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CHAPTER ONE
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“You’re making a complete mess of the backyard!” Abby angrily yelled at the blond giant standing in front of her.

Eli Probst scooped his broad hat off the ground, using his forearm to swipe at the sweat on his forehead as he grinned at her. “Drilling does make a mess.”

The Mann standing in front of her was tall and muscled and she hated that she’d even noticed this.

He also was naked from the waist up.

Abby swallowed and glared at him. She really hated that she had a hard time ripping her gaze from his highly-muscled nakedness.

The early Ohio summer sun shone down on her head and bees buzzed in the lavender bushes that circled the kitchen garden and she reminded herself that she’d seen before a Mann without a shirt. She had brothers. She’d been married, for heaven’s sake.

“You’ve made a mess in the yard!”1

The blond giant looked around at the piles of dirt, the mud pits in the yard and trampled grass everywhere.

“We have to do that to drill the well for you,” he said in a smiling voice.

“This is horrible. Does Daed know about this? Holes filled with water! Dirt piles everywhere. What is that big tower thing?  Can’t you do it without making this huge mess?” She braced her fists on her hips.

“No,” he answered, seeming to find her ire funny.

This just made Abby madder.

“They’re big holes and dirt piles! These are enough! And the grass is all muddy. I hope you plan to put everything back the way you found it,” she snapped, convinced this wasn’t possible.

“I’ll do my best after we put up the windmill.” Eli smiled, brushing aside a bee that droned against his broad arm.

He didn’t seem the least bit concerned that he might get stung...or that she was yelling at him. In fact, she didn’t think much would upset him.

“And what is all this pipe and stuff in the yard?” 

“Didn’t your Daed tell you? We’re going to build a windmill to pump the well water into a storage tank that will be—.” He turned to gesture toward the deepest yard area, beyond the barn. “—back there.”

His cheerfulness annoyed her—and she knew this didn’t make sense.

While she was glad that they’d no longer have to hand pump water to carry into the Haus, the size of this business appalled her. “How long will all of that take?”

“Several weeks. A month or so,” he responded with unimpaired cheerfulness. “Kinda depends on what we run into. Rocks. Boulders. I could be in your back yard for a while.”

“Months!” The thought was dismaying...and that upset her more than anything. Seeing Eli Probst every day for that long!

Abby shuddered.

*
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Abigail Eichelberger needed to get unstuck, she thought later that afternoon.

She saw now that she had to create a new life for herself. Abe had been dead now for three years and she still lived in her parents’ home. She just wasn’t sure how to move on. Maybe she should drive out with the Bishop.

The five sisters were lounging in Abby, Naomi and Faith’s room, the supper stew still cooking on the stove.

“I think,” her sister, Becca, said as if she’d heard Abby’s thought, “that Bishop Bechtel would make you a good husband.”

“No!” Dinah, Abby’s just-younger sister, exclaimed. “The bishop is forty-five years old, if he’s a day, and he has five children.”

Abby grimaced at her. “I’m twenty-eight now myself—not a spring chicken—and, as I’m not likely to produce Kinder for him, Bishop Bechtel having children is a good thing.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Dinah objected. “You and Abe were only married five years. You can’t conclude that you’ll never conceive.”

Dinah had just gotten engaged to the Mann who employed her in his kick scooter shop and they were to be married after the harvest that fall, not that this was generally known. It wasn’t Gott’s wish that they be proud of marriages—or births, although they were all excited that Becca was with child.

Naomi, their next-to-the-youngest sister, said in a practical tone, “All the younger Menner who’ve come around are of no interest to you. You might need to widen the pool.”  

She was munching on an apple, having ensconced herself on the window seat. “Don’t look at me that way, Dinah. I’m just saying what Abby herself has said.”

Raising her eyebrows with a quirk of her mouth, Abby made a confirming gesture. “I did.”

“Bishop Bechtel isn’t her only choice. I think Abby needs to use a matchmaker,” Faith declared brightly.

