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        Author’s Note

      

      

      It should be noted that the Amish people and their communities differ one from another. There are, in fact, no two Amish communities exactly alike. It is this premise on which this book is written. We have taken cautious steps to assure the authenticity of Amish practices and customs. Both Old Order Amish and New Order Amish are portrayed in this work of fiction and may be inconsistent with some Amish communities.

      We, as Englischers, can learn a lot from the Plain People and their simple way of life. Their hard work, close-knit family life, and concern for others are to be applauded. As the Lord wills, may this special culture continue to be respected and remain so for many centuries to come, and may God’s light of salvation reach their hearts.
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      Mein Liewe – My Dear
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      Ordnung – Rules of the Amish community
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      It is a secret I intend to keep buried forever. But like all secrets, it begs to be told. Nobody knows. Only me. And if I had my way, not even I would know. The secret is powerful. It has the potential to destroy my life. On the other hand, if revealed, could it possibly bring a sense of peace to my soul? But I will never tell a soul. Ever.
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      Exhausted, Hannah Stolzfus clambered down from the buggy. Dat met her at the barn and led Winnie to the water trough. “Another busy day at the candle shop?” Dat’s bushy eyebrows rose.

      “Jah, Dat. Lots of Englischers today. I guess the kinner are out of school now that it’s summertime and it seems lots of folks are visiting Lancaster on their vacations this year,” Hannah said.

      “It wonders me why the Englisch find our ways so interesting.” Silas Stolzfus stroked his beard with his thumb and forefinger.

      “I think maybe they want to be like us. I saw another new book at Yoder’s Market yesterday. It had a woman on the cover with a kapp, but the hair was all wrong. Looked pretty funny to me. Ach, I can’t imagine what Mamm would say if I cut my hair short across the front like the Englisch.”

      “If they want to be like us, why don’t they give up their fancy cars and their electric?” Dat added, “Nee, I’m afraid it would be difficult giving up something you’ve known your whole life. I, for one, would not want to give up my farm.”

      “That’s because you are a gut farmer and a gut steward of the land Gott has given you.”

      “Demut, Hannah. It is only by the strength Der Herr gives me that I can work this land.” Dat leaned over and placed a hand on Hannah’s forearm. “You are a gut daughter, and wise to think such things.”

      “If I am wise it is only because of what you and Mamm have taught me,” Hannah deflected with a smile before making her way toward the back door of the house.

      Silas released a contented sigh and grinned as he watched Hannah enter the house. Out of all four of his daughters, she was certainly the most well-grounded and levelheaded. His youngest daughter, on the other hand, was quite a different story. He knew how often Deborah sneaked out of the house at night but was glad that she often roped Hannah into going with her. He got the feeling Hannah only went to keep her sister from dabbling in too much mischief.
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        * * *

      

      “Hannah,” Deborah whispered, shaking her sister’s shoulder. “Hannah, wake up.”

      Groggily, Hannah turned over on her side. “What is it, Deborah?” Hannah groaned.

      “Leah can’t go with me tonight. You have to come. I told Peter I would meet him at the movie theater. Leah’s beau canceled and now she doesn’t want to go,” Deborah said pouting.

      “I’m tired, Deb. We had customers non-stop today and I barely had enough time to complete my chores before bed,” Hannah reasoned.

      Deborah rolled her eyes. “Hannah, you’re eighteen years old and you’re acting like Mammi.”

      “I am not,” Hannah snapped back. “And if you had a mind to get yourself a job, you might find yourself a little tired, too. Instead you do everything you can to get out of work.”

      “I do not. I’m in my rumspringa. I’ve got a right to have a little fun,” Deborah said, pulling up a pair of jeans under her dress. “Fine. If you won’t go with me I’ll just go by myself.”

      Hannah sighed and rolled out of bed. “Okay, I’ll come with you but I’m not wearing Englisch clothes.”

      “If you want to be the only one in an Englisch movie theater dressed Plain, fine. But I aim to fit in. Besides, Peter likes it when I wear these jeans.” Deb gave Hannah a sly look.

      “Ach, did he tell ya that?” Hannah donned her kapp and pinned it into place.

      “Nee, but I can tell by the way he looks at me. I'm sure Christian would look at you that way, too, if you dressed in Englisch clothes like this,” Deborah said unabashedly, showing off her snug jeans and fitted shirt.

      Incredulous, Hannah gasped. “I certainly don't want to attract that kind of attention from Christian. It's...it's sinful.”

      Deborah rolled her eyes. “Ach, Hannah. Have you no sense of fun?”

