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      Plain Haven

      “…chockful of lovable characters, action, and Amish ambiance.”

      ~Kelly Irvin, bestselling author of The Saddle Maker’s Son

      

      “…an exciting tale with just enough humor and romance to touch your heart!”

      ~Amy Lillard, author of the Wells Landing Series

      

      “…Amish and romantic suspense combined into one fast-paced, action-packed story!”

      ~Mary Ellis, author of Magnolia Moonlight

      

      “Fans of Amish fiction will enjoy Simpson’s debut novel, Plain Haven, set in Maryland.

      A page-turner!”

      ~Suzanne Woods Fisher, bestselling author of The Imposter

      

      Christina’s Courage

      “Susan Simpson writes a gentle cozy mystery, tugging the reader into a world of simple problems and complicated hearts. The body appears right at the start––just the way I love a mystery to begin––and as the clues are dropped, you are swept along in the story of an Old Order Mennonite girl just at the cusp of womanhood. You'll enjoy the sweet romance and other relationship issues that braid together in this fun mystery.”

      ~Patricia Johns, bestselling author of sweet romance

      

      “Take one very amateur sleuth, Old Order Mennonite shop owner Christina Brubacher, add in a chatterbox partner-in-crime Annie Wenger, and the handsome object of Christina’s affection, Noah Zimmerman, and you’ve got the seeds of a great story. This wholesome and engaging romantic mystery will satisfy those who love cozies and Amish/Mennonite fiction alike. It’s a page turning adventure as green thumb Christina catches a killer red handed!”

      ~Dana Mentink, USA Today and Publishers Weekly Bestselling Author

       

      Amelia’s Hope

      “Amelia’s Hope is a must-read for lovers of Amish fiction. The main themes of faith, forgiveness, and new friendships weave together all throughout Simpson’s sweet and captivating romance between Ryan and Amelia. I liked the secondary characters and found them helpful as the couple navigated their growing attraction.”

      ~Diane Craver, author of Amish Adoption Series

      

      “Simpson has done it again, bringing us an endearing romance filled with strong community bonds and the importance of family. Then she tosses in a mystery that had me struggling to find out who-did-it! Amelia's hope will check all the boxes”. 

      ~Mindy Steele, author of The Flower Quilter and An Amish Flower Farm.
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      The German dialect used by Amish and Old Order Mennonites is a  spoken rather than a written language and varies from one community or location to another. The spellings are approximate.

      

      
        
        Ach	 =  Oh

        Aenti = Aunt

        Ausbund = Amish/Mennonite Hymnal

        Boppli (singular); bopplin (plural) = Baby, babies

        Bruder = Brother

        Bu (singular); buwe (plural) = Boy, boys

        Daed = Dad

        Danki = Thank you

        Dochder = Daughter

        Englisch, Englischer = English or non-Plain

        Fraa = Wife

        Friend = Friend

        Gott = God

        Gut = Good

        Jah = Yes

        Kaffi = Coffee

        Kapp = Prayer cap/women’s head covering

        Kinner = Children

        Lieb = Love

        Maedel = Girl, young woman

        Mamm = Mom

        Mariye = Morning

        Mudder = Mother

        Narrisch = Crazy

        Nee = No

        Rumspringa = Period of “running around” before

        joining the church

        Schweschder = Sister

        Wilkom = Welcome

        Wunderbaar = Wonderful
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      “How should I know where your goats wandered off to, Stephen Mast? I’m a healer, not a soothsayer or fortune teller or whatever you want to call it.” Amanda Swarey only barely controlled her anger. She had just finished stocking shelves in her shop and came outside for a breath of air only to be confronted by this somewhat demanding and very annoying newcomer.

      “Healer?” Stephen spat the word out like it was a rotten grape. “That’s blasphemy. Only Gott heals people.”

      “Of course, He does. But He also works through people, too. You go to the doctor when you’re sick, don’t you? I don’t pretend to be a medical person, nor do I try to take the place of one. I am more of a soother, a helper, if you will. I do believe that Gott made every plant and herb and that He gave me the ability to learn about them and use them to help others. Even the Englisch midwives have used my herbs and such.”

