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Chapter 1



Bergamot, Ohio


Current Day, November


Phoebe Kropf rubbed the sleep from her eyes and yawned, feeling the crisp air from this last day of November seeping through the windows of her small bedroom. It was still dark outside, but she could tell by glancing at the clock that she’d overslept. Mamm and Rhoda would already be up and busy in the kitchen. With a determined sigh, she swung her legs out of bed and stretched.


She crossed the room to fetch her clothes, ignoring the chill from the cool floorboards on her bare feet. As she dressed, Phoebe whispered a little prayer.


Gotte, I know I for sure and for certain messed up on Thanksgiving Day, making a mess when I dropped Mamm’s sweet potato and marshmallow casserole all over the floor. But I haven’t spilled or broken anything in the days since then—and for that I am truly grateful. Please help me to remember to move with deliberation, to not anticipate or improvise, to always follow Mamm’s and Rhoda’s lead. And to not get jealous or rattled when I see Mamm share the handwritten recipes, some from her own mamm, with Rhoda. I want to be helpful the way a woman of twenty-one should be and to please my eldre.


As she adjusted the strings on her kapp, Phoebe smiled at her latest origami creation sitting on her dresser. The prancing horse with one leg slightly raised and the knee bent was the picture of grace and strength. If only she could be like that.


Shaking off those thoughts and ready to face whatever the day would bring, Phoebe made her way downstairs, smiling at the familiar creak of the third and eighth treads. When she nearly lost her footing on the bottom stair, though, she reminded herself of her earlier vow to move with deliberation rather than haste.


She entered the kitchen to find Mamm and Rhoda already bustling about, preparing breakfast. Inhaling the comforting aroma of freshly brewed coffee, she allowed the warmth from the oven and stovetop to chase the chill from her bones.


“Gut matin,” she greeted as she grabbed a worn apron from the hook near the door. “I’m sorry I overslept.”


Mamm’s face softened in an indulgent smile. “It’s all right, liebchen, Rhoda and I are taking care of getting breakfast ready.”


It had been two weeks since the wedding and Phoebe was becoming accustomed to seeing Rhoda as a member of the household. What was harder to get used to was how much Mamm had come to rely on Paul’s new wife and how well the two of them worked together.


It was wrong to be jealous, and she was working hard to overcome those feelings. It should have been easy since she and Rhoda had been scholars together for eight years. But somehow it wasn’t.


Determinedly pushing away those thoughts, she offered a bright smile. “I’m here now so I can help. I see the eggs aren’t out. I’ll fetch them and get to whisking.”


As she finished tying the apron around her waist Phoebe noted the look that passed between her mamm and Rhoda. Was it because she was late or because they didn’t trust her with the eggs?


“I was just about to ask Rhoda to take care of that,” Mamm said. “Why don’t you set the table instead?”


Rhoda cast her a look that was a strange mix of apology and sympathy as she wiped her hands on her apron and moved toward the refrigerator.


She supposed that answered her question—Mamm clearly didn’t trust her to handle the eggs and Rhoda didn’t entirely disagree. Sure, she’d tripped in the chicken yard a week ago and dropped an entire pail of eggs. But it wasn’t her fault a hen had gotten underfoot. And Mamm knew it was only when she was in a hurry, or nervous or excited, that she was so clumsy.


Deciding she would remain positive, Phoebe nodded and moved to the sideboard to collect the dishes and silverware.


Counting out five plates, she placed them on the table without incident, then did the same with the flatware and glasses. That done, Phoebe pulled out the butter, blackberry jam and apple butter and put them on the center of the table.


There. She’d accomplished her assigned task without mishap. What else could she do?


Phoebe looked around the kitchen and noted the fresh-baked loaf of bread sitting on the counter. Since Mamm and Rhoda seemed to have their hands full she’d just take care of slicing it herself. Humming, Phoebe grabbed a large knife and began cutting the bread into nice thick slices, just like her daed and bruder liked.


“Phoebe!” Her mamm’s sharp cry startled Phoebe and her hand slipped, tracing a thin red line on the side of her hand.


Mamm rushed over and took Phoebe’s bleeding hand in her own. “Ach du lieva. What were you thinking? I’ve told you to let me or Rhoda handle the sharp knives.”