      “It's that sense of fun that lands girls in trouble,” Hannah insisted.

      “Come on Plain Jane, let's go now.”

      Hannah shook her head in disbelief and reluctantly followed her obstinate sister out the door.
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        * * *

      

      Hannah stood at the back of the movie theater’s auditorium waiting for her eyes to adjust. Deborah and Peter had already found their seats, but Hannah had no clue where they were. She had decided using the bathroom before the movie started would be good idea, but had to wait in a long line. By the time she entered the theater, the previews had already begun. It’s nearly impossible to see anything in here. Hannah squinted. After giving up locating her sister, she sat down in the back row alone.
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        * * *

      

      Samuel Beachy entered the movie theater a little late. After his friend Christian ditched him for supper with an Englisch girl, he figured he didn’t want to spend the evening bored to death. The movie theater was the only other thing open on this side of town at this late hour. Fortunately, the movie that looked most interesting had just begun and he could slip in before the previews were over. He normally didn’t care to watch Englisch movies, but figured it was better than the alternative.

      As he looked around for a good seat, he noticed an Amish girl in the back row. Due to the darkness, he couldn’t tell if it was someone from his district or not. He approached the row and walked near to where the young woman sat. A bright flash from the movie screen illuminated her face and he realized it was Hannah Stolzfus, Christian’s aldi.

      What is she doing here alone? He wondered. He was glad Christian and the Englisch girl hadn’t come here. If so, Hannah was sure to be disheartened seeing her beau with another girl. Samuel determined he would keep her company.

      “Hiya,” he whispered.

      “Ach, hullo, Samuel.” Hannah’s face brightened as she looked past him. “Is Christian with you?”

      Samuel grimaced inwardly. “Nee. I’m here alone. Do you mind if I join ya?”

      “I guess that would be all right.” She shrugged. “I’m here with my schweschder and her beau—your bruder.”

      Samuel looked around the large, darkened auditorium, but the young couple was nowhere in sight. He leaned over and whispered, “Hey, want some popcorn?”

      Hannah seemed to hesitate. “But it’s so expensive.”

      “My treat. It won’t break me, I promise.” He winked.

      “Sure.” She smiled.

      She probably thought the popcorn smelled good. He knew it was difficult to resist. She most likely wouldn’t have wasted money buying her own at the exorbitant amount the theaters charged when she could make it at home for just pennies, but Samuel was eager to purchase some.

      “I’ll be right back.” He disappeared for a few minutes, and then promptly returned with a large tub of popcorn. He offered her some and she happily took a large handful of the buttery goodness and popped some into her mouth.

      “It’s a gut thing I got the big one,” he teased.

      “You mean I gotta share it with you?” She grinned.

      “Yes, but these are all yours,” he said, handing her a box of chocolate malt balls and a bottle of water.

      “Denki, Samuel.”

      Samuel didn’t begrudge being generous—especially when it evoked a smile from a beautiful girl. Christian’s girl, he reminded himself. He’d need to tread lightly. Christian may be a two-timing cheat, but Samuel had no intentions of tempting Hannah into being one too. He, in good conscience, would never be able to call himself Christian’s best friend if he did.

      However, he couldn’t deny that he delighted in seeing Hannah’s face light up. Christian had found a good woman. It was a shame he wasn’t treating her the way she deserved. The three of them had grown up together and had always been gut friends. It seemed that Hannah had blossomed from an awkward tomboy into a beautiful young lady overnight. Unfortunately, both Samuel and Christian had noticed at the same time. The very night Samuel had in mind to ask Hannah if he could take her home from a singing was the night she rode in Christian’s buggy for the first time. That was over a year ago. Since then, Samuel had respected them as a couple and kept his distance from Hannah. But still, he couldn’t help but think what would have happened if he’d asked and she’d gone out with him instead.

      Meanwhile, last fall Samuel had met a nice young woman named Carolanne. He had moved to Ohio for a few months to help out with his uncle’s corn harvest. After he had taken Carolanne home from a few singings, he’d asked her to be his aldi. When he returned to Pennsylvania, they continued their long-distance relationship by writing letters to each other at least once a month. He planned on returning to Ohio one day to make Carolanne his bride when he was certain she was the one. But he just wasn’t certain.

      What would happen to Hannah if things didn’t work out between her and Christian? Would she give Samuel a chance? As he sat next to Hannah, watching her watch the movie, he was tempted to take her hand. But he wouldn’t. Surely she would be put off by it. Sitting here with her almost felt like a date—if only it was.
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        * * *

      

      As the movie progressed, Hannah could hardly keep her eyelids open. It seemed like only a few minutes had gone by when she felt a gentle patting on her arm. She woke up to find herself leaning against Samuel. He slipped his arm from around her shoulder when she became fully coherent.