      “Huh!”

      “You really wanted to say ‘hogwash.’ I can tell.  You don’t have to believe me, but you don’t have to accuse me of doing something against the Ordnung.”

      Stephen slapped a hand across his broad chest. “I have not made any accusations whatsoever. I merely asked you a question.”

      “A ridiculous question. Your attitude speaks louder than if you had shouted insults at me.” She paused and tried to control her bubbling anger. “If you weren’t watching out for your critters and don’t know what happened to them, how do you expect me to know?” She tapped one black athletic shoe on the hard-packed ground. She really wanted to stomp, but that would not be an appropriate action for an adult.

      “They aren’t my critters. Oh, forget it. You people here are sure different than where I came from.”

      “And where is that?” Amanda knew the man had only recently arrived in Southern Maryland, but she hadn’t paid attention to the news twittering along the grapevine.

      “Lancaster, Pennsylvania.”

      “Then I doubt we are much different from folks there. You certainly don’t seem to be thrilled about being in Maryland, so why exactly did you kumm here, if I may be so bold as to ask?”

      “Why ask for permission after you already asked the question?”

      Amanda couldn’t resist the temptation to roll her eyes. “Never mind.”

      “I thought you would have had the scoop on me.”

      “I don’t pay much attention to gossip. I’m sure I must have heard, but my mind has been focused on other things. Would you care to enlighten me?”

      “Too busy bottling oils and drying herbs and such?”

      “I’ll ignore that snarky remark.”

      He heaved a sigh that must have taken all the oxygen stored in his lungs. “I was sent here to help my great-onkle on his farm.”

      She slapped her forehead. “Of course. Silly me.  Sol Mast. Stephen Mast. I get that you came to help him, but you act like you were forced to do so. At any rate, I’m sure Sol is grateful for your help. That place is a lot of work for one man alone, and he has been alone for quite a while now. Different ones of us have been trying to help out. I have even helped with his goats.  Those would be the ones that are missing, ain’t so?”

      “Not all of them are missing. Only four.”

      “Four out of twenty isn’t too bad, I suppose. You managed to keep track of most of them, so it could be worse.”

      “Very funny.” Stephen turned to leave. “I’m sorry that I bothered you. I was told you might be able to help me.”

      “If Sol told you that, he didn’t mean that I could point you to the exact spot where your wandering goats are hiding. He meant that I sometimes have a way with animals, but I honestly haven’t seen any goats around here.”

      “You have a way with animals as well as plants?”

      Amanda shrugged. “What can I say? I love all of the Lord’s creation.” The very tall, very broad-shouldered young man shuffled off in a slouch and instantly felt contrite. She had been told, more than once, that she was too abrupt for her own gut. Had she given the newcomer the wrong impression of her? Why did she care if she had? Because you were brought up to be polite and helpful. Ach! Why did she have to have a sensitive conscience that enjoyed heaping guilt on her.

      “Wait!” she called. He turned but his straw hat shaded his face so she couldn’t tell if his expression was belligerent, hopeful, or ambivalent. “I’ll help you look for them, if you like.”

      He swept the hat off his head revealing dark, almost black hair and bent over in an exaggerated bow. Was he mocking her? “I will humbly accept your assistance, goat and herb lady.”

      Amanda chose to ignore that remark. She wouldn’t admit her amusement at his posture even to herself. “Let me lock my shop, and I’ll be right there.” Thankfully, her daed had let her turn a large shed into a small shop out of which she sold herbs, teas, and other natural products. She generally trusted most people but didn’t want to tempt anyone to help themselves to her stock. A locked door would keep folks honest or at least make it harder for them to be dishonest.

      She ran to catch up with Stephen, then had to take three steps for every one of his long-legged strides. “There are two farms between Sol’s and here. Did you think to check at either one of them?”

      “Nee. I was advised to check with you, so I came straight here.”

      “In the hope that I could make the goats appear out of the blue?”

