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In The Christmas Harvest Author, ​Debut novelist Elizabeth Miller offers readers a richly textured tale of redemption, service, and community set against the timeless rhythms of an Old Order Amish settlement. From the opening scenes of frost-tipped orchards to the final threshing floor benediction, the novel immerses us in a world where every furrow turned and every stitch sewn holds deeper meaning. The prose is at once lyrical and unadorned—much like the plain dress and simple barns of its characters—inviting readers to slow down, breathe in the hush of lantern-lit devotion, and discover grace in the smallest acts of faith.

Elizabeth’s portrayal of Jeremiah Troyer’s transformation—from contract-bound writer to devoted teacher and stewart of soul—resonates with authenticity. Clara Burkholder emerges as a quietly formidable moral compass: patient, steadfast, and ever attuned to the whispers of Scripture and the creak of freshly hewn beams. Their evolving relationship is never sentimentalized; rather it unfolds in the shared labor of maple-sap runs, barn-raising emergencies, and Christmas Eve confessions. Through Emma-like devotion to historical detail and the gentle incorporation of KJV verses, the novel captures the living heritage of Amish tradition without veering into stereotype or gloss.

What sets this work apart is its insistence that true harvest—whether of wheat or of the heart—takes time, patience, and humility. Each chapter functions as both a narrative milestone and a meditative reflection, weaving quilt-stitch precision with journal-entry immediacy. The concluding chapter, in which Jeremiah and Clara pass their stewardship on to the next generation, is the novel’s crowning grace: a poignant reminder that the fields of faith yield eternal fruit when sown in service and tended in love.

Perfect for readers of historical and religious fiction who cherish stories of community, confession, and quiet courage, The Christmas Harvest Author is destined to become a modern holiday classic—one that celebrates the true meaning of Christmas through the everyday witness of humble, unassuming lives.

Abbie Walker Avid Reader
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Copyright © 2025 by Elizabeth Miller 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—for example, electronic, photocopy, recording—without the prior written permission of the publisher. The only exception is brief quotations in printed reviews. 

This story is a work of fiction. All characters and events are the product of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to any person, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 

All Scripture quotations are taken from the Holy Bible, King James Version, originally published in 1611.
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For the faithful hands that sow and reap, and the quiet hearts that keep watch through every season. For those who raise barn beams at dawn and stoke hearth fires through winter’s hush. For the neighbors who share labor and loaf alike, stitching hope into every quilt square. For storytellers who journey beyond their own fields to gather whispers of grace. And above all, for the One whose promise blooms in silent soil and brings every harvest to fruition.
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Bringing The Christmas Harvest Author to life has been a journey of heart and hearth—one made possible only through the kindness, wisdom, and generosity of many dear friends.

First and foremost, my deepest gratitude goes to the Amish families of Lancaster and Ephrata, Pennsylvania, who opened their barns, kitchens, and hearts to me. Your unhurried hospitality, willingness to share traditions, and gentle reminders of faith’s quiet power formed the very backbone of this story. Thank you for teaching me that every plank raised, every quilt stitched, and every hymn sung is an act of devotion.

Heartfelt thanks to family for early-morning coffee runs and listening to endless Scripture recitations; my children, Joseph and whose own simple faith first sparked my love of storytelling—thank you for bearing with countless revisions and for cheering every milestone.

Finally, to you, dear reader: thank you for turning these pages, for stepping into an Amish barn beneath lantern light, and for allowing Jeremiah and Clara’s journey to echo in your own heart. May this humble tale of service, confession, and community leave you with your own harvest of hope.

With gratitude and many blessings,

Elizabeth Miller
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Dear Reader,

When I first began weaving the story of Jeremiah and Clara, my greatest aim was to honor the heart of Amish life—the rhythms of planting and harvest, the hush of a lantern-lit hymn, the steadfast bonds of community. I immersed myself in Amish traditions: the creak of barn-raising beams, the sweetness of maple sap, the tapestry of Pennsylvania Dutch prayers woven through daily toil. Yet, in service of the novel’s deeper journey from ambition to confession, I found it necessary at times to step beyond the strict letter of Old Order practice.

You may notice scenes—like the barn gathering on Christmas Eve, the public “ordination” of Clara as teacher, Jeremiah’s personal journals, and the recitation of King James verses—that do not reflect every congregation’s Ordnung. Old Order Amish worship typically holds no special Christmas liturgy, does not formally ordain laywomen, and discourages private diaries. Likewise, Amish congregations read scriptures in High German or Pennsylvania Dutch rather than exclusively in English KJV. These deviations are intentional: they are literary vessels crafted to carry the emotional truths of our characters’ transformations and to draw you into the warmth of faith surrendered and community embraced.