She wanted to shout that she wasn’t a child and that she wouldn’t have cut herself if she hadn’t been startled. But that wouldn’t prove to anyone that she was an adult—only actions could do that. “I’m sorry. It was just a bread knife.”


Mamm tsked. “There’s no ‘just’ when you talk about sharp implements.” Then her expression softened. “You know I only want to keep you safe, don’t you?”


“Jah.” But why did it always feel like she was being punished? True, she was somewhat accident-prone, and she’d had trouble with her studies all through her schooling and still could barely read. But why couldn’t Mamm see she wasn’t a kinner anymore? In fact, she was old enough to have a mann and home of her own. Rhoda was proof of that.


Perhaps it was having Rhoda take her place in their home. Perhaps it was just restlessness. But lately she’d begun to chafe more and more under the way she was always treated as if she needed help with all but the most basic of tasks.


Mamm finished examining the cut and patted Phoebe’s hand. “It looks like a shallow cut, and it’s already stopped bleeding. Run a little water on it and let me and Rhoda finish getting breakfast ready.”


Phoebe nodded, noting that Rhoda had already quietly stepped in and finished slicing the bread.


Just then, the kitchen door swung open and her daed entered, fresh from the barn, closely followed by her bruder Paul, Rhoda’s husband. As the pair shed their coats and boots, setting them by the door, Daed inhaled appreciatively. “Ach, these smells alone are enough to warm a man’s insides.” Then he spotted Phoebe and his expression drew down in concern. “Dochder, have you hurt yourself?”


He didn’t say again, but the word hung on the air, as if it were understood.


“It’s nothing.” Phoebe forced a cheerful tone. “Just a shallow cut.”


Daed crossed the room and placed a gentle hand on Phoebe’s shoulder. “We know you’re trying, Phoebe. Just remember, everyone has their strengths. Yours may lie elsewhere.”


Phoebe nodded, appreciating his words of encouragement. But why couldn’t she be more like Mamm and Rhoda?


Like every other girl of her acquaintance?


She saw the warm smile exchanged between Rhoda and Paul across the room and felt an ache deep inside. Would she ever find that for herself?


As Daed and Paul washed their hands, Phoebe couldn’t shake the feelings of inadequacy and frustration that gnawed at her. Would she ever be able to prove to her family that they didn’t have to treat her like a kinner?


Her family loved her, of that she had no doubt. Her four brieder had always been protective and were indulgent, even when they teased her. Part of that was because she was the only girl. But it was also because she was the boppli of the family. It had been thought that after Paul, her mother couldn’t have any additional children, so Phoebe’s appearance five years later was a welcome surprise.


She just wished she could have lived up to their expectations for her.


When everyone was finally seated and they bowed their heads for a moment of silent prayer, she again asked for the patience to be deliberate in her actions and accepting of the role her family—and Gotte—expected her to play.


The talk around the table centered mostly on Honey, one of the cows who might or might not be slowing down her milk production, and the possible causes.


After the meal, Phoebe pushed away from the table. “I believe it’s my turn to wash the dishes.”


Mamm tapped her chin. “But your hand. Perhaps you should let me—”


“My hand is fine, and you and Rhoda took care of preparing breakfast. I can take care of the dishes.” She saw the startled looks on the faces around the table and winced. She’d not only spoken firmly but she’d also interrupted her mamm.


Before she could offer an apology, though, Mamm nodded. “Very well, you wash the dishes. I’ll dry and Rhoda can clear the table.”


Happy with the small victory, Phoebe went to the counter to fill the sink.


She enjoyed working side by side with Mamm, making small talk about the day’s chores, the neighbors’ new boppli and what they would cook for lunch. She didn’t even mind that Mamm was ready to grab each dish almost before she could rinse it.


Just as they finished, Paul reentered the kitchen headed for the basement. Then he paused for a moment. “Phoebe, I almost forgot, Edna called a little while ago. She says she needs to speak to you and will call back at nine o’clock.”


Daed and Paul operated a harness repair business from the farm so they had a phone in the work shed for business purposes.


Phoebe stiffened. Was something wrong? Though Edna always seemed spry and full of life, she was older than Mamm and Daed. And she was like a grossmammi to her. “Did she say what it was about?”


“Nee.” He shrugged. “But she didn’t seem upset so I don’t think it’s bad news.”


Phoebe relaxed.