      Stephen shook his head. “Are you always so sarcastic?”

      “Nee.”

      “That’s a relief.”

      “Sometimes I am much worse. My mudder says it’s because I was a breech baby and stood on my head in the womb.”

      He snorted. “You were floating in the womb, not standing on your feet or your head.”

      “Well, aren’t you a know it all? I am well aware that as a fetus I floated in the amniotic fluid. Until I got stuck upside down, that is.”

      “You must hang around with the midwives a lot to be so technical.”

      “I’ve attended births, but contrary to your faulty opinion, I am not unintelligent.”

      “I never said you were. I said you were sarcastic.”

      “Perhaps talking is not a gut activity for us.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      Amanda clenched her teeth. If he wanted silence, then he would have it, at least for as long as she could endure not speaking. She had half a mind to turn right around and head home, but she cared about Sol’s goats and knew the man would be frantic if they didn’t turn up soon. Keeping up with Stephen’s pace forced her to pant, but she would rather poke a stick in her eye than ask the annoying man to slow down.

      “Let’s. Ask. Daniel. Yoder.” Amanda could only gasp out the four words as they crossed onto her neighbor’s property. Stephen stopped so abruptly, she almost plowed into him. She halted and dragged in a few deep breaths.

      “Why didn’t you ask me to slow down?”

      “What? And break our vow of silence?”

      This time, Stephen was the one to roll his eyes, his very blue eyes framed by long, black lashes. “Where do you suspect we will find this Daniel Yoder?”

      “Since it’s getting late, my guess would be that he is finishing up in one of his hay fields.  He wasn’t in the front field, so he must be in the back. Wait! There’s his son. Hey, Jeremiah!”

      The boy ran to meet them. “Hi, Mandy.”

      “This is Stephen Mast, Sol’s nephew.” She nodded toward the man at her side. “A couple of goats escaped from him. Have you seen them around here?”

      Jeremiah took a moment to think before wagging his head. “Nee, not since I’ve been home from school. Mamm didn’t mention seeing them. They weren’t out back when I took water out to Daed, either.”

      “Okay. Danki. We’ll check with Josiah Hertzler.” Amanda nudged Stephen as Jeremiah scampered off. “Let’s go.”

      “You’re going to take an eight-year-old’s word?”

      “Ten. Jeremiah is ten. He’s the oldest of eight kinner so has been used to responsibility his whole life. I trust him. I’m certain he knows what a goat looks like and whether or not he has seen one today.”

      “Did anyone ever tell you that you were a smart aleck?”

      “Probably. Hey, if you want to go to the Hertzlers’ place alone, I’ll head home. I have plenty to do.”

      “Got some medicines to stir up, do you?”

      “Have fun searching for those goats. Alone.” Amanda whirled around with a huff but only took three steps before she felt a yank on her arm.

      “I’m sorry. Please help me continue the search.”

      “It almost killed you to say those words, ain’t so? I will help, but only because I care about the goats.”

      “Noted. Lead on.”

      She started toward the next farm at a somewhat slower pace than the racing speed they had used traveling to the Yoders’ farm.

      “Reuben was right.”

      Amanda stopped and looked up at the man towering over her. “Huh? Who is Reuben?” She wracked her brain to conjure up any Reubens in Charlottestown whom Stephen might have had dealings with and came up blank.

      “Nobody important.”
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        * * *

      

      Not anymore, anyway. He and Reuben, his older bruder by three years, used to be fairly close, but those days were gone. “Let’s keep walking. At the rate we’re moving, it will be dark before we get to the next farm.”

      “Ha ha! We’ve got at least another hour or so of daylight left. In a few weeks, it will be nearly dark at this time, though.”

      Stephen kept his biting reply to himself. Was this girl a walking encyclopedia or what? She seemed knowledgeable about plants, herbs, salves, and who knew what else for healing; she apparently was a goat whisperer; she had assisted midwives a time or two and was up on the birth lingo; and now, she lectured him about time. If she weren’t so cute with those green eyes and chestnut hair, he would be totally annoyed. The little bu had called her Mandy. That name suited the petite, feisty, young woman better than Amanda did.  There wasn’t any use in cataloging her attributes, though. He wouldn’t be staying here long enough to get attached to anyone. That was his plan, and he intended to stick with it.