Her words brought a wave of protests.

“How can you say that?” Dinah objected.

As the youngest of the sisters, at fifteen Faith generally had to make big declarative statements to be heard. “There’s nothing wrong with using a matchmaker! We know several marriages around here were made that way. Not everyone wants to marry a neighbor.”

“Or a cousin,” Becca said gloomily from her place on the bed. “Nothing but trouble doing that.”

Abigail reflected that it still seemed strange to see Becca’s rounded shape. Of the sisters, Abby had been the first to marry. She should have had the first grandchild, but in the five years of her marriage to Abe she hadn’t produced any offspring.

“I still say she can find a husband here,” Becca said stubbornly. “Bishop Bechtel may not be attractive to any of you, but he might fit Abby’s needs.”

Laughing, Abigail waved a hand. “I think we shouldn’t worry about my needs. Becca, when did the midwife say you’re due?”

*
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The next afternoon, Abby stood in the kitchen, looking out the window in the back door at several sedge wrens and dickcissels in a tall red oak in the backyard. Behind her, Abigail’s younger sisters, along with their grandmother and mother, were canning snap beans. The room was buzzing with the women’s chatter.

Grossmammi Ruth sat at the table with Mamm, snapping the beans while her two sisters cleaned the glass jars they’d use.

“Here,” Naomi directed Faith. “Check every jar for chips and cracks around the neck. We don’t want anything to keep them from sealing.”

Over her shoulder, Abigail asked, “Does the stove need more wood?”

“I don’t think so—”

Abby heard Naomi’s voice suddenly from a distance, her gaze falling from the oak tree to the men preparing to drill in the back yard.

A tall tower was cinched down to the ground to apparently keep it from moving. From what she could see, all three Menner on Eli’s crew were there, including himself. 

The tall, blond head of the crew again wore no coat, but he did have a shirt, this time. He’d rolled up his shirt sleeves, however, and even at this distance, Abigail could see the hair on his arms. 

She swallowed.

Watching, Abigail saw Eli Probst lift above his head a rod of several feet and drive it into the ground. One of his helpers lifted a beam of some sort attached to the tower and then the other helper pulled it down while Eli again lifted and drove it into the ground.

They’d clearly done this before and Abigail couldn’t care less. It was mildly interesting, but her gaze kept returning to the sight of Eli Probst’s broad, muscled back and powerful arms. He was really a sight, driving the rod deep into the hole they were making.

“Abby, Abby?” Naomi’s voice intruded into her thoughts. “Are we ready?”

With a deep sigh that she didn’t want to examine, Abigail turned away from the window.

*
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“The service was fine. I thought the Bishop’s message was important,” Mamm said the next Sunday, having come from the kitchen to join the rest of the family at the tables outside. She raised her face to the sun. “It’s a lovely day.”

“It is,” Abigail agreed, preferring to talk about the weather rather than anything about the Bishop.

“Mamm,” Faith piped up, “don’t you think Abby should consider using a matchmaker?”

“I think,” their Daed said in his deep voice, “that we should finish our lunch and not dwell on others’ business.”

Zach Cassel, the young Mann from the farm next to theirs, walked down the row of tables outside the Haus. “Zook familye! This is fine June weather we’re having, isn’t it?”

“So, lovely!” Mamm agreed. “I thought I saw your Mamm earlier, Zach, but I can’t find her now.”

“Neh, she left,” Zach said with a shrug. “My Schweschder’s new Boppli has kept Eve up most the night. Mamm went to care for the baby while my sister sleeps.”

“Of course.” Mamm nodded in sympathy. “Bopplin can be difficult to get to sleep.”

Abigail didn’t say anything, reflecting that dwelling on her own lack of Kinder wouldn’t help anyone. She was barren and she had to just accept that fact.

“I don’t see Naomi,” Zach said, looking along the table. 