Please know these creative liberties spring from profound respect and admiration for Amish heritage. My hope is that you will feel the authenticity of communal barn-raisings, the grace of humble service, and the power of confession stirring beneath lantern glow—even if some details have been adapted for narrative grace. May this story inspire you to see the sacred in everyday work, to cherish the quiet bonds of fellowship, and to believe that the sweetest harvest arises when we plant our hearts in faith.

With gratitude for your understanding and companionship

Elizabeth Miller
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“Cast thy bread upon the waters: for thou shalt find it after many days.” – Ecclesiastes 11:1 (KJV)
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I have long been drawn to stories whispered in the soft rustle of cornstalks and hidden beneath the simple folds of a plain dress. Years ago, I found myself standing at the edge of an Amish orchard as dawn broke, watching a woman gather apples in the hush before sunrise. In that moment, I sensed the power of a life measured by seasons and stitched together with prayer. The Christmas Harvest Author sprang from that memory—a desire to capture the profound peace that blooms when faith and daily toil intertwine.

Writing Jeremiah Troyer’s journey from contract-bound author to humble steward of soul challenged me to listen for the quiet stirrings of grace in everyday work. I wanted readers to feel the thud of a scythe cutting wheat, the sweet hiss of maple sap bubbling into sugar, and the sacred hush of a Christmas Eve confession in a lantern-lit barn. These moments taught me that redemption often arrives on two creaking planks rather than a grand stage. Jeremiah’s surrender—transforming old ambitions into new devotion—became the heartbeat of a novel I pray will echo in your own seasons of waiting.

Clara’s character grew from conversations with Amish stitchers who told me how each quilt block can hold both sorrow and praise. Their stories of sewing memory squares through winter storms and lean harvests gave shape to her gentle strength. I witnessed mothers teaching children Scripture with one hand and supple needles with the other, and I knew that faith is woven as much into stitches as into sermons. Clara’s quilt became a tapestry of community, a reminder that every labor of love leaves its mark on both fabric and heart.

At its core, The Christmas Harvest Author is a story of community bound by unspoken vows of service. You will meet neighbors who haul beams for a meetinghouse roof, young mothers who boil syrup by starlight, and children whose voices rise in hymns above the barn rafters. Their lives are quiet testaments to Psalm 65:9–10 (KJV): “Thou visitest the earth, and waterest it... Thou crownest the year with thy goodness.” May these pages carry you into fields of hope, where every harvest hymn reminds us that grace is plentiful for those who pause to gather it.

I have also written this story in honor of Christmas—the season when the Word became flesh in the humblest of places. It seemed only fitting that Jeremiah’s turning point would be a Christmas Eve confession, that his ashes of ambition would rise in the warmth of a gathering barn. I hope this novel rekindles your sense of wonder for the simplest gift of all: the presence of the Holy in the everyday.

If you read these pages with an open heart, you will feel the weight of a community’s hopes and the lightness of a soul set free. You will learn that service can be sweeter than success and that the richest stories grow in fields tilled by patience and prayer. Welcome to The Christmas Harvest Author—may its harvest of grace linger with you long after the last page is read..

Elizabeth Miller
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Late December’s first snow fell in soft flurries across the Burkholder orchard, blanketing every branch in ghost-white promise. Jeremiah Troyer stood at the edge of the lane, breath clouding in the lantern glow, clutching his leather satchel as if it held both all he had and all he had lost. Beyond the fence, the meetinghouse’s windows glowed like embers in the night, and muffled hymns drifted on the wind: a chorus in German and English, mingling like smoke and prayer.

He had come to write of barn raisings and harvest festivals, of the simple rhythms that drew thousands to gaze at parchment-thin walls and hoof-print paths. He thought himself an observer, a chronicler immune to the hush of devotion or the pull of a community bound by faith. But as each lantern-lit step carried him closer, the weight in his chest shifted: this would be more than a story. It would be a reckoning.

