest of the women noticed he was there. Everyone had to stop and talk to him, ask how things had been going, if he had any new golden retriever puppies, and if his twin brother, Zebadiah, was ever going to come back from Pinecraft and join the church.

Clara Rose watched as he talked to each woman in turn, then glanced back at her, as if something was on his mind.

He had been her best friend for as long as she could remember. Her own mother and Eileen, Obie’s aunt, had been the best of friends growing up. Clara Rose had never experienced a time when she didn’t know Obie, and she had come to depend on his crooked smile and perpetually messy black hair. He was as handsome as God made them, but he showed no interest in dating. Or at least none that he told her about. They were such good friends Clara Rose was sure that she would be the first one he would tell—aside from the girl, of course—when he finally fell in love.

“Something’s up.”

She whirled around, caught off guard for the second time in less than fifteen minutes. “Tess.”

“What are you daydreaming about?”

Obie’s name sprang to her lips, but she managed to keep from saying it out loud. It didn’t sound proper to be daydreaming of Obadiah Brenneman when she was so close to marrying Thomas Lapp. But most people in these parts knew what good friends she and Obie truly were. Even Thomas was understanding of her unusual relationship with Obie. Lifelong friendship was a true gift from God, and no one should take it for granted.

“Nothing,” Clara Rose mumbled.

Tess shot her a knowing look.

“You don’t believe me?”

Shaking her head, Tess went back to the table for another cookie without responding.

“Mammi.” Clara Rose approached her grandmother from the side, as she talked to Mariana. The woman still wore that same dazed look she had when Fannie had asked her about foster children.

“Yes, dear?” Mammi asked.

“I’m getting a ride home with Obie. Is that okay?”

“Of course, dear.”

“I’ll see you at home. And don’t drive too fast, jah?”

Her grandmother only chuckled.
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“For someone who wanted to talk, you sure aren’t saying much,” Clara Rose said. They had been riding in the buggy for almost twenty minutes, and Obie had yet to tell her what was on his mind. And there was something on his mind. Clara Rose could see it. His shoulders were tense, and the muscle in his jaw was jumping like a bullfrog on hot tin.

“It’s not Zeb, is it?”

“No. Zeb is fine. Do you mind if we go out to Millers’ pond?

She frowned. “What’s at the pond? No one’s there this time of year.” It had been warm lately, but not warm enough to get in the water.

Obie shook his head, but she noticed he had turned his tractor toward the Miller place.

But still he didn’t talk as they chugged along. He’d said nothing was wrong with his brother, but something was definitely amiss. Obie was normally bright and bubbly, full of laughs and jokes and mischief. But today it seemed as if a dark cloud had descended on his personality and was raining on his normally jovial spirits.

Whatever it was, she would have to wait to find out, though. He seemed intent on reaching Millers’ pond before he let her know exactly what was on his mind.

In no time at all, they had pulled to a stop in front of the crop of trees that sat in the middle of the Millers’ cornfield. A well-beaten path led from the road at the edge of the field and into the trees, where the pond hid like an undisclosed oasis.

Obie came around to her side of the tractor and helped her down. But he was still acting strangely, jerking away from her as if her touch had burned him. Had he always been like that? Was she just hypersensitive to the fact that he was acting strange now?

“Do you want your sweater?” Obie asked.

She nodded. It was warm enough out here, but once they got into the trees it would be much cooler by far. Fall was definitely upon them. Obie handed her plain black sweater to her. She folded it over her arm, but was careful not to let it snag on the fence as they ducked through it into the cornfield.

But she was oh so aware of Obie walking behind her. It was strange, for she had never felt this way before. Was it because he was acting so weird? Or was something else happening today?

He didn’t say a word, just followed behind her as they walked to the crop of trees.

The pond wasn’t huge by any stretch of imagination. Just big enough to allow the kids a place to cool off in the summertime. It boasted a thick rope swing, though everyone knew to be careful jumping in. The pond wasn’t deep enough to support too many antics.