“She’s still helping in the kitchen,” Dinah said. “She’s doing clean up this week.”

“Ahhh. Well, tell her I said hallo.” With a wave, the Cassel boy loped off.

“Is Levi still here?” Abigail asked. 

After she’d cried when hearing Levi make a remark about Abe having died childless, Dinah was overly-sensitive about having fallen for Levi. Abigail was careful to demonstrate her acceptance of him.

He’d apologized to Abigail, assuring her that he hadn’t known she was within earshot.

Abby knew, too, that he’d lost his own wife and newborn not long before making the comment. No one knew better than Abigail the toll that kind of loss took on a person. She was determined, though, that she needed to move on with her life.

It was important that Dinah see the two had resolved their conflict.

Abigail’s challenge was that she hadn’t found anyone who she enjoyed as much as Abe, no Mann that she could see herself taking as a husband. Gott had told them to marry and produce children. She couldn’t seem to do the second and she hadn’t been inspired to marry again. Even letting other Menner take her hand left Abby cold. Certainly, this wasn’t the way it should be.

Perhaps, she should let the Bishop move forward in his courtship and simply accept matters as they were between them. At least, she could care for his children and give them a loving home.

Abigail stared into space, trying to envision that path. She could definitely care for his Kinder, but sleeping next to the Bishop was another thing.

Dear Gott, she prayed, help me with this. Shall I accept the Bishop as my husband? Please help me know how to move my life forward. I know there is a reason why I didn’t die in that accident with Abe? How do I now best follow your word?

*
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“I’m glad you came,” Eli told his father the next day. “Does the drilling setup seem good to you?”

Behind them in the Zook backyard, Thomas Meili, one of Eli’s two helpers, coiled the rope they used to pull up the pipe before thrusting it in to dig the well. His other helper—James Schmidt—was still unloading the work buggy.

The drilling set up was very good. Eli knew this as he’d been his Daed’s site foreman for several years, but it was good to have his father’s approval of the job.

Although June weather was progressing fine, a scud of clouds had settled over this afternoon. Eli stood in the Zook backyard next to Jobe Probst with a damp, gray light filtering through the beech, elm and oak tree branches overhead.

“It looks fine,” Jobe said in a grudging voice.

Eli didn’t say anything in response to this. He knew that it was difficult for his father to let him take over the business. Daed probably didn’t know what to do with himself.

Jobe walked around the drilling rig, eyeing it from different sides. “You could have added a fourth leg to the rig.”

“I know, but remember that we’ve done the three-legged rig for the last year or so and it’s worked fine.” He’d work in the business with his Daed since he was a Youngie. 

“I know, I know,” his father said in the same grudging voice.

“The job is going well and we have another one lined up here locally for July. I can move straight from this one to that.”

“Your mother and I are worried that you need to settle down!” his Daed blurted out, frowning fiercely at Eli. “It’s all well and good that you’re attending to the jobs, but when are you ever going to find another wife?”

Eli glanced down at the pile of dark earth turned from the drilling rig.

“I had a wife, Daed,” he responded in a mild tone at variance to his father’s manner. Abigail Zook’s beautiful, angry face flashed through his mind’s eye. She was a fine woman, even though she wasn’t happy about the mess his drilling caused.

He’d been right about her being spicy.

“I know you and Joanna were married,” his father returned in an irritable voice. “She’s been gone quite some time now. Are you never marrying again? Your Mamm and I want grandchildren.”

Chuckling, Eli asked, “You mean more than the seven you have?”

“Yah!” his father snapped. “More than seven. They are not your children, der Suh!”

“No, they are not,” agreed Eli. “Father, you and I have worked hard at this business. That has been my focus, not finding a new wife.”

“Maybe, but this business cannot build you a home or give you a joyful familye to come home to. Perhaps rather than buy Jethro a farm, I should have given the business to him.”

As this wasn’t the first time his Daed had said something similar, Eli remained calm. “Perhaps, but Jethro loves his farm and his life on it.”