Behind him, the snow whispered to the fields, burying last year’s stubble in white stillness. Ahead of him lay the promise of new beginnings—if he dared to set down the voice of ambition and pick up instead the quiet call to serve.
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Jeremiah Troyer leaned back in his worn leather chair, fingertips brushing the smooth grain of the old oak desk. Late spring sunlight streamed weakly through the dusty apartment window, illuminating a scattering of rejection letters and dog-eared manuscripts. Beyond the glass, yellowing fire escapes zigzagged against a brick wall, and the distant rumble of traffic had become the pulse he could no longer bear. His chest tightened with a longing he could not name—each bestseller felt hollow, each review more distant than the last.

On his desk lay a folded brochure for Benjamin’s Amish Buggy Rides in Bird-in-Hand, Pennsylvania, purchased on a whim after a sleepless night. The silhouette of a horse-drawn buggy under a sweep of amber cornfields called to him. He smoothed the paper, tasting the promise of quiet: no blaring neon signs, no frantic deadlines, no unending hum of the city beneath his window. What he needed was space to breathe, to remember who he was before success and failure had fused into an uncomfortable blend.

He reached for the phone and dialed his agent, his fingers trembling slightly. On the second ring, a brisk voice answered. “Jeremiah, glad you called. We need to discuss promotional tours—bookstores, podcasts, interviews—”

He closed his eyes, steeling himself. “I have a different idea.” He forced the words out evenly. “I want the next novel to be set in an Old Order Amish community. Think...romance, but rooted in true simplicity. We’ll forego scandal. I want authenticity.”

Silence crackled over the line. “You’re serious? Amish? No electricity, no cars, no modern conveniences at all?”

“A setting far from artifice,” he said. “A world of plain dress, horse-and-buggy travel, conviction without pretense.”

His agent cleared her throat. “Titles sell on drama, Jeremiah. But...if you think you can land this— I’ll support you. Just...be aware, deadlines haven’t changed.”

He offered a relieved smile to the empty room. “Thank you. I’ll start research immediately.”

After the call, Jeremiah sifted through a stack of books, pamphlets, and websites tracing the contours of Amish life. He learned that families ended formal schooling at eighth grade, that homes lacked electric wiring, indoor plumbing, and telephones, that daily routines centered on farm work, worship, and community calls—barn raisings, quilting circles, and Sunday services in someone’s barn-turned-meetinghouse.

He printed articles about Pennsylvania Dutch greetings and clipped a few phrases: Gutn Morgn (Good morning); Wie geht’s? (How are you?); Danke, fein (Thank you, fine). He copied verses from the King James Bible in his best calligraphy, knowing that in Old Order homes, Scripture might be read in High German or Pennsylvania Dutch. He wrote each verse on index cards: “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want” (Psalm 23:1 KJV), “Be ye kind one to another, tenderhearted” (Ephesians 4:32 KJV), “Let us not be weary in well doing” (Galatians 6:9 KJV).

Night settled around him with the city lights blinking like false stars. He brewed a cup of weak coffee and carried it to the small balcony, arms wrapped around the mug. The scent of diesel and wet pavement carried on a breeze that felt heavy with possibility. He pictured waking before dawn, sashaying through fields lined with white fences, the deep stillness broken only by a horse’s neigh and the low moan of a wooden buggy wheel.

He spent hours poring over maps. Bird-in-Hand lay nestled among rolling hills and farmland, not far from Lancaster. He examined satellite images, tracing the backroads that would be impassable to anything but horse-drawn carriages. He imagined himself stepping onto a gravel driveway, leaving behind the metallic roar of engines and cell towers.

By midnight, he had filled a page of his notebook with a plan: arrive unannounced at Benjamin’s Amish Buggy Rides, explain his desire to stay with an Amish family for research, blend into daily life, learn the rhythms of prayer, work, and fellowship. He would conceal his smartphone in a cloth satchel, carry only plain clothes patterned after descriptions he’d studied, and leave behind his laptop and tablet under loose floorboards. He would navigate by memory and paper maps—no GPS.

He sank onto his bed, eyelids heavy. He had never gone this far for a novel before. The thought of living without electricity, of sleeping in a room lit by lanterns, made his heart race with equal parts excitement and fear. He felt as if he were standing on a threshold, ready to cross into a world where time moved by seasons, not by screens.

Before sleep claimed him, Jeremiah closed his Bible and whispered: “Create in me a clean heart, O God; and renew a right spirit within me” (Psalm 51:10 KJV). He clasped the worn copy to his chest and let the silence cradle him. He prayed for humility, for patience, for the courage to lay aside his ambitions and allow truth to shape his story. And as he drifted into dreams, he saw fields of waving grass and heard soft hymns rising from a barn, voices united in simple praise.