Clara Rose walked into the clearing and over to a fallen log. How long the tree had lain there was anybody’s guess. But it had become a customary seat for the pond’s visitors.

She folded her arms under her sweater and waited for Obie to say what was on his mind. Her heart started to pound in her chest as if what he was about to say was going to change both of their lives.

Obie took off his hat and twirled it in his hands as if he needed something to do to disperse the nervous energy coursing through him. “Uh . . .” he started, but those green eyes darted to everything around but her.

“Obie,” she started, “you’re scaring me. Is everything okay?”

He stopped running his hat and trained his suddenly hard gaze on her. “No, everything is not okay.” He practically yelled the words.

She’d never seen him like this, angry and agitated. She jumped to her feet. “What’s happened? Please,” she beseeched him.

“I can’t let you marry Thomas Lapp.”

Clara Rose’s mouth went instantly dry. “What?” She licked her lips to no avail. “What are you saying, Obie?”

He started that hat-twirling thing again. “I’m saying that I’ve kept silent for too long. And I can’t see letting you marry Thomas.”

Clara’s heart kicked up another notch. It beat like the bass drum in the marching band the Englisch had each year in the Christmas parade.

“Can you tell me what’s wrong?”

He shook his head. “You just can’t marry him is all.”

Clara Rose stared at him, unsure of what to say. “Did he do something? Does he...love someone else?” The words were painful to say. How could he love someone else? She had known they were going to get married ever since the first time she had seen him. They had naturally fallen into friends the minute they met, but she knew they weren’t friends like her and Obie. Theirs was a different kind of friendship.

She and Obie had been friends for so long, his friendship was like a warm winter coat to wrap herself in and keep her snugly always. But Thomas was different entirely. It was a more mature feeling. She knew he was going to take care of her, and she would take care of him. They would have a farm and raise chickens and babies, and life was going to be perfect from there on out. She just knew it. So why was Obie bringing all this up now?

“Obadiah Brenneman,” she started, her voice stern with her growing annoyance. “If you don’t tell me what’s going on right now, I’m leaving.” The situation had lost its humor, if it had ever had any to begin with.

“You can’t marry Thomas Lapp,” he said again, as if those simple words explained it all.

“Why not?” Clara Rose shot back. Her words echoed in that alcove of trees where they stood.

He shook his head and took her hands into his. “I have a bad feeling about this. Just don’t marry him, Clara Rose. Promise me.”
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Chapter Two
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Obie dropped her off at the end of her driveway and chugged his tractor toward home. He hadn’t said a word to her as they drove back to her family’s farm. Not one word. She had expected something. Maybe him explaining himself as to why he thought she needed to call off her wedding to Thomas. It just didn’t make sense. They had announced their engagement in January; everything was set and ready to go. In just a few short weeks, she and Thomas would say their vows and eat wedding cake, and she would start her life anew as a married woman.

She let herself into the house, wondering if Obie had gotten too hot that afternoon. Maybe that was it. Heat stroke. So it wasn’t extremely hot, but it was warm for October. That should count for something.

“Clara Rose, is that you?”

Her mamm came out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on a dishtowel as she walked.

“Yes, Mamm?”

“It’s good to see you home—my goodness, child! Whatever is wrong?”

Clara Rose supposed the shock and surprise of her conversation with Obie was evident in her expression. But it wasn’t something she wanted to talk about. Not with her mother. Her mother was levelheaded, staid, and true, and Clara Rose was certain the only answer she would get from Nancy Yutzy was that Obie would get over his doubts soon enough and that Clara Rose had already made her promises to Thomas. No, what Clara Rose needed was a different perspective.

“Is Mammi back yet?”

“She’s in the dawdihaus.”

Clara Rose gave a small nod and headed toward the back door.

“Only stay a minute. You have to come back and help Anamaria with supper.”

Her sister was eighteen and fully capable of cooking for the four of them by herself, but Clara Rose stopped that thought in an instant. She was being selfish and ungrateful.

Lord, forgive me, she prayed. This whole ordeal with Obie had her thinking all messed up. “I just need a minute to talk to her about something.” Clara Rose rushed past her mother without a second look.