      “Even though you obviously hate Maryland, it was gut of you to pull up stakes and move here to help your onkle.”

      Whoa! What? Stephen missed a step and barely kept from plowing into the tiny girl-woman at his side. Perhaps he should add mindreading to her list of talents. “Move here?” Permanently relocating to this rather isolated place was absolutely not part of his carefully constructed plan. She stared up at him as if he had suddenly sprouted a second head out of the side of his neck.

      “You are here, are you not? You aren’t a figment of my imagination, right?”

      “I can assure you I am here in the flesh.”

      She patted her chest. “Well, that’s a relief. I’m glad to know I’m not crazy.”

      He shot a skeptical glance her way. “I can’t attest to your sanity. I only know that I am truly here.” Did she just stick her tongue out at him? He almost chuckled but decided he’d better focus on changing the subject—quick.  He hadn’t yet discussed his plans with Sol, so he certainly didn’t need this little spitfire spilling the beans. “I hope those wayward goats are at the next farm.”

      “They might have returned home by now. Sol has always treated his goats like pets. They probably had their little frolic and hurried home to be spoiled.”

      “Let’s hope that’s the case.”

      “Did you raise goats in Pennsylvania or did you do some other sort of work?”

      Stephen sighed. There apparently would not be any deterring the girl from prying into his life.

      “I did not raise goats. I did something else.”

      “What?”

      “Are you always so nosy?”

      “I am not nosy. I am making polite conversation or trying to. Most people like talking about their work.”

      “I am not most people.”

      “I can see that.”

      They walked on in silence for a minute or two until Stephen could no longer bear Amanda’s sharp glances that he caught out of the corner of his eye. “All right, if you must know⁠—”

      She nudged him with a pointed elbow. “I don’t need to know anything.”

      He cleared his throat. “I’m sure you will keep bugging me if I don’t give you the lowdown on my life. As I was about to say before I was interrupted, I am a carpenter. Of course, I also worked on my daed’s farm.” He paused and held up a hand. “Before you ask, we do have a few goats as well as pigs, chickens, and cows.”

      “We have carpenters here.  You could probably find work with one of them unless you intend to open your own business.”

      Stephen bristled. “I don’t have any intention of doing that.”

      “Okay. You don’t need to get all prickly.” She stomped away from him.

      Stephen couldn’t help his smile. Amanda sure was cute when she got all huffy. He hurried after her. “This is the Hertzler farm, ain’t so?”

      “It is. I’m glad to learn you were able to read their name on the mailbox.”

      “You’re real funny. Let’s see if we can track down Josiah and be done with this whole adventure.”

      “The adventure will only be over if we find those goats.”

      At least they didn’t have to tramp through fields to find the farmer. He was exiting his barn as they strode up the driveway. To Stephen’s dismay, Josiah had seen neither hide nor hair of the goats, either. “Looks like that black cloud suspended over my head has followed me from Pennsylvania,” he muttered as they headed back toward the paved road.

      “What cloud is that?” Amanda gazed at the sky. “There aren’t any dark clouds in sight.”

      “That’s because it only hangs over me. Let’s see if those goats have returned home. Soon they will have a new home.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      When he didn’t respond, she nearly jerked his arm out of its socket. “Ouch!”

      “Tell me what you mean right now! You aren’t planning to sell Sol’s beloved goats, are you?”
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      Why couldn’t he have kept his big mouth shut? Then his thoughts wouldn’t have dropped off his tongue. After one quick glance at Amanda, he envisioned steam billowing from her ears and circling her angelic face like a halo. Only now her appearance more closely resembled a mad bull rather than any heavenly being. He could only look at her for a second for fear he would wither from her glare. “I-I’m not sure what will become of Sol’s goats.” He knew what their fate would be if he had his way, though.