      “I’m sorry, Samuel,” Hannah said, feeling like a dummkopp.

      “Nee, it’s okay. Fall asleep on me anytime.” He smiled. “Perhaps you should try to find your schweschder now.”

      Hannah rose from her seat yawning and stretched long and wide. Although her catnap was short, she felt rejuvenated for the drive home. As the lights turned back on, Hannah scanned the audience in search of her sister and Peter. It would’ve been much easier to spot her sister if she’d dressed Plain.

      She heard a buzz emanating from Samuel’s pocket and he retrieved his cell phone, indicating to her he was going to step out into the lobby. Normally, the Amish in their district didn’t use cell phones, but Samuel had been granted permission to own one for his buggy making business.

      Since most of the young people her age were in rumspringa, many of them did own cell phones. Although the leaders didn’t approve of it, they turned a blind eye to their usage because they realized rumspringa was an important time in a young person’s life. It was a time when they would choose the course of their lives and the leaders didn’t want to hinder their decision making. Of course, they still advocated holiness and blatant rebellion was never accepted. After all, each one would have to give their own account to God.

      Hannah spotted Deborah and Peter near the front of the auditorium and quickly made her way toward them before they disappeared.

      “Hannah, Peter’s going to take me home,” Deborah stated matter-of-factly. “You don’t mind taking the buggy by yourself, do you?” Her sister’s eyes pleaded.

      Hannah sighed. She didn’t relish driving the buggy alone at night, but she wouldn’t begrudge her sister’s request. Hannah knew time alone with a beau was few and far between, and she often coveted more time with Christian. She nodded and gave Deb the ‘you’d better stay out of trouble’ look.

      Deborah squealed and hugged her sister. “Denki, Hannah.”

      Hannah made her way out to the lobby with purse in hand and searched for Samuel to say goodbye, but he was nowhere to be seen. After she exited the large glass doors, she found the buggy in the parking lot. Thankfully the lot was well lit, because she didn’t care to be alone in a public place after dark. She stroked Winnie’s coat a few times before ascending the buggy. Somehow, having a horse with her gave her a semblance of companionship and security.

      “Hannah!” She heard Samuel’s voice call out as he sprinted toward her. Hannah turned to his attention as he neared the buggy. “Do you mind if I catch a ride with ya? My ride left without me,” he explained.

      “Only if you agree to drive,” she said with a smile.

      “Deal,” he agreed.

      Hannah moved over and handed the reins to Samuel. “I’m glad you’re here. I don’t care to drive alone in the dark.”

      “And I’m glad you’re here because I don’t like to walk home alone in the dark,” he said setting the horse in motion.

      Hannah laughed. “I reckon you were worse off than I was. It’s too bad your Englisch friends left you all alone.” Hannah knew Samuel and Christian had Englisch friends they sometimes hung out with. In fact, many of the Plain people had Englisch friends. But she knew Christian would be at home sleeping after working hard in the field all day.
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        * * *

      

      If only that were the case, Samuel thought. He moved the buggy out onto the main road now, heading toward their small rural community. “Are ya goin’ to the gathering tomorrow night?” Samuel asked.

      “Jah. Me and Christian are,” she said.

      Samuel sighed. Hannah is so trusting. Doesn’t Christian realize what he’s doing? She is such a wonderful girl. Samuel hated to see Hannah get her heart broken, but he felt it wasn’t his place to say anything about Christian’s unfaithfulness. He would bide his time in silence.

      “Are ya still writing to Carolanne?” she asked.

      “Jah.” Although, at this moment he felt his heart was betraying her.

      “How is it out in Ohio? Is it as beautiful as Lancaster County?”

      “It’s nice,” he said eying Hannah up and down out of the corner of his eye. “But not near as beautiful.” Yep, he was definitely betraying her. You are a hypocrite, Samuel Beachy. How can you bemoan Christian’s unfaithfulness to Hannah when your own thoughts are betraying Carolanne? Samuel shook off his conscience. Carolanne is not betrothed to me.

      “Denki for the ride, Samuel. And your company at the movie theater,” Hannah said, as they neared her property.

      The pleasure is all mine. “Gern Gheschen. I’ll just unhitch the buggy and put Winnie up, then walk the rest of the way home. You may go inside already if you’d like. I know you’re tired.”

      “All right. Guten nacht, Samuel.”