Still, what could have prompted Edna to call her?
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Phoebe was in the workshop, standing by the phone, a full ten minutes before nine o’clock just in case Edna called early. She paced back and forth in front of the worktable where the phone rested. The familiar earthy smell of leather and the musky scent of mink oil tickled her nose. Daed and Paul were on the other side of the workshop, giving her enough distance for a bit of privacy. But she could feel the occasional sideways glances they were giving her. No doubt they were as curious about her phone call as she was.


Four years ago she’d moved in with Edna and her husband, Ivan, for a few months to help out as Ivan lay on his sickbed, preparing for the end of his time on earth. She and Edna had grown very close that summer, sharing hopes, dreams and fears through those long, hushed days of vigil.


Edna had never made Phoebe feel inadequate or clumsy, not then and not at any time since. Truth to tell, she’d had Phoebe take care of many housekeeping and cooking tasks on her own. She’d made it clear that she didn’t believe Phoebe’s difficulties with reading and writing meant she was simple-minded, especially since, by Edna’s reckoning at least, she seemed competent in other aspects of her life. And strangely enough, Phoebe never felt particularly slow-witted when she was in Edna’s company.


Edna had left Bergamot three weeks ago for an extended visit to family she had in Sweetbrier Creek, a community about ninety miles away, and Phoebe missed her dearly.


When the phone finally rang Phoebe jumped and then pounced, almost knocking the phone from the table. The heat climbed in her cheeks as she caught the raised-brow look Daed sent her way.


“Hello?” Her voice sounded breathless even to her own ears.


“Phoebe, it’s so gut to hear your voice.”


“And yours too.” And it was. Edna’s voice was familiar, warm and comforting, just like a soft-from-use quilt on a chilly winter’s day. “How are you enjoying the visit with your shveshtra?”


“It’s been gut seeing everyone and catching up with what’s happened in their lives. But I’m actually staying in the dawdi haus of one of my niece’s sons. There are six Beiler brieder, ages twelve to twenty-nine, living alone without parents or any womenfolk to help them, so I’ve been keeping house for them for the past few weeks.”


Phoebe smiled. She imagined with Edna’s no-nonsense approach she’d gotten that household of untamed menfolk in order in no time at all.


“That’s actually why I’ve called you.”


Phoebe’s smile faded. “I don’t understand.”


“I had a little accident last nacht.” At Phoebe’s exclamation she hurried to explain. “It’s nothing serious, but I won’t be able to use my right hand for five or six weeks and these boys truly need someone to help them out.”


What did that have to do with her? But before she could ask, Edna answered her unspoken question. “I think you would be the perfect person to take on the job.”















Chapter 2



Phoebe straightened. Surely she hadn’t heard that right. “Me? But there must be some family member, or at least someone who lives closer, who would be better.”


“There are no cousins or close relatives available right now without placing a burden on them, and nee, I actually don’t think there would be anyone who would be a better fit.”


That seemed a strange thing to say. “Still, I imagine there are any number of girls who could serve as housekeeper, especially under your supervision.”


“True. But these brieder need more than a housekeeper. They need someone who knows how to care for them in other ways. Seth, the oldest, has his hands full keeping the farm running, working on his side business, and trying to be a daed to the others. The next two brieder live at home but have jobs outside the farm. The middle boy is on rumspringa and is apprenticing with a local furniture maker. The two youngest are still in school.”


“Sounds like a busy household. But I still don’t understand—”


“Seth is doing the best job he can, but these brieder, especially the younger ones, need someone to mother them, they need someone who’ll understand how much to discipline, how much to teach and how much to let them be boys. And you are perfect for that.”


Phoebe wasn’t sure she agreed with her friend on that point—she couldn’t even convince her own mamm that she was capable. But rather than argue the point she moved on. “Even so, Sweetbrier Creek is a long way from Bergamot and Christmas will be here soon. I don’t see how I could go.”


“Ach, think of it as an adventure. I know what your life is like. How would you like to spend some time in a place where no one knows anything about you and has no set expectations?”


That gave Phoebe pause. What would that be like?


“Besides,” Edna added, “it would give us a chance to spend some time together. The dawdi haus has an extra bedroom.”


Phoebe was beginning to warm up to the idea. “I’d like some time to think about it if that’s okay. And I’d need to discuss it with Mamm and Daed.”


“Of course. Is one day enough? I can call you tomorrow at the same time.”