      “They are not your animals.” She stomped her foot. “You would be driving a nail into Sol’s coffin by getting rid of any of his goats.”

      How about all of them? Stephen clamped his lips together lest that thought escape, too.

      “You are evading my question, Stephen Mast, and I want an answer this minute.”

      “Do you double as the schoolteacher? If not, I believe you have missed your calling. You could always do your strange plant stuff on the side.”

      “Ooh! You are incorrigible!”

      There is nothing strange about what I do. I help people. I do not force people to buy my teas and herbs. They choose to do so because they like the taste of them or they know certain plants can be calming, soothing, or even healing.  But your attempt to distract me has failed. I repeat. Sol’s goats are just that—Sol’s. You need to remember that.” She stormed off with a huff.

      “Sol might do something with the animals himself, if their running off is a habit.” Stephen jogged to catch up. Boy, she could move fast when she was in a tizzy.

      “He would not get rid of them. He loves them, maybe even more than some members of his family.”

      “Ouch!”

      “As far as I know, they have never escaped before. Perhaps someone not familiar with taking care of goats left the gate open.”

      “I know how to take care of animals.” Though there were some folks who would beg to differ on that point.

      “Hmpf!”

      She had quickened her pace, but he easily caught up with her. “What if the wayward goats aren’t waiting for a reward for behaving so naughty?”

      “They will be there.”

      “You’re sure of that?”

      “Reasonably. They weren’t at nearby farms, so I’m almost one hundred percent sure they will have returned home.”

      He didn’t miss her emphasis on that last word. “We’ll see.”

      Amanda sprinted to the field behind Sol’s barn and entered the pasture through the open gate. “I suppose the goats opened the gate, huh?” she called.

      Uh oh. Stephen was sure he had secured the area after he had fed and watered the critters. He would never live this down—if he happened to be here long enough for the tale to spread. He stood beside the fence, gasping for air. He raised one hand to mentally count.

      “I’ve already done that,” Amanda hollered as she petted and crooned to first one goat and then another. “They’re all here.”

      Stephen watched in fascination as she called each goat by name when she checked them out.

      “Which ones were the escapees?” She glanced over her shoulder at him but frowned at what he felt sure was a stupefied expression on his face. “Never mind.” She walked over to another goat. “Hey, Clementine. How’s the mudder-to-be?”

      “Clementine?”

      Amanda shrugged. “Didn’t Sol tell you that he named them all after fruit? There’s Clementine, for the variety of orange, you know. Then there’s Kiwi, Mango, Peach, Strawberry, and so on.”

      “Please tell me none of them are named Banana or Kumquat.”

      Amanda giggled. “Banana, jah. Kumquat, nee.”

      Stephen smacked his own forehead. “Now I’ve heard everything.”

      “Clementine is due in November, so she doesn’t have too much longer to go since it’s nearly October.”

      Well, Stephen planned to miss that grand event. If all went well, he, Sol, and the goats would all be well away from this farm by that time.

      “Several others will deliver around the same time. You can always send for me, and I’ll help.”

      He threw up his hands. “It’s not my call.” And hopefully, not Sol’s either. It would be up to their new owner. “Don’t tell me you’ve played midwife to goats, too.”

      “I’ve been around animals all my life. Of course, I’ve helped at births. Haven’t you?”

      Only when he couldn’t get away fast enough. Stephen didn’t voice that thought and, in fact, avoided her question altogether. “Is there any end to your talents?”

      She wrinkled her nose at him.

      He chuckled. She was an enigma, for sure and for certain. A mature, responsible young woman one minute and an impish little girl the next.

      Amanda gave the goat a final pat, exited the field, and made a big show of securing the gate. “I’m going to say hello to Sol and then be on my way. She brushed her hands together. “Goat problem solved.”

      Hardly.