Dawn arrived in pale, dissolving light, and Jeremiah rose before the city stirred. He dressed in plain trousers and a simple button-down shirt, shoes sturdy enough for country roads. On his desk he placed the brochure, the index cards, and a manila envelope stamped with the address of Benjamin’s Amish Buggy Rides. He folded away his phone and laptop, scooping them into a thin cloth satchel.

At the airport, he stood between two travelers glued to their phones, headphones clamped firmly over their ears, and he felt strangely proud to be the only one looking out the window. He watched the tarmac glisten with dew, the city skyline receding, and when the engines roared, he closed his eyes and pictured the serenity that awaited.

On the small commuter flight into Lancaster, he scribbled in his notebook: First chapter – arrive at Burkholder farm. Initial impressions. Smell of barn—woodsmoke, hay, livestock musk. Speech patterns—Pennsylvania Dutch common, High German for sermons, no English Bible reading in the meetinghouse.

His flight touched down mid-morning, and through the haze of airport windows, he glimpsed farmland carpeted in yellow-green shoots, white fences glinting in the sun, and shutters on the distant barns painted in unadorned hues. He collected his suitcase from the baggage claim, the sturdy canvas echoing the simplicity he sought.

Outside, he found a local driver waiting, an older man with a weathered straw hat pulled low. “Herr Troyer?” the man asked, tipping his head. Jeremiah nodded. The driver loaded his suitcase onto a plain, unlit wagon hitched to a gentle gray mare. Jeremiah’s pulse quickened as the horse shifted under him, stamping the soft earth.

“Benjamin’s Amish Buggy Rides,” the driver said in a rough voice, cracking a whip string over his shoulder to urge the mare forward.

Jeremiah settled into the wooden seat and watched the city unfold into countryside. The road curved between rolling fields and clusters of poplars, the air cool and tinged with the sweetness of turning earth. He felt each jolt of the wagon, each sway marking a new departure from the life he’d known.

At last he rounded a bend and saw a low stone farmhouse with unpainted wood siding. A family worked in the yard—two men raising a post for a new chicken coop, women hanging laundry on a line, children chasing a dog through tall grass. The driver slowed, and Jeremiah’s breath caught. This was it. The world he’d dreamed of.

He stepped down from the buggy, heart pounding. He looked at the farmhouse and then at the people, all clad in plain dress—dark trousers, simple bonnets, broad straw hats. The sun glinted on a wooden fence, the boards rough-hewn yet solid, each nail driven by hand. A lantern swung from the porch beam, its glass panes clear of electricity, meant only for oil and wick.

Daniel Burkholder emerged from the house, tall and solid, face shadowed beneath his straw hat. He walked with deliberate calm, his unlined shirt crisp despite the midday heat. Jeremiah extended his hand, offering a practiced smile. “Gutn Dach (Good day), Mr. Burkholder. I’m Jeremiah Troyer.” He laid the brochure and a neatly typed letter on the porch railing.

Daniel nodded, eyes steady. “Ich grüße dich (I greet you), Jeremiah.” His voice was low but carried a note of welcome. “You come to us seeking to stay with an Amish family?”

Jeremiah felt surprise at the abrupt bilingual greeting but smiled wider. “Yes, sir. For research. I wish to learn your daily life, the rhythms, to write a story that honors your ways.”

Daniel glanced at the letter, then back at Jeremiah. “You understand we live without electricity, automobiles, telephones. We work by manual labor, our days marked by sunrise, work, worship, supper, and rest. Are you prepared for that?”

Jeremiah nodded, remembering each pamphlet he’d read, each whispered prayer from last night. “I am. I’ve left my devices behind. I want only to learn.”

A distant church bell tolled, its clamor carried on the breeze. Daniel turned his head, listening. “Come inside. We will break bread, then talk of measures and work. It is the way of hospitality.”

Jeremiah allowed himself a swallow of relief and followed Daniel across the grass. He inhaled the scent of warm woodsmoke, of sun-baked earth, of the ripe musk of the barn. Behind him, the buggy waited, the mare’s tail swishing. Ahead, a plain home stood open, offering more than shelter—it promised belonging he had long ago forgotten.
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Jeremiah stepped from the buggy onto soft earth dusted with straw, the gray mare stamping a steady rhythm beside him. The gentle clop-clop of hooves had become his new metronome, each impact echoing in the silent morning. He set his satchel on the ground, heart pounding with anticipation. Before him spread the Burkholder farmstead: a low, sturdy farmhouse of unpainted siding; a wide porch shaded by a simple gable roof; and beyond that, a red-tinged barn, its stalls humming with the soft murmurs of horses and the occasional low bellow of a cow. No telephone wires stretched across the sky—only open fields framed by white fences and the distant flutter of a wooden windmill.