“Okay then,” Mamm called after her. But Clara Rose could still hear the questions in her voice.

It was a short walk from the back door to the front of the dawdihaus. In fact, before her father had died, he had built an aluminum cover that stretched from the porch of one house to the other so his mother wouldn’t get wet when she came in to eat. Clara Rose remembered looking out the back window at her dawdi holding an umbrella over Verna’s head as they walked together to come eat in the main house.

Things had seemed so simple then. She hadn’t thought about it at the time, only now, when it seemed that everything was more complicated than ever before.

She knocked lightly on the door, then realized that Mammi, with her hearing, might not respond right away. She knocked louder.

“Keep your apron on! I’m coming.”

Her grandmother threw open the door, those sassy blue eyes scraping over her from head to toe. “My goodness, girl. What’s wrong?”

Clara Rose opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out. She shook her head and stepped into the house. She closed her mouth and opened it once more to try again.

“Spit it out,” Mammi said.

“I don’t even know where to start.”

“The beginning is always the best place.” Mammi took Clara Rose by the elbow and led her to the blue upholstered couch in the living room. Once upon a time, it had sat in the living room of the main house. Clara Rose could clearly remember so many days spent sitting on that couch and playing with her dolls, Anamaria next to her. Again, she was confronted with the simplicity of life then and the complexities of life now.

“Obie told me I can’t marry Thomas Lapp.”

“It’s about time that boy said something.”

“What?” Surely she hadn’t heard her correctly.

“It’s about time that boy said something.” Mammi pronounced each word clearly and slowly as if speaking to someone who might not have ever heard English spoken aloud.

“I heard what you said.” Clara Rose did her best to sound as respectful as possible given her current situation. She succeeded. Mostly. “I just don’t understand what those words have to do with anything I just said.”

Mammi shook her head and came around to sit in her rocking chair. She reached into the basket next to the chair and pulled out her mending. One of her mother’s church capes in a beautiful green. The same shade as Obie’s eyes. Once again, he was right there in her thoughts. “You young people,” Mammi started, but then broke off as a shake of her head was more expressive than mere words could be.

“What?” Clara Rose felt more confused than ever.

“Did you ask Obie why he didn’t think you should marry Thomas?”

“Jah, of course.”

“And what did he say?”

“He said he didn’t have a reason. Just a bad feeling.”

Mammi nodded knowingly. “That is telling in itself.”

“What does that mean?”

Mammi shook her head once again, then peered at Clara Rose over her silver-framed glasses. “And that, child, is what you must figure out for yourself.”
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Her grandmother’s words stayed with her as she cooked dinner, said the silent prayer before the meal, ate, and said the silent prayer afterwards. She and Anamaria cleaned the kitchen, put up the dishes, finished the outside chores, took quick showers, then retired to their bedroom. There were two extra rooms upstairs so each girl could have had her own if they had so chosen, but they never had. She and Anamaria were like opposite ends of bookends. Mirrors of each other, only a few years apart.

Tonight, Clara Rose was even more thankful that she shared a room with her sister. She sat on the bed and brushed her hair, hoping the familiar activity, as mindless as it was, would shed some insight into the turmoil this afternoon had brought.

“Are you going to tell me what’s going on?” Other than Obie, Anamaria was her best friend.

“What would you say if I told you that Obie said I shouldn’t marry Thomas Lapp?”

Anamaria’s gray eyes clouded over like the sky during a summer storm. “Thomas is such a good man. Why should you not marry him?”

“That’s what I keep asking myself. This is what I have wanted forever.” Well, at least for the last three years.

“I know,” Anamaria said, a strange tone coloring her words, but Clara Rose’s thoughts were in such a jumble she couldn’t pluck out another detail even if her life depended on it.

“Thomas is handsome. He has a good job with his father. He’s kind and gentle. He’d make a good father to our children.” What more could a girl ask for in a husband?

“But do you love him?”

Clara Rose scoffed. “Of course I do.” But her heart pounded in her chest and the words dried on her tongue. Nerves. That was all. She had been planning this wedding for so long. This was exactly what she wanted from her life. Exactly.