“We’re celebrating my bruder Michael’s birthday at his home tomorrow. Monday would be better.”


“Then Monday it will be. But Phoebe, remember this. Of course you have a duty to respect and honor your eldre, but you are a young woman of twenty-one with a gut head on your shoulders, and you can make decisions for yourself.” And before Phoebe could argue the point with her, Edna hung up.


Phoebe slowly lowered the handset of the phone, her mind whirling with thoughts of Edna’s unexpected request. Should she do it?


“Is Edna well?”


Daed’s question interrupted her thoughts. “Jah.” Then she caught herself. “I mean, nee. She hurt her arm yesterday. But she said it’s not serious.”


“And for that she had to make a phone call to you?”


“Actually, she asked me to help her with something. But I’d like to talk to both you and Mamm about it together.”


Daed’s brow drew down in question, but he merely nodded. “Then we will speak of it at the lunch table today.” And with that he went back to work.


Phoebe appreciated that he didn’t press her. She donned her coat and left the work shed, but didn’t return to the house immediately. Instead she headed down the drive to fetch the mail, one of her regular tasks. As she walked, she felt a little spark of excitement. The thought of being part of a new household where no one knew her or her history stirred a sense of adventure within her. Should she do it? Could she do it?


She’d reached the mailbox by then and gathered up what appeared to be two sales flyers, a magazine of some sort, and four white envelopes. Without bothering to study the pieces closer she turned and headed back toward the house.


What would her eldre think about her accepting a job so far away?
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Phoebe scooped up a small portion of mashed potatoes and then passed the bowl to Paul, seated on her left. The knot in her stomach had pulled too tight for her to be able to eat much.


Unbidden, a memory from her childhood returned to her. At the end of her first-grade year she’d been frustrated and upset seeing her classmates begin to read and yet the words on the page made no sense to her. When this continued into second grade Mamm had insisted that she was such a clever girl, all she needed to do was focus. She’d worked with her every evening, but the more Mamm worked with her and the more she’d desperately tried to please Mamm, the more the words and letters twisted and danced on the page, mocking her efforts to make sense of them. She could still recall with absolute clarity the moment her mamm’s demeanor had changed from determination to defeat, from teacher to acceptance that her dochder would likely never be able to read. When Mamm had told her they didn’t need to work on her reading any longer, that instead she would focus on teaching her how to be a gut homemaker, Phoebe had understood just what that meant. She’d cried herself to sleep that nacht.


Daed spoke again, pulling her thoughts back to the present. “So dochder, what did Edna ask of you that you need to discuss with me and your mamm?”


Phoebe took a deep breath. “A few weeks ago Edna took on the job of housekeeper for some relatives, a group of young men, the six Beiler brieder who apparently need a lot of help.”


“Ach, I knew Edna couldn’t just sit back and visit for very long.” Mamm had an indulgent smile on her face.


Phoebe smiled back, then continued. “Edna hurt her arm yesterday and won’t be able to keep house for them very well for the next several weeks.”


“Ach, poor dear. I hope she’s not in much pain.”


“She says she feels fine, she just can’t do much with only her left hand. Which is where I come in.” Again, Phoebe breathed deeply. “She’d like me to go to Sweetbrier Creek and help out until she’s able to resume her work.”


Mamm paused with her fork halfway to her lips, her brow raised almost to her hairline. “What? That’s ridiculous. You told her you couldn’t go, didn’t you?”


Why was it ridiculous? “I told her I’d need to think about it and also talk to you both before I decide.”


Mamm’s unbending posture softened ever so slightly. Was that an element of concern beneath her stern refusal? Would Mamm ever see her as a capable adult rather than a child to be cosseted?


“A wise response.” Daed’s words brought her attention back to him. “What is it you want to do?” His tone and expression were measured, giving little of his thoughts away.


“Turn her down, of course,” was Mamm’s quick, predictable response. There was no doubt about the concern in her expression now.


“Actually, I think I’d like to go. Edna needs the help or she wouldn’t have asked.” She shot a quick look Mamm’s way. “And she’ll be there so it’s not as if I’d be entirely on my own.”


“And where would you live while you’re there?” Daed had set his utensils down and was stroking his beard, something he did when he was thinking through a problem of some sort.


“Edna lives in the Beilers’ dawdi haus and she says there’s room for me to move in there with her. It would only be for five or six weeks.”