Daniel Burkholder emerged from beneath the porch roof, his broad-brimmed straw hat shading a face both welcoming and reserved. His plain black coat was buttoned high against the breeze, the collar crisp and starched, his trousers cut from dark wool, tailored by hand to fit without flourish or frill. He nodded once, solemnly, and extended his hand in greeting.

“Gutn Dach (Good day), Mr. Troyer,” he said, his voice even, with a hint of warmth. His handshake was firm, the skin calloused but not rough.

Jeremiah swallowed a smile. “Gutn Dach,” he replied, matching Daniel’s tone. He cleared his throat. “Thank you for meeting me. Your buggy ride was...quieter than any road I’ve traveled.”

Daniel inclined his head slightly, looking not at Jeremiah’s phone—stored carefully in his coat pocket—but past him to the farmland. “We may not have the noise of motors here, but we have plenty of work to keep us occupied,” he said. “Come inside and rest your feet. We’ll share a bit of zwieback and milch (bread and milk), then see about supper preparations.”

A young woman appeared at the side of the porch, her knees brushing against the doorframe as she stepped down to assist Jeremiah with his cloth satchel and suitcase. Her simple cotton dress was muted blue, the bodice plain, sleeves gathered just below the elbow, and her dark hair tucked neatly into a white kapp. She placed a small hand atop the satin leather handle of his suitcase, lifting lightly.

“Sei gegrüßt (be greeted), Mr. Troyer,” she said softly, her Pennsylvania Dutch accent wrapping each syllable in warmth. Her eyes were a deep chestnut, steady and thoughtful, and her cheeks bore a gentle rose glow from the morning chill.

“Thank you,” Jeremiah managed, surprised by the depth of welcome in her voice. He realized she was likely Clara, Daniel’s sister, as described in his dossier of notes. She guided him up the wooden steps to the porch, where his satchel rested among a few small packages. He watched her fingers brush over the worn fabric as she set his things down.

Their mother met them at the top step, a matronly figure whose plain dress carried faint flour streaks and whose rolling pin lay at her side as if she had just stepped from the kitchen. Her warm eyes crinkled at the corners the instant she smiled.

“You must be hungry,” she said in gentle English, though the melody of her voice hinted at the Pennsylvania Dutch she spoke with family. “Come inside. I’ve fresh zwieback from the oven and cold milch ready for you. Your journey was long, I warrant.”

Inside the parlor, the scent of baking bread and soft woodsmoke swirled together. The walls, unadorned except for a simple painted clock and a framed Bible verse in German script, felt modest yet inviting. A small, round table stood in the corner, its surface covered with a white linen cloth and a ceramic pitcher of milk beside a plate piled high with crisp zwieback. Two wooden chairs waited at either side, their seats smoothed by years of use.

Margaret Burkholder—though Jeremiah did not yet know her name—gestured to the seat across from her children’s bench. “Settle yourself,” she urged, pressing a kerchief into his hand to brush off any stray dust. “You’ll find our table plain, but our fare is honest.”

He nodded gratefully and sank onto the chair. The zwieback was crusty on the outside and tender within, each bite mellow and slightly sweet, tasting of the stone-milled flour sold at the local gristmill. The milk was cool and creamy, a taste so pure it reminded him of childhood summers. He took a thoughtful sip, then met Mrs. Burkholder’s eyes.

“I can’t remember the last time I tasted bread this good,” he said, almost aloud. He swallowed. “Thank you.”

She smiled and straightened her apron. “You’ll soon grow accustomed. Here, work and prayer fill our hours, and simple food sustains us.” She stood, then led him down a short hallway past a cupboard with glassless shelves lined with earthenware plates. The hallway light came from a kerosene lantern in a wall sconce, its soft glow dancing across the rough-hewn planks.

They paused outside a bedroom door. Mrs. Burkholder placed her hand on the latch. “Here is where you’ll rest,” she said. She opened the door to reveal a small room with a single window and a plain wooden bed. A quilt of muted greens and blues lay folded at the foot of the bed, hand-stitched with squares of worn but sturdy fabric. A simple washstand stood in the corner, a basin of fresh water in a porcelain bowl waiting for use.