“Then that’s all that matters.”
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Clara Rose tossed and turned long into the night. She kept telling herself that she didn’t have to figure this out today. And what was there to decide? Everything had already been determined, from the color of their dresses to which female family members would serve as bridesmaids. There was nothing left. She was getting married in six weeks to the man God had sent just for her. At least that’s what she told herself. Yet that nagging feeling held on. She prayed about it but still found no answers. So she tossed and turned and tossed and turned some more, said another prayer, then went through the whole process again.

She must’ve fallen asleep sometime around two o’clock in the morning only to be awakened by the rooster shortly afterward. The bad thing about Buster was he didn’t wait till sunrise to start crowing. He tried to get an early start to the day, usually beginning somewhere between four and four-thirty every morning. Anamaria thought he was out to get them for the times they chased him out of the henhouse when they wanted the hens to lay, but Clara Rose suspected that he secretly wanted to belong to a dairy farmer. Either way, his summons had her up at four when she’d barely gotten any sleep at all.

Quietly, she got out of bed and padded down the stairs, careful not to wake anyone else as she made her way into the kitchen. Maybe having an early start to her day was a good thing. The more time she was awake, the more time she would be able to figure through this mess of her thoughts. But after a cup of coffee, she realized this wasn’t a true mess. Obie was nervous that their friendship would change once she and Thomas got married. It was completely understandable, but she couldn’t let Obie’s fears tarnish her own hopes and dreams. And those hopes and dreams were just about to become a reality. In just a few more weeks, she would be Thomas Lapp’s wife. And once Obie saw them together, happily married and standing side by side, he would know without a doubt that she and Thomas definitely belonged together.

[image: ]

“You’re awfully quiet tonight, Clara Rose. You got something on your mind?”

“Well, actually...” She shook her head. “Forget it.”

She and Thomas were on their way home from the Sunday night singing. The clop of the horse’s hooves on the roadway was soothing after putting around on the tractor all week. Most of Wells Landing drove their tractors during the week, if they had them, and their buggies on the weekend. Sunday was a good day to go at a slower pace. Though her thoughts were anything but slow.

“Nah,” Thomas started. “You can’t say something like that, then tell me to forget it. What’s captured your thoughts tonight?”

Clara Rose pleated her fingers in her apron and tried to find the right words to tell Thomas what was on her mind. But she knew better than to blurt it all out. Thomas might not be as understanding as she was about the situation with Obie. Sure, they had known each other about as long as he had known her, but it was something different altogether when love was declared.

“It’s Obie,” she said. “He...I think he’s just worried that our friendship is going to suffer once you and I get married.”

Thomas gave a stiff nod, then clicked the reins on the back of the horse’s rump. It seemed his horse liked an even slower pace on Sunday. “Well then, he would be right about that, jah?”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s not feasible to think that after the wedding, things will remain the same. You won’t be able to spend as much time with Obie as you do now. You’ll be spending time with me.”

For as much thought as Clara Rose had given to being married and having children, she hadn’t thought about the true impact of what it would mean for her socially. No more singings, no more youth group meetings, more time with Thomas. Less time with Obie.

“He is my best friend.”

She looked over to Thomas. But his eyes were trained straight ahead. Only the thin line of his mouth gave away his annoyance. Most folks in Wells Landing didn’t understand the relationship she had with Obie. That was something she’d accepted long ago. Everyone believed that a boy and a girl couldn’t be just friends. Still, her relationship with Obie was so much deeper than her relationship with anyone else, with the exception of her sister. She and Anamaria were siblings and that put their relationship on an entirely different level. But Obie...he was the one thing she’d been certain of her entire life. Always there, always there to listen, and always ready to play a game, read aloud from a book, go swimming in Millers’ pond. He was a true friend, and she didn’t want that relationship to suffer. Why couldn’t she have both?

“I don’t think I like that,” she muttered.

Thomas turned, and even in the darkness that surrounded them, she could see the blaze in his normally docile brown eyes. “Are you saying you don’t want to get married?”