      Stephen took off after her. He had a sneaking suspicion that he had better keep an eye on Amanda Swarey. He needed to be privy to any conversations she had with his onkle in case she gave the old man some sort of hint that life was about to change.
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      “Sol? Are you in here?” Amanda gave a quick rap on the back door of the house before turning the knob. She hadn’t seen him shuffling about outside anywhere, so she assumed he had gone inside for the evening to leave outdoor chores to Stephen. She glanced around the kitchen as she passed through to the living room. If he wasn’t outside, she usually found the elderly man in his easy chair, reading back copies of The Budget. She nearly did a double take when she noticed how tidy the kitchen was. Not a dirty dish in sight. The counters might not be quite as pristine as the ones at her house, but they were definitely not bad for two single men.

      Amanda skidded to a stop in the doorway of the living room. “Ach, Sol, did I wake you?” He had jumped so violently that his paper slid to the floor in a crumpled heap. “I am so sorry.” She ran across the room, knelt on the floor to scoop up the pages and put them in order, and gently pressed Sol back in the chair when he tried to rise. “You don’t have to get up.”

      A little wheeze escaped when he cleared his throat. “I was resting my eyes for a minute. I guess I didn’t hear the door.”

      “That’s all right. You aren’t sick, are you?”

      “Nee. Just old.”

      Amanda playfully swatted his arm. “You are not old, so get that thought out of your mind.”

      “Seventy-five ain’t exactly young, missy, but I do okay for my age. I can still get around. I can still take care of my goats. I can still hitch up my horse. I can’t complain, even if my hands and knees do get a little stiff.”

      “Do you still have some of that cream I brought you?” She looked up just in time to see Stephen frown as he crossed into the room.

      “A little bit.”

      “I’ll bring you some more. Are you taking the turmeric?”

      “I haven’t been able to find it.”

      Amanda wondered if Stephen had considered it useless and thrown it out. She wouldn’t put it past him. Ach! That was not a very charitable thought. “I’ll bring you more of that, too. I’m glad you have your nephew here to help you since it’s getting colder out, and you’ll need to keep your wood box filled. You’ve got some goats who will be giving birth soon, too, and that will be a lot of work.”

      “They should be birthing in a few more weeks. I’ve got it all written down in my logbook.”

      Amanda smiled. The man kept track of everything. “I told Stephen to send for me. I will help however I can.”

      Stephen grunted, but she didn’t think Sol heard him. She scowled at him for good measure.

      “That will be fine, and jah, it is a blessing to have Stephen here. I hope he will settle in soon and make freinden.”

      Amanda forced another smile. She didn’t think that Stephen planned to do either of those things, but she would do her best to make sure he didn’t upset this kind old man. “I hope so,” she murmured.

      “Do you need me to do anything besides care for all the animals?” Stephen shuffled closer.

      “I don’t believe so. We have enough wood for now.”

      “All right. I’ll head out, and then I’ll find something for our supper.”

      “We’ve still got casserole that Amanda’s mudder brought by the other day.”

      “Okay. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      “Don’t forget to secure the gate,” Amanda couldn’t resist calling out the admonition.

      “I think I know how to take care of animals.” Stephen stormed out of the room.

      She barely managed to bite back, “Really?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Women,” Stephen grumbled under his breath as he slammed the back door. Telling him what to do like he hadn’t lived on a farm his entire quarter of a century on this earth. He didn’t know how that gate got opened. Maybe Sol had been out visiting his pets and neglected to make sure it fastened tightly. Maybe Tangerine or Nectarine or one of the other fruit-named beasts had grown clever enough to open the thing. How on earth should he know? But if he was a betting man—which he definitely was not—he would bet that he had closed the gate properly.

      Ach! He shouldn’t have left her alone with Sol. What if she just so happened to mention his allusion to getting rid of Sol’s critters, even the cute, smaller ones? Before he could begin to sell them off, though, he had to convince Sol that he should not live alone and should accompany Stephen back to Pennsylvania. Only then could he explain that they certainly could not take twenty goats along with them and would need to find them all new homes.

      Nee, Amanda seemed to really care about his onkle, so she would not do or say anything to upset him or hurt him. Just the same, he would hurry through chores and then make doubly sure that horrid gate would not fly open due to the wind, a goat, or any unforeseen force of nature.