“Well, then, Adam or Peter.”

Eli just looked at his father, saying finally, “I know you and Mamm want the best for me.”

“We do,” his father snapped, his tone at odds with his sentiment.

“I will marry again,” Eli promised. “And give you more grandchildren. You just have to let me do this in my own time.”

“There are lots of Maedels in our town who are eager to marry a Mann with a good business.”

“I’m sure there are,” Eli agreed. “But none of them have seemed like what Gott intends for me.”

His Daed snorted. “Gott intends for you to find a Maedel and make a home, not for you to make excuses.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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“Becca’s certainly beginning to look like she’s with child,” Dinah remarked the next week.

The Zook sisters all sat around a large quilting frame with their mother, while Grossmammi sat in the rocker to the side, nursing a cup of coffee.

“Yah, she does,” responded Grossmammi Ruth with a chuckle.

“I wonder if she’ll have a girl or a boy,” Faith mused. “Won’t it be fun to have a Boppli in the family?”

“It will,” Mamm said, snapping the thread in her hand in half. 

The front door was open to let in the fresh summer air and the Menner hadn’t returned yet for lunch.

Abigail sat at the quilting frame, dipping her needle into the cotton fabric of the quilt in small, neat stitches. She had nothing to add to the current topic, and so kept quiet. She felt only happiness for Becca, but it was hard not to think of her own empty womb when she saw her sister.

She’d prayed about this many times and now reminded herself that Gott knew best. Perhaps she was to nurture another woman’s child. The bishop’s five children had no living mother and there were others in the same state.

Gott had reassured His people many times that He loved them and that their faith in Him allowed Him to deliver them.

Abigail sighed. She’d just always thought that she’d be delivered with Kinder of her own.

“What do you think, Abby?” Faith asked. “A girl or a boy?

Smiling, Abby said, “I’m sure we will love it, either way.”

“Of course,” Naomi said in her measured voice. 

“As the first grandchild in the family, she should call it Adam or Eve.” Faith continued stitching, apparently not aware of the shaft that her words sent through Abigail.

She should have been the first to have a baby. Adam hadn’t found a wife after his last courtship had fallen apart and he was two years younger than her.

It should have been her, but she needed to move forward from the limbo she’d been in since Abe died.

The time had long since come.

*
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The next Sunday, Abigail paused at the top of the Bassler Haus porch steps and looked out over the rolling green hills. She took a deep breath as she stood there before heading down to her buggy after visiting her friend, Grace Bassler.

Hearing male laughter off to the side of the house, Abby turned to see Grace’s husband, Rufus Bassler, and Eli Probst coming around from where the Bassler barn was located.

Struck at the unexpected sight of the blond, strapping Eli, she hesitated, all of a sudden, not sure what to do.

“You’re narrish, Rufus!” Eli said, laughter still in his voice. “I’m not sure we should put the well there without talking to Grace, but there’s no problem in doing it, as far as I’m concerned. I can start your well after I finish the Zook well. I’ll be at the Zook farm longer than we’d expected—as we hit rock while drilling—but I’ll come here next.  I still say you should clear the well placement with Grace.”

Abigail froze, her body feeling disconnected from her brain. She hesitated there at the top of the steps, not sure what to do. Which was stupid. She knew of no reason not to walk down the porch steps to get in her buggy.

Still walking toward the front of the Haus with Eli, Rufus chuckled, his head turned to look at the man who had this stupid effect on Abby.

“I don’t think it’s crazy to put the well in Grace’s kitchen garden. She won’t mind. It’ll be less distance to carry water to the plants.”

“This is between you and your Frau,” Eli returned with a grin, shaking his head.

Unmoving, her hand on the stair rail, Abigail debated turning to head back into the house. Grace would think it strange of her, since she’d already said her goodbyes, but she’d look no stranger than standing here, as if stricken by the sight of him.
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