“Oh no, no, no, no.” Clara Rose shook her head. “That’s not what I meant at all. It’s just that...well, I don’t understand why I can’t be married and have a best friend too.”

Her mother was good friends with Maddie Kauffman. Well, good friends might be a little exaggerated, but Maddie came out to the house from time to time and shared a cup of coffee and a plate of cookies with Mamm. And there was Tess. She came over often to see Clara Rose and visit for a bit. She had only been married for a little over a year. She seemed to be able to make time for her friends. Why did Thomas think Clara Rose wouldn’t be able to?

She looked back to that jumping muscle in the side of his jaw. “Are you jealous of Obie?”

Thomas clicked the reins again, a little harder this time. His impatience with the horse’s rambling pace was clear. “Of course not. It’s not him you’re marrying in six weeks, but me.” His own words seemed to reassure Thomas, and a little of the tension left his shoulders.

Clara Rose breathed a small sigh of relief. The last thing she wanted was her future husband and her best friend at odds with each other so close to her special day.

“I’m sure it’s nothing,” Clara Rose said. Surely, after the wedding, everything would smooth out and become normal again. Obie was just worried that she was going to forget all about him after she and Thomas married. But she vowed right then and there to do everything in her power to make sure that all their lives went on exactly the same, no matter what.
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Chapter Three
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Yet Monday came and Clara Rose had no more peace of mind than she had the day before. In fact, she felt more confused than ever. She didn’t like her life feeling so uncertain. She’d heard about girls her age having wedding nerves and second thoughts and such. She prayed all night for the Lord to give her quietness of mind and peace of heart, but when the breakfast dishes were done, she knew there was only one solution to her problem.

“Mamm,” she called, “I’m hitching up the buggy and going visiting.”

Her mother came out of the living room carrying a dust rag. “You don’t have to work today?”

Clara Rose had recently started working at Abe Fitch’s furniture store, helping him keep things neat and orderly. Abe was something of a scatterbrain, too interested in wood and his wife, Esther, to care a whole lot about much else. It wasn’t that he was self-absorbed; that wouldn’t have been becoming for an Amish man. He was simply...distracted.

“Not until noon. I thought I would stop by and see Obie and then go on into town.”

Her mother gave her a questioning look. “Okay,” she said, the word not matching her expression at all. “If you think that’s a good idea.”

“Why would I not think it was a good idea?” Clara Rose asked. “I came up with it.”

Her mother shook her head and started back into the living room. Clara Rose followed, wanting to hear what her mother had to say and yet not wanting to hear it just as much at the same time.

Nerves. They were making her a little batty. But until she found out exactly what Obie was thinking and reassured him that nothing was going to change between them after the wedding, she didn’t think she could find a way to settle her mind and her thoughts. And until she did that, she wasn’t sure she would ever sleep again. No, this had to be taken care of. And it had to be taken care of now.

“Do you have something on your mind, Mamm?” Clara Rose asked as she followed behind her mother.

Mamm shook her head. “I told myself I was staying out of this.”

“I asked your opinion. Surely you can give me that much.”

Nancy Yutzy dropped her hands to her sides and turned to face her daughter. “Marriage is a wonderful thing, Clara Rose. Perhaps even the most wonderful thing in the entire world, but when it starts off, it can be fragile. I just don’t want any of this problem with Obie to hurt your relationship with Thomas. That’s all.”

“Problem? You think that this is a problem?” She would not have called it that. Then again, she wasn’t sure what she would call it. A situation, perhaps? An issue? But not a problem. Obie was never a problem. He was her best friend.

“Don’t go splitting hairs, daughter. You know what I mean. Sometimes a girl just has to face it. And when she gets married, her husband has to become her best friend. You’re going to be partners in life.” Mamm tossed her dust rag across one shoulder, then clasped Clara Rose’s hands in her own. She squeezed her fingers reassuringly. “Change can be scary. Really scary. But it’ll be worth it in the end.” Her mother smiled, but Clara Rose noted her lips trembled as she spoke. “Of course Obie is going to have a tough time of it right now. Your relationship is going to change, and he’s not sure where he’s going to fit into your life anymore. But if you allow it, his insecurities can ruin the bond you and Thomas are building. I just don’t want to see you let that happen.”