      Samuel watched as Hannah safely entered her quiet home. Too bad I never had a chance with her. Nonetheless, he would look forward to seeing her tomorrow night. Even if she was sitting next to his unworthy best friend.
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      Christian Glick contemplated the young folks' gathering he and Hannah would be attending tonight. He enjoyed spending time with his friends in his Amish community, but also liked hanging out with his Englisch friends. He thought about Kristine, the Englisch girl he’d seen a few times. She was cute with her curly short blonde hair and turned up nose. Not to mention her figure that he couldn’t help but notice when she wore her tight jeans and low-cut blouse. Near perfection, he thought. His temperature seemed to raise a few degrees just thinking about her.

      If Hannah ever found out that I was thinking on another girl, seeing another girl…he swallowed. He wouldn’t think about that now. He and Samuel were the only ones in their Plain community that he knew of, who knew about Kristine. And he completely trusted his best friend Samuel. They had been good friends since their school days and there was no one who knew Samuel better than he did. He knew he would eventually have to cut Kristine off when he got baptized into the church in the fall, but he was enjoying his last few days of rumspringa—of freedom. He also knew he’d never marry a girl like Kristine. She would never be the kind of wife he desired. No, Hannah was the one for him.

      Christian’s conscience did prick him, though, when he was with Hannah. The two girls were so different. Kristine was bubbly and excitable, while Hannah was more down-to-earth and thoughtful. He wished that he could somehow have both of them wrapped up into one, but he couldn’t. Because he planned to remain Amish all his days, he decided Hannah would be the best choice for a mate.

      But for some reason, he couldn’t get the kisses out of his mind that he and Kristine had shared in the back seat of her car last night. His heart rate sped up at just the thought of it. He and Hannah had kissed before, too, but she definitely wasn’t as willing as Kristine was. Perhaps that’s why their leaders were always warning them about courting so many different girls. It seemed like he was always comparing Hannah and Kristine to each other. I know it isn’t fair to either of them. I need to tell Kristine goodbye next time I see her, he decided.

      But tonight, I’m going to ask Hannah to marry me.
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        * * *

      

      Hannah knew Christian would be in her driveway any minute. She had taken extra care to pin up her hair just so, and was sure to wear Christian’s favorite dress that brought out the green in her hazel eyes. She pinched her cheeks to add a little color to her face and sprayed on a bit of wildflower perfume.

      She frowned when she thought about her sister’s words to her last night. Would Christian be more attracted to her if she wore Englisch clothes?

      “Your kapp is crooked,” Miriam Stolzfus called from the door, smiling.

      Hannah startled. “Ach, Mamm. I didn’t know you were there.”

      “Christian will think you look just fine.”

      Hannah’s eyes widened and her mouth hung open. “How did you know Christian Glick was courtin’ me?”

      “I have eyes, don’t I?” Mamm said.

      “Is it that obvious?”

      “It’s nearly impossible to miss the look of love. I’ve seen your eyes wander his way more than once.” Miriam neared and helped Hannah secure her kapp into place. “You know, your dat and I will miss you when you’re gone.”

      “Mamm, Christian hasn’t even asked me yet,” Hannah said.

      “No, but I’m certain he will. He’d be a foolish man to let a girl like you get away. And I know Christian Glick is no fool.”

      Deborah’s voice called from the stairs, “Hannah, you-know-who is waiting at the end of the lane for you.”

      “I gotta go, Mamm. Denki for everything.” Hannah leaned over and kissed her mother’s cheek, something she didn’t do often but felt was appropriate at present.

      She hurried out the door and calmly walked, like a respectable Amish woman should, to Christian’s carriage. Christian leaned over and held out his hand to assist her entrance into the buggy.

      “How’s my favorite maedel doing?” Christian’s gorgeous blue eyes sparkled.

      Truthfully, it peeved Hannah when he spoke like that. It sounded as though he had more than one aldi. But she knew he was only teasing, so she just smiled.

      “Fine. And how are you?” she asked.

      “Better than ever now that you’re by my side,” Christian charmed.

      “You’re ferhoodled,” Hannah said laughingly.

      “Nee. Just ab im kopp over you.” Christian took her hand to his lips and kissed it.

      “Christian we’re in broad daylight. Anyone can see,” she protested. “Besides, I think you'd better pay attention to the road.”

      “Don’t worry, Lieb. Cowboy knows the way to the Yoders’,” Christian said confidently. “And I don’t care who sees. Everyone will soon know how much you mean to me.”

      Hannah gave him a sideways glance. What did he mean by that? “You really are acting strange.”

      “Maybe I’m just excited that you’re going to say yes to what I’m going to ask you.”