      Chores must have taken longer than he thought. He burst into the kitchen to find Amanda poking around in the refrigerator.  “What in the world are you doing?”

      “I’m going to prepare a quick supper for Sol…and you, but the pickings are rather slim.”

      Nice of her to add him as an afterthought. “I’m going to heat up the casserole that Sol mentioned.”

      “I think not.”

      “Excuse me? Are you now going to tell me what to eat?”

      She straightened up, plunked her fists on her slim hips, and glared at him. “You can eat the casserole if you want, but you are not giving it to Sol. The tomatoes on top are fuzzy and green.”

      “What? Sol said your mudder brought it by recently.”

      “Recently as in last week sometime. I remember Mamm making it, and that was definitely not in the last day or two.”

      “Let me see.” Was she merely claiming the food had spoiled so she could poke around in their business?

      Amanda yanked the lid off the casserole dish and thrust it almost under his nose. “See?”

      “Ick!” Stephen took a giant step backwards. “Well, don’t trouble yourself. I’ll open up a can of soup and make sandwiches.”

      “Sol probably had that for lunch.”

      “So?”

      “So, he doesn’t need to eat it again. I can throw together a quiche really fast.  You’ve got plenty of eggs, and I’m sure there are vegetables in the pantry. We’ve all brought Sol canned foods so he would be well supplied.” She returned to her perusal of the refrigerator’s contents, pulled out a carton of eggs, and continued searching. “Great! Here is some ham. I can add that to the quiche. And cheese, too. We’re in business.”

      “Hey, those are for sandwiches.”

      “It’s only store-bought deli meat. You can always buy more. And we do have a local dairy. You can always pick up some cheese and even some real meat there.”

      “Bossy, aren’t you.”

      “Nee. Practical.” She shuffled over to a cabinet and pulled out a mixing bowl and a pie pan.

      “You certainly seem to know your way around Sol’s kitchen.”

      “I’ve cooked for Sol before. Usually, I do so at my house, but I’ve prepared food for him here, too, so I have a general idea where he keeps things.”

      Stephen watched as Amanda expertly cracked eggs and expelled the contents into the mixing bowl. He almost always had to fish out shell fragments whenever he attempted to cook scrambled eggs. He wondered if there was some secret technique that he had not been let in on, but he couldn’t discern anything special from Amanda’s ministrations. Maybe she worked too fast for him to catch it, or maybe he simply needed more practice. She shook in salt and pepper.

      When she whirled around to fetch milk from the refrigerator, she caught him in the act of staring at her. “Are you afraid I’m going to add a pinch of arsenic?”

      He worked hard to keep from smiling. “I wouldn’t put it past you.”

      “Huh! You don’t even know me.”

      Perhaps he should remedy that situation. Nee! What was he thinking? He wouldn’t be here long enough to get to know anyone. “I know enough.”

      “Hardly. How about if you make yourself useful and get that milk I was about to grab.”

      “You really don’t have to do this. I can scramble those eggs and slice some of that banana bread someone brought, if it, too, hasn’t turned green and fuzzy.”

      “That isn’t a very filling supper.” She nudged him aside and got the milk herself.

      “Oh. Excuse me for getting in your way.”

      “Well, I needed to get the milk that you did not retrieve for me. You can go talk to Sol or do something besides stare at me. I promise I won’t poison your food. I would never do anything to hurt Sol.”

      “But I’m a different story, ain’t so?”

      “I didn’t say that. None of my family has ever died or even gotten sick from my cooking, so I’m certain you won’t experience any distress, either.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Go talk to Sol. I can work a whole lot faster if I am not distracted by inane chatter.”

      “So now I’m stupid. You certainly know how to make a fellow feel gut.”

      “I did not call you stupid. I… Oh, forget it! Shoo!” She waved her hands at him like he was the most annoying person in the world.

      “I can help. That will make things go faster. What do you want me to do?”

      “I’ve got this.” She began chopping the paper-thin slices of ham.