“But that means you’d be gone over Christmas.” Mamm’s lips remained set in a stubborn line but again Phoebe thought she detected a note of pleading underlying her tone. “I think it best you tell Edna to find someone else.”


Was that really the reason? Or did Mamm think she couldn’t handle such a responsibility? “I can always make it a condition that I come back home for a couple of days at Christmas.”


“But—”


“I think that’s a reasonable compromise.”


At the interruption, Mamm’s gaze turned to meet Daed’s and Phoebe watched as something unspoken passed between them. Then Mamm sat back and focused on her plate, her expression unreadable. Paul and Rhoda wisely kept silent but they also exchanged glances.


Daed turned back to her. “Tell me about these six brieder.”


Did that mean he wasn’t going to try to talk her out of it? “The two youngest are still in school. The oldest has been trying to care for all of them himself.” She lifted her chin. “I don’t know much more but I trust Edna when she says I can do what is needed to help them.”


Phoebe focused on her daed, but from the corner of her eye she saw Mamm’s hand tighten on her fork.


To her relief, Daed nodded. “Edna has a sensible head on her shoulders.”


Afraid to get her hopes up just yet, Phoebe turned to her mamm and braced herself.


But to her surprise Mamm nodded. “If this is really something you want to do, then of course you should give it a try.” Then she met Phoebe’s gaze. “But remember, if you feel the need to return home before the time is up, then I’m sure Edna will understand.”


Daed cleared his throat, reclaiming Phoebe’s attention. “If you feel called to help this familye of brieder, then you may go with our blessings.” He pointed his spoon at her. “And this could be a wunderbaar opportunity for you. A chance to see if you’re ready for a home of your own.”


A home of her own. Phoebe sat up straighter as her resolve strengthened. “I think so too.” She would do this and when she returned they could no longer treat her like a kinner but rather as the full-grown woman she was.


Daed was right about it being an opportunity but perhaps not in the way he meant. It was a chance to break free from the low expectations of her familye and friends and to embark on an adventure in a new setting with people who didn’t know anything about her difficulty with the basic skills of reading and writing, not to mention the clumsiness that plagued her whenever she got nervous or flustered.


Later, as Phoebe helped clear the table, not even the seamless way Rhoda and Mamm worked around her could steal her smile. Accepting Edna’s offer to join her in Sweetbrier Creek felt like something big, something that would mark a milestone in her life and maybe, just maybe, give her a chance to find her own path.















Chapter 3



Sweetbrier Creek, Ohio


Seth Beiler quickened his pace as he headed toward the house from the equipment shed. He was late for breakfast but since Mark was in charge of cooking their morning meal he didn’t feel particularly eager. He usually cooked breakfast during those times when there was no housekeeper available, but Edna had encouraged him to let his brieder take more responsibility, under her supervision. He’d only agreed because he was behind on the orders for his side business, making hand-carved chess sets. And after the problems they’d had with last year’s crops his familye could really use the extra income these brought in.


Edna’s injury was most definitely a setback for them. He’d thought he’d have until after Christmas before he needed to find a more permanent solution to their need for a housekeeper, and by then he’d have the bulk of his orders for chess sets fulfilled.


They’d had the worst luck keeping housekeepers the past few years. Two had gotten married and moved away. A third had decided to move in with her newly widowed shveshtah and help with the kinner.


And now this.


Despite not particularly looking forward to whatever meal Mark had prepared, Seth picked up the pace. He’d always been insistent that he and his brieder have breakfast together, and as the oldest it was his place to set a good example.


He grimaced at that thought. Sometimes he hated being the oldest, the responsible one, the surrogate daed to his brieder. But it was the role circumstances and Gotte had assigned him, and who was he to complain?


Even before Seth opened the side door he could hear the sounds of horseplay inside. Edna, Mamm’s shveshtah who was serving as their housekeeper for the time being and was living in the dawdi haus, had told him she would rest and not to expect to see her for a day or two. After yesterday’s disaster with the near-fire Levi had caused in the kitchen he hoped she would be ready to rejoin them soon. Even if she couldn’t actually work with her injured hand, at least she could instruct and keep an eye on them and their efforts.


In the three weeks she’d been here she’d done so much to bring some measure of orderliness to their household. He hadn’t realized just how far things had slipped, how his brieder’s rowdiness had grown more and more common around here lately.