Clara stepped forward and folded back the quilt, smoothing the fabric with nimble fingers. “I pressed the sheets this morning,” she said, offering him a small smile. “They’ll smell of lavender.” She placed a sprig of dried lavender beneath the pillow.

Jeremiah’s chest warmed under their collective kindness. He set his satchel beside the bed, making sure his phone remained tucked safely inside his coat. He watched as Clara’s gaze drifted to the lantern fixture on the wall, then to the low window with its lace curtains. No electric bulb hung overhead, no extension cord snaked along the floor—only oil lanterns perched on hooks.

Downstairs, the thrum of conversation and the clatter of cooking reached his ears. He straightened and ran his hand over the quilt’s stitches, noting how each seam had been measured and sewn by hand. Clara and Mrs. Burkholder exchanged a few words in soft Pennsylvania Dutch, voices low and melodic, before stepping back into the hallway.

Alone in the quiet room, Jeremiah let his breath out slowly. He unwrapped a small notebook and began to jot details: room lit by oil lamp; lavender-scented sheets; hand-stitched quilt squares; separate work and rest spaces; no modern appliances. He closed the notebook and sat on the edge of the bed, appreciating the firmness of the mattress and the soft hush of the house beyond. He realized he had been holding his breath.

A clear knock sounded at the door. Daniel’s voice drifted in: “Jeremiah? Supper is nearly ready. Will you join us in the kitchen?”

“Thank you,” Jeremiah called back. He stood, smoothing his shirt, and opened the door to find Daniel waiting, hat in hand.

They walked side by side down the hallway. Jeremiah noticed the floorboards creaked under his boots, their slats cut by hand, each slight dip and ridge a testament to years of care. The kitchen door lay open at the end of the corridor, revealing a broad room lit by two lanterns hanging overhead. A large fireplace dominated one wall, the hearth piled high with split oak logs that crackled in an embered glow. Pots and kettles hung from iron hooks over the fire, and the smell of simmering stew mingled with the tang of mashed potatoes cooling in a wooden bowl.

Clara stood at the hearth, stirring the dark-hued stew with a long wooden spoon. Her cheeks warmed by the firelight, she wore a plain apron over her dress, and her hair was bound in a tighter kapp for cooking. Mrs. Burkholder lifted a lid from a second pot of boiling water and drained the potatoes into a colander, then mashed them with a ridged wooden masher.

“Ah, Jeremiah, come sit,” Mrs. Burkholder said, guiding him to a bench beside the long wooden table. “We have beef stew with onions and carrots, mashed potatoes, and fresh-cut green beans from the garden.”

Daniel seated himself at the head of the table and nodded in greeting. His eyes were honest, his posture dignified. He poured Jeremiah a cup of cool spring water from a stoneware pitcher. “We say grace,” he said softly in High German, voice steady: “Gott, wir danken dir für diese Gabe, segne diese Mühe zu deinem Wohlgefallen” (God, we thank You for these gifts; bless this labor for Your pleasure). He folded his hands and inclined his head.

The family echoed the prayer in unison, their voices blending as if shaped by tradition through generations. Jeremiah bowed his head, listening to the rise and fall of German consonants and vowels, the cadence unfamiliar yet strangely comforting. He felt included, honored, and hopeful that he had not misjudged his desire for this life.

“Supper is ready,” Daniel announced, switching to English. “Please help yourself.”

Jeremiah ladled the stew into his bowl, the savory aroma rising in gentle waves—tender chunks of beef, thick broth steeped with onion, carrot, and potato. He added a spoonful of mashed potatoes, using a piece of zwieback to scoop up any stray broth. The flavors were deep and unhurried, each bite grounding him further in this place of honest labor and deliberate ritual.

He glanced across the table at Clara, who was breaking bread and passing it around, her fingers nimble as she tore off pieces. When she reached him, she offered a slice with a small, almost shy smile, murmuring, “Here—Frisch Brot (fresh bread).”

“Thank you,” he said sincerely, and their eyes met for a moment before she looked away, her cheeks faintly flushed.

Conversation remained light: talk of the day’s chores, the weather’s unpredictability in late spring, plans for planting corn the following week. Jeremiah contributed sparingly, conscious to speak only when asked and to listen otherwise. He asked for clarification on a few Pennsylvania Dutch words—how to say fence post, how to ask a neighbor for help—and the family guided him patiently through each phrase, gently correcting his pronunciation.