      Stephen couldn’t decide if he really wanted to help, if he simply wanted to agitate her further, or if he wanted to avoid talking to Sol lest he give away his intentions. Maybe all three. He ignored her protest and picked up the hunk of cheese. “Do you want me to chop this or shred it or what?”

      She sighed as she searched through a nearby drawer. “Here.” She handed him a knife. “I don’t see a shredder, so you can chop it really fine. We probably won’t need all of it.”

      “That’s a relief. I’ll have a little left to make a sandwich.”

      “Surely, you have peanut butter?”

      Stephen shrugged. “I guess so, unless Sol ate it all. I caught him eating it out of the jar with a spoon the other day.”

      “Yuck. You might want to add peanut butter to your shopping list.”

      “What shopping list?”

      “The one with the ham, cheese, and whatever else constitutes your go-to foods for instant meals.”

      “Right. That imaginary list of items that you are so sure I need to purchase.”

      “Are you always so grumpy or is it only when someone is trying to help you out?”
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        * * *

      

      Why did she let him rankle her? And why did he make her nervous? Amanda wished he would go talk to Sol or read a book or cut his fingernails. Anything. She tried to turn away from him so he couldn’t see that her hands trembled now and then.

      “I’m really not a grumpy person. I suppose some people bring out the worst in me.”

      “Gee, it’s nice to know I have that effect on people.” She needed to slow her stirring before she sloshed everything out all over the counter. He would surely rib her if she created a big mess. She peeked at the too-big chunks of cheese he was whittling off the hunk of cheddar. She decided to keep mum about the size. She really wished there had been some mozzarella in the refrigerator, but she would make do with what they had.

      “Ouch!”

      “Did you cut yourself?” She stopped mixing to scoot over for a closer look.

      “Almost.” He held up two fully intact hands.

      “Then why did you holler, ‘ouch’? I thought you amputated a finger.”

      “In anticipation.”

      “Here, I’ll finish.” She reached for the cheese, but he pulled it away.

      “Am I not doing a gut enough job for you?”

      Amanda gnawed her tongue until she could get her frustration under control. Nice, Amanda. Be nice. “It isn’t that.” It was, but she wouldn’t reveal that. “I’m ready for it now.” She reached over again, and this time, he surrendered the cheese and laid down the knife. “Danki.” Now, would you please leave before I say something I will regret?

      Amanda did her best to ignore the man, but it was pretty hard to block out someone who stood nearly a foot taller. Since she was so short, most folks seemed to tower over her, but this guy was a giant. She finished assembling the quiche and cut slivers of cheese to sprinkle on top. Once the pan was in the oven, she checked the pantry for vegetables. Stephen continued to watch her every move. Was he afraid she would taint his food?

      “You can heat these up, can’t you?” She set a quart jar of green beans on the counter.

      He tapped a foot. “I am pretty sure I can handle the job.”

      “And you’ll take the quiche out before it burns? I’ll write down the time so you won’t forget.”

      “I’m not addlepated.”

      “Glad to hear it. I’m going to tell Sol goodbye. It’s all up to you now.” She nodded toward the stove.

      He saluted. “I’ll do my best, sir, uh, ma’am.”

      Amanda spun around, turning her back on his smirk. Insufferable man! She had half a mind to ask Sol if he had another relative who could live with him—one who behaved like a decent human being and who would not sell Sol’s goats.

      It took every ounce of her willpower to keep moving down the driveway toward the paved road, which would be her fastest route home. Every fiber of her being wanted to run to the field and check on the goats. As aggravating as Stephen was, she truly didn’t think he would deliberately endanger Sol’s animals, though.

      On impulse she stopped and looked behind her. She’d had that weird sensation that she was being watched ever since she set out. Sure enough, Stephen stared from the front porch. Was he trying to make sure that she left the premises? Her blood boiled. She had an insane urge to stick out her tongue at him, but she was too proud—a forbidden trait, for sure—to let him see that he’d irked her beyond all reason. She forced a smile that, most likely, resembled a grimace and waved as if bidding a freind farewell. Freind, my foot. Enemy is more like it!
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