Clara Rose squeezed her mother’s fingers in return, then pulled her hands away. “I would never do that. I love Thomas. I would do anything to keep him happy and by my side.”

Mamm gave a quick nod. “Good. That’s just the way it should be.”

Clara Rose tried to smile. “I’ll see you after work.” She turned on her heel and left the room, thoughts of Obie and what she would do to keep him happy ringing through her mind.
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The Brenneman farm looked as it always did. A little on the shabby side. But that’s what happened when four bachelor men lived in one place without a woman. They had no need for flowers out front or even the simple, welcoming wreath on the door. There were no pots of ferns or children’s toys, just a small vegetable garden and a pair of muck boots sitting crookedly on the porch.

They really needed a woman’s touch around here, Clara Rose thought as she skipped up the steps. She rapped lightly on the door, ignoring the tripping beat of her heart. She was just a little nervous, that was all. Anyone would be when faced with the prospect of losing her best friend just because she was getting married to her other best friend. But somehow, someway, she would make Obie understand that, after she and Thomas were married, nothing would change.

The door opened and Paul Brenneman stood on the other side. “Why, Clara Rose! How good to see you today. Come in. Come in.” He stood back to allow her entrance. “I’ll get Obie. Obie,” he called, the one word ringing loudly in her ears.

“Jah, Dat?” Obie called from the landing.

“You have a visitor.”

Obie loped down the stairs, stopping halfway when he caught sight of her. Clara Rose ignored the start of her heart as he slowed, then came down at a normal pace. “Clara Rose,” he said.

“Can we talk?” She cast a quick look at his father, then back to him. “Alone?”

Obie gave a jerky nod, then grabbed his hat off the peg on the wall and crammed it on his head. “Take a walk with me?”

Clara Rose gave a small smile in return, then followed him out the door. Without a word, they strolled around the side of the house and toward the backyard and the field on the other side. It was nothing but a hay pasture, now mowed down, and she could see Eileen’s house over in the distance.

“What do you want to talk about?”

Clara Rose opened her mouth to speak, but the words seemed to get stuck somewhere along the way. “It...I mean—” Where did she begin? She had no idea. She took a deep breath and tried again. “I just wanted you to know that you will always be my best friend.” Her mother’s words from earlier floated around in her head, seeking some kind of purchase with the statement she’d just made. But there was none. How could she have two best friends? And how could she choose between Thomas and Obie?

Obie frowned. “I know that.”

She nodded awkwardly and cleared her throat. Why was this so weird? She had never been this uncomfortable with Obie before.

“I just wanted you to hear that from me.”

He flashed her that charming smile that she loved so much. “That’s sweet of you, Clara Rose, but I know that we’re friends.”

She was messing this up, not being clear. “I mean for always. Even after I’m married.”

His eyes dimmed just a bit and his lips pressed together, but he gave her a nod.

The tension left her body in a big whoosh. He understood. “So now you don’t have to worry about me and Thomas, jah?”

He shook his head. “I don’t think you understand.” He let go of her hand. The minute he pulled away, Clara Rose began to fret.

“But I do understand. I do. You’re afraid that you’re going to lose me as your best friend after Thomas and I get married. But I know that’s not going to happen.” Sure, Thomas was a little jealous right now. But once they were married that envy would disappear. Then everything would settle back into the same pattern it had been in last week before all of this happened. Thomas would be her fiancé—or rather, her husband—and Obie would be her best friend. She would still have that passel of children, the herd of puppies, and all the rest of her dreams that went along with marrying Thomas Lapp.

“He’s not the man for you,” Obie said.

“He is too,” she countered. Obie knew. He had been there when she and Thomas had seen each other for the first time.

Thomas and his family had just moved to Oklahoma from Missouri to expand their horse-breeding business, and someone had invited him to their youth group
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