After the last morsel was eaten, Daniel rose and gestured to the fireplace’s edge. “If you wish, we’ll take lanterns and fetch water from the spring behind the barn. It’s good for quiet reflection.”

Jeremiah nodded. “I’d like that very much.”

They donned straw hats and stepped into the mellow dusk, the sky tinged with rose and lavender. Mrs. Burkholder handed each of them a kerosene lantern and a wooden yoke for carrying buckets. The night air was cool, scented faintly with lilac and newly turned soil, and the sound of frogs began to rise in the nearby marsh.

Daniel led the way down a narrow path lined with blooming clover. Clara followed, her steps light, the lantern’s frame casting dancing shadows across her simple white bonnet. Jeremiah walked between them, lantern held high, his satchel slung behind him. He breathed deeply, tasting the serenity of this place where every gesture carried intention.

At the spring, water gurgled clear over smooth stones. Jeremiah cupped the lantern’s light to the water and saw its clarity, the way it sparkled before spilling into the half-filled buckets. Daniel filled one, balancing it on his shoulder with ease. Clara filled the other, humming a quiet tune in German. Jeremiah knelt and scooped water into a tin cup, letting it trickle across his tongue. It was cold and pristine, more refreshing than any bottled water in the city.

On the walk back, Clara spoke softly, “Hier ist Frieden (Here is peace).” She looked at him, her voice steady. “Some find it only in stillness.”

Jeremiah smiled, his reflection glowing in the lantern light. “I’m beginning to understand.”

When they returned to the house, Mrs. Burkholder was there to take the water from their yokes, setting the buckets aside. Daniel placed his lantern on a hook, and Jeremiah followed suit. They gathered back around the hearth, the stove’s warmth wrapping them in comfort.

“Thank you for your help,” Mrs. Burkholder said, pouring them each a cup of chamomile tea from an enamel kettle. The floral aroma mingled with woodsmoke, promising calm before bedtime.

Jeremiah accepted the tea and inhaled deeply, savoring the rare quietude. He realized, for the first time since arriving, how tired he truly was—tired of noise, tired of false acclaim, tired of endless ambition without meaning.

Clara took a seat beside him on the bench, folding her hands in her lap. “You’ll sleep well here,” she said quietly. “Our home keeps to rhythms—no hurry, no glare. We rise, we work, we rest.”

He nodded, cradling the warm mug. “Yesterday, I wrote that life here would feel like stepping onto a different planet. I didn’t know how true that would be.”

Daniel offered a small smile and raised his cup in a gentle toast. “To simplicity and truth,” he said. “May you find inspiration in both.”

Jeremiah lifted his cup and joined the toast. The warmth of the tea spread through him, carrying with it the promise of new beginnings. As he sipped, he let his gaze wander around the room—lanterns shining on rough walls, a plain clock ticking softly, the family’s contentment in each shared glance.

Before retiring, he slipped back into the spare room. Lantern light danced across the quilt’s stitches as he laid his coat on a wooden chair and unfastened the hidden satchel. He pulled out his notebook and pen, eager to capture every detail of this evening—the hush of dinner, the hush of the spring, the hush of strangers becoming companions.

After writing late into the night by lantern glow, he placed the notebook on the bedside table, extinguished the lantern, and slipped beneath the quilt. The lavender-scented pillow pressed gently against his cheek as sleep claimed him, each breath soft and even. Outside, the farm lay hushed under a blanket of stars, and for the first time in a long while, Jeremiah Troyer dreamed not of accolades or deadlines, but of dawn choruses in the fields, of barn rafters echoing hymns, and of a simple life guiding his pen to honest words.
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CHAPTER 3
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Jeremiah lay in the spare room, the dawn light sifting through the lace curtains like pale fingers brushing his face. A rooster crowed in the distance, and somewhere a thin church bell rang once, twice, then a soft procession of notes that carried across the fields. He blinked, sitting up slowly. The rough-hewn floorboards beneath his feet were cool, and in that quiet hour he felt more alive than he had in years.

He opened the window, savoring the hush broken only by birdsong and the low rustle of leaves. He cupped his hands around his mouth and offered his first greeting of the day: “Gutt Morgn (Good morning).” The words felt foreign on his tongue yet warm as sunlight. He breathed in deeply—smoke from the hearth mingled with the crisp air of early morning, the earth releasing its dew-laden scent.