Seth stepped inside the kitchen and halted as he was hit in the forehead with a hard object. All motion ceased as the five occupants froze and stared at him with expressions that ran the scale from guilt to apprehension to barely suppressed amusement.


Glancing down at the floor, Seth realized two things. One, he’d been hit by a nearly black biscuit. And two, it hadn’t been the only biscuit used as a missile. He could see at least nine other hockey-puck-like items scattered about the floor and table. He also saw a cup of coffee and a glass of milk that had fallen victim to whatever had been going on in here this morning.


Where was Edna? So much for things being done under her supervision.


Jesse, who’d obviously been responsible for throwing the biscuit that had hit him, spoke first. “I’m sorry, Seth. I was aiming for Daniel but he ducked.”


As if that excused him.


“I see you all took my talk about trying to be more orderly to heart.”


“Ach, Seth, don’t be so stuffy.” Levi picked up the two biscuits that were near his feet. “We were just having a bit of fun.”


Fun. When was the last time he himself had enjoyed a bit of fun? He waved a hand, encompassing the room. “We’ll just have store-bought bread this morning. Clean up this mess and get the table set.”


His brieder went to work while Seth peeled out of his jacket and boots.


In the meantime Edna entered with a jar of what looked like preserves. Apparently she’d been down in the basement. She took one look at the cleanup going on and met Seth’s gaze with a shrug. Then she crossed the room and placed the jar on the counter.


“I see there’s been a bit of a ruckus since I left the room. But you seem to be doing a gut job of cleaning everything up.” She adjusted her sling. “I think I’ll go back to my rooms and have a cup of tea and then lie back down for a bit. Please don’t wait on me for your breakfast.” And with that she made her exit.


What had that been all about?


She was usually a stickler for getting things cleaned up. Perhaps her wrist was paining her more than she’d let on. He’d have to see about getting some help, at least part-time, so she didn’t feel the need to help out so much.


In short order they had taken their places around the table.


After the pause for a time of silent prayers, the Beilers dug into the food with gusto.


“I hope Aenti Edna is better soon,” Levi said. “Her cooking is worlds better than yours.”


Mark merely shrugged. “If you think you can do better the job’s all yours.” Then he turned to Seth. “How long do you think it’ll be before she can use her hand again?”


Seth gave Mark a stern look as he forked up some only slightly overcooked eggs. “For as long as it takes to heal. And we are very grateful for all she has done for us so far, ain’t so?”


There were some guilty looks amid a chorus of agreement around the table.


“We’ve been on our own before,” Seth reminded them. “There are six of us—we can handle this.”


“Still,” Daniel said, “she plans to go back to Bergamot eventually. What if she decides to do it now since she’s hurt?”


Seth met Daniel’s gaze with a lift of his brow before focusing back on his meal. “Same as now. We do our own housework.”


His words were immediately greeted with groans and protests from around the table.


“You can’t expect us to do laundry,” Mark said indignantly.


“Or scrub floors,” Kish added.


Seth didn’t look up. “That and more is exactly what we’ll all be doing for the next several weeks. We will follow the task list I’ve posted, no complaints. After all, Aenti Edna has said she’ll lend a hand where she can so we won’t be entirely on our own.” But after seeing how she handled things this morning he wasn’t sure just how much help she was going to be.


Before he could say anything more Levi shoved scrambled eggs and a couple of strips of bacon between two slices of bread and pushed away from the table.


Seth frowned. “Where are you going?”


Levi grabbed his dishes and headed for the sink. “I need to head out. Onkel Uri asked us to arrive at the pickup point thirty minutes early today.”


“You should have said something last night.” Seth tried to keep the annoyance from his voice. “We could have adjusted our schedule so you didn’t have to eat on the go.”


Levi was already at the counter, giving his breakfast dishes a suspiciously quick wash. They had a standing rule that everyone carried their dishes to the counter. And on days when they were without a housekeeper everyone did their own dishes. Whoever cooked cleaned the pots and serving pieces.


“No point in making everyone adjust their schedule for me.” Levi grabbed the lunch pail he’d apparently filled earlier. “See you all this evening.” And without further explanation he was out the door.


The rest of his brieder powered through their breakfasts with more haste than manners.