      “What if I say no?” Hannah asked defiantly, still clueless as to what they were talking about. Did he have in mind to take her someplace special tonight?

      “You really don’t want to get hitched?” Christian’s previous excitement deflated.

      “What? Hitched?” Hannah asked in surprise. “Christian Glick, what exactly are you asking?”

      “I was going to ask you to marry me,” he said quietly. Was he nervous?

      “Yes. I’ll marry you,” she answered calmly.

      Christian guided Cowboy off the road and brought the rig to a stop. He leaned over and kissed her full on the lips. “Denki, Hannah,” he said excitedly. “You won’t be sorry. And I know you’ll make a wunderbaar fraa, too. We’ll have lots of kinner.” He passionately kissed her again and she gently pushed him away.

      “Yes, Christian, but the kinner have to come later,” she emphasized.

      “Uh, jah, right.” Christian sheepishly scooted back to his side of the buggy seat, but his eyes sparkled with joy.
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        * * *

      

      Samuel noticed that Hannah and Christian were beaming as they entered the young folks' gathering in the Yoders’ barn. As soon as he was able to catch Christian’s attention, he signaled him outside for a chat. Reluctantly, Christian left Hannah’s side and joined him behind the barn.

      “What’s going on, Christian?” Samuel asked coolly.

      “I asked Hannah to marry me and she said yes,” he said quietly so nobody but Samuel could hear.

      “Are you crazy?” Samuel hissed in disgust.

      “What do mean? Don’t you think she’s a great girl?” Christian played dumb.

      “That’s not what I’m talking about and you know it,” Samuel said, looking around to be sure no one else was nearby to eavesdrop on their conversation. He lowered his voice and looked intently at Christian. “What about the Englisch girl? You know, the one you ditched me for last night?”

      “Oh yeah, sorry about that. I see you found a way home,” Christian said nonchalantly. “Don't worry about Kristine, I’ll drop her after our date next Friday.”

      Exasperated, Samuel found controlling his volume difficult. “I can’t believe you. You’re betrothed to an Amish girl and you have a date with an Englisch girl on Friday? Don't you think you're doin' things in the wrong order?”

      “Back off, Samuel. It’s nobody’s business but mine. And no one knows about her except you and me. And that’s the way we’re going to keep it. Right?”

      “You’re not being fair to Hannah,” Samuel insisted.

      “I told you that I’m breaking things off with the Englisch girl,” Christian spewed.

      “Fine. I won’t say anything,” he spat back. “But if you don’t end it Friday⁠—”

      “I said I would,” Christian said curtly before stomping off.
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        * * *

      

      Christian fumed. He really wished Samuel would just mind his own business. Didn’t Samuel know all that he was putting at risk when he discussed this at a gathering where others could possibly be listening? He couldn’t afford to let this get back to Hannah. If it did…no, he wouldn’t think of that right now.

      All he knew was that he couldn’t go back into the barn now. Hannah would see his frustrated demeanor and know something was wrong. He could chance her asking questions. He needed to take a walk to cool down and gather his wits about him.

      Why did Samuel care so much anyway?
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        * * *

      

      “So, is it true?” Deborah whispered across the room to Hannah as they lay awake in bed that night.

      “What?”

      “Okay, I’ll spell it out for you.” She rolled her eyes. “Did Christian really ask you to marry him?”

      “Where did you hear that?” Hannah wondered aloud.

      “Answer my question first,” Deborah insisted.

      “Deb, you know these things are supposed to be kept secret.”

      “Well?”

      “Jah. But you better not tell anybody.”

      Deborah squealed, “He did? For real?”

      Hannah nodded, unsure if Deborah could even see her in the dark.

      “I thought so. That’s so romantic! What did he say?”

      “I’m not going to tell you!”

      “I wonder what happened between Christian and Samuel at the gathering,” Deborah commented, changing the subject.

      “I’m sure it’s none of your business.”

      “So, you don’t know? You didn’t even ask Christian why Samuel left early?”

      “It’s none of my business either,” Hannah insisted.

      “Sally said she heard them arguing outside Yoders’ barn. She thought it was about you,” Deborah said.

      “That’s enough, Deb. What happens between Samuel and Christian is their business and nobody else’s.”

      “Aren’t you at all curious?”

      “No, now go to sleep. I’ve got to get up early tomorrow.” Hannah rolled over and pulled the sheet up over her shoulders, kicking off the heavy quilt. As she drifted off to sleep, though, she did wonder what had transpired between Christian and Samuel. Surely it wasn’t about her.
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