The simplicity of it all struck him like revelation. No blare of traffic, no hum of fluorescent lights, no digital screen vying for attention. Here, rhythm came from the cycles of nature and the steady song of church bells summoning neighbors to worship. He dressed in the plain shirt and trousers Clara had pressed for him, noticing how the fabric fell without the flair of modern tailoring. His shirt had no logo, no bright pattern—only solid color that matched the backdrop of fields and barns.

Descending the narrow hallway, he paused at the glow of a single lantern. The soft amber light threw dancing shadows on the walls, and he realized—reading at night meant candle or lantern light. No bedside lamp or electric bulb. His phone, tucked away in his satchel, remained silent. The hush felt sacred, a deliberate offering of peace.

At the foot of the stairs, he paused to watch Clara smoothing a shirt at a wooden washstand. Her reflection in the small oval mirror looked calm, familiar as an old photograph brought to life. She dipped her hands into the basin, rubbing lye soap against the linen. “Mornin’, Jeremiah,” she said, her voice low. “I hung your shirts last night. They’re by the clothesline.”

He followed her outside, where line and wooden pegs stretched behind the barn. The clothes swayed gently, each garment catching stray beams of sunlight. Clara motioned to a plain washstand beneath a window. “Here you go. Wash your hands and face before breakfast. Helps you wake proper-like.”

He ran cool water over his face, the simple act grounding him. He dried his skin on a linen towel, woven with care, embroidered with subtle stitching along the edge. Clara folded the towel and handed it back. He noticed her hands—delicate but callused at the fingertips, evidence of early mornings and daily chores.

Behind them, Daniel emerged from the barn yard, his broad shoulders framed by the rising sun. He carried a stiff leather harness, checking each buckle by feel. Jeremiah watched as Daniel outlined the harness on a sleek bay mare, buckling the harness snug against her neck and chest. The horse stood patiently, muscles rippling beneath its coat.

“That horse belongs to our neighbor, Mr. Keim,” Daniel said without turning. “He takes her into town for supplies. Today I’ll help him mend the fence row along his north field.” He nodded toward the neighboring land, where a fence post leaned at a precarious angle. “We do these jobs together—barn raising in big projects, fence mending in smaller visits. It’s how we keep the colony strong.”

Jeremiah studied the harness, the leather punctured by metal buckles and rings, all fitted by hand. He could almost feel the leather’s grain beneath his fingertips. “Barn raising,” he repeated. “That’s the custom where the whole community gathers to build a barn in a single day, isn’t it?”

Daniel glanced up. “So it goes. We gather at dawn, carry timbers, nail rafters, raise the frame, then share a potluck dinner afterward. No machines—only muscle, pulleys, and the wisdom of elders. It’s a test of unity.”

Jeremiah nodded, picturing the hum of conversation rising above the click of hammers. He recalled the brochure’s reference: “Amish barn raisings—community at its best.” He felt anticipation, the promise of seeing faith and fellowship in motion.

Clara led him back toward the house. “Breakfast’s almost ready. I never took coffee from the kitchen; I figured you might rather have tea.” She glanced at Daniel and then back at him. “It’s chamomile, or maybe mint, fresh from the garden. Tea soothes the body, helps with early chores.”

He hesitated, remembering his city habit of strong coffee. He cleared his throat. “Tea sounds perfect,” he said. “Thank you.”

Inside, Mrs. Burkholder ladled oatmeal into bowls—thick, hearty porridge topped with a drizzling of honey and a scattering of blueberries picked from a low bush beside the porch. A pot of steaming herbal tea stood ready, its fragrance like a hymn: sweet chamomile, a whisper of mint, the faint kiss of rose petals.

He drank slowly, each sip a celebration of simplicity. The porridge was warm comfort, filling him from the inside out. When he looked up, the family passed dishes filled with cold apples and slices of zwieback. A bowl of fresh-pressed apple butter sat in the center, its cinnamon haze inviting.

After the last of the porridge was eaten, Daniel hung his empty bowl on a rack by the hearth. “We’ll saddle the horses soon,” he said, nodding toward the stable door. “There’s a broken fence hinge to fix, and then a neighbor’s buggy wheel that needs tightening. You’re welcome to come, if you’d like to see how we do it.”

Jeremiah rose, wiping his mouth with a linen napkin. “I’d like that very much.”

In the stable, the air was warm, tinged with hay and horse scent. Soft nickers greeted them as Daniel tickled the mare’s forelock. Jeremiah watched as Daniel attached wooden shafts to the harness, secure with leather straps. He smoothed a cloth over the mare’s flank, wiping away dust. Nearby, a chestnut gelding snorted and nudged his halter.
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