In no time at all, Jesse and Kish had headed out to school, Daniel had headed to his job at their neighbor John Fretz’s orchard, and Mark had left for Calvin Detweiler’s woodworking shop, where he apprenticed for four and a half hours a day.


Which left Seth standing in the kitchen alone. Since Mark had been in a hurry to get to work, Seth had volunteered to wash the pans and serving dishes, and he tackled that now. Sometimes he felt more like a housekeeper than a bruder in this place.


Then he gave his head a mental shake. In truth he was a surrogate parent and this was all part of that role. He should consider it hands-on training for when he had kinner of his own.


Then he grimaced. He hadn’t considered having kinner to be a priority, not even when he’d married Dinah. After all, he had five half brieder to raise. But they were getting older now—and so was he—and he sometimes wondered what it might be like.















Chapter 4



Later that morning, Seth wiped his hands on a rag as he studied the patched water trough. So far so good. Hopefully it would hold this time.


He removed his hat and wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. This particular chore hadn’t been on his list when he got up this morning, but few days went just the way he planned them lately.


The sound of approaching footsteps caught his attention. He squinted against the morning sun then replaced his hat. It was Edna—did that mean she was feeling better? Then he frowned. She was coming up the drive rather than from the direction of the dawdi haus. Had she been out for a walk? Perhaps she was suffering from cabin fever—even at sixty-nine and with an injury he knew she didn’t like being inactive.


He stood, remaining where he was, waiting for her to draw near.


“Gut matin,” he said. “I hope this means you’re feeling better.”


She nodded but didn’t waste time on pleasantries. “There’s something I need to speak to you about.”


“It sounds serious.” Seth’s chest tightened. She was going to quit and return to her shveshtah’s home or back to her own in Bergamot, he could feel it.


The older woman nodded without smiling. “It is. Do you mind if we go to the house where we can sit?”


“Of course.” He swept a hand in the general direction of the house. “After you.”


He and his brieder would have to shoulder the household chores full-time. He didn’t look forward to having to tell them. And beyond that, he was going to miss having her around—they all would. She’d been more than a housekeeper, she was familye.


As they moved past the dawdi haus, Seth’s thoughts scrambled for ways to handle this latest setback. Could he talk Edna into staying another week to train them on the proper way to do laundry and some of the other tasks? Their play-it-by-ear approach hadn’t always provided the best results.


Once inside, he waved her toward a seat at the table then sat across from her and folded his arms. Best not to draw this out with small talk. “I take it you’re leaving us.”


She smiled for the first time since she’d come up the drive. “Nee. I told you I’d help out as long as I was in Sweetbrier Creek and I’m a woman of my word.”


Some of the tension that had built inside Seth uncoiled. “Then what is it?”


“I’ve been wondering, it’s been nearly five years since Dinah passed. Why haven’t you found a new fraa?”


He stiffened again. “Forgive me, but I can’t see where that’s something we should be discussing.”


“Just humor your nosy old aenti. You can obviously use a helpmeet here, someone who’s more than a housekeeper with a life of her own elsewhere.” She gave him a direct look. “While I’ve enjoyed working with you and your brieder, I’ll have to return to my home in Bergamot eventually. A fraa seems like the obvious solution.”


Why was she pursuing this? “And one day I’m sure I will find someone.”


She studied him a moment. “Are you still mourning Dinah after all this time?”


“Nee. I mean, jah, I miss her. And my brieder do, too, I’m sure. She was with us for four years and we were all better when she was around.”


“I see. Given that you just said you and your brieder were better when you had a fraa in the house, what’s holding you back?”


How could she possibly think this was any of her business? “Courting takes time and effort and I have little to spare of either.”


Edna waved her gut hand dismissively. “If you wait for the perfect time it will never come. I think it’s something you should really think about.”


He was ready to put an end to this very uncomfortable discussion. “I will. Now, if there’s nothing else, I need to get back to work.” Why would she have called him in to discuss so personal a topic?


“There was one other thing.”


Smothering a sigh, he settled back down in his seat.


“I have a gut friend back in Bergamot, Phoebe Kropf.”


She’d come here to discuss a friend? Then he sat up straighter. Could this friend of Edna’s be a potential housekeeper he could hire? He hadn’t thought of looking outside the community but that was actually a gut idea. Someone with a fresh perspective might be just the thing.


“Phoebe’s family is related to my Ivan so I’ve known her for a long time. Phoebe was wonderful kind to me and Ivan when he got so sick. She spent many hours sitting by his bedside with me, providing comfort and support.”


“She sounds like a gut friend.” He would prefer a younger person but the woman’s nurturing skills would come in handy with his brieder.


Edna nodded. “She is. And she will be a gut person to take care of you and your brieder until my hand is healed.”


He raised a brow. “You mean take care of our house, don’t you?” Then he nodded. “Whatever the case, if you’ll vouch for her, then that’s gut enough for me.”


His response seemed to startle her. “It is?”


“Jah.” He spread his hands. “Of course I’ll need to discuss wages with her, but I’m sure we can reach a decision we can both live with.”


“Gut. Because I just spoke to her and she plans to arrive tomorrow morning.”


So she’d been coming back from the phone shanty when he spotted her. Edna leaned back in her chair, and her expression took on a pleased-with-herself air. He crossed his arms. “Not that I’m ungrateful, but that was a bit presumptuous, don’t you think? What would you have done if I’d said I preferred someone I know?”


She shrugged without any sign of repentance. “What’s done is done. I didn’t think you would turn down the help and I wanted to make sure Phoebe was willing before I got your hopes up.”


Recognizing that Edna was a force unto herself, he decided not to let her I-know-best attitude irritate him. Instead he’d just be glad she’d found a solution to their current problem so quickly.


“Of course she’ll stay in the dawdi haus with me,” Edna continued. “And I can show her around and explain what she needs to know here so you won’t need to worry about the time it’ll take to get her familiar with everything.”


“Sounds as if you have it all figured out. Is there anything I need to know about this friend of yours?”


“As I said earlier, Phoebe is kind and supportive. She’s also a bit unconventional, which in my estimation is a gut thing. As for the rest, I think I’ll let you discover it on your own.”


“Unconventional? You do understand that I prefer to have someone who’ll bring a sense of order to our home. My brieder need structure, not more chaos.”


“Don’t you worry, Phoebe will bring just what’s needed to this household.”


He had a feeling there was something she wasn’t telling him. “Do you mind if I ask why she would come all this way to help someone she doesn’t know, and during the Christmas season at that? Doesn’t she have familye of her own?”


“Of course. In fact she’s agreed to come here with the understanding that she’ll need to return home for two or three days around Christmas.”


He nodded. “That shouldn’t be a problem.”


“Gut.” Edna stood. “Now I’ll let you get back to your work and I’ll get to mine, what little I can do anyway.”


Was she trying to avoid any more questions he might have? Seth stood and moved to the door. Then he remembered tomorrow was Tuesday. “I’ll make my weekly trip to town today so I’ll be here when she arrives tomorrow. Let me know if you need anything from the market.”


Edna nodded, then her eyes widened. “Ach, I almost forgot.”


Seth turned back to see her removing something from her sling.


“I fetched the mail while I was at the phone shanty. Looks like you have a couple of new orders.”


Seth smothered a groan as he moved to take the mail from her. New orders were a gut thing. The money he made on the chess sets he handcrafted went a long way toward supplementing their income. But he’d gotten a whole lot more orders this year than he’d expected and everyone wanted them delivered in time for Christmas. He’d just have to find a way to work faster and put in additional hours between now and Christmas.


As he headed toward his workshop Seth mulled over what Edna had told him. It was gut that they had a new housekeeper coming. He wondered if Edna’s friend would be at all like Edna herself. Hopefully she’d have his aenti’s energy if not her personality. And it would be gut for Edna to have a friend living here with her. It probably hadn’t been easy for her to be on her own in this all-male household.


His only concern was that, unlike Edna, she’d be too soft, too sympathetic to be able to keep up with his brieder.


Then his thoughts turned to what else she’d discussed with him. Much as he hated to admit it, she was probably right about him needing to consider marrying again. His brieder might be getting older, but the two youngest could definitely do with a woman who could fill the role of mamm in their lives. His and Dinah’s marriage had certainly not been a love match, but they’d been gut friends and each understood their roles. She’d genuinely loved his brieder as if they had been her own kinner, and his load had certainly been lighter when she’d been around.


He mulled the idea over the rest of the morning while he ran his errands in town.


When he returned and went inside to grab a sandwich for lunch, he spotted Edna reading her Bible in the living room.


“Aenti, I’ve been thinking over what you said earlier about me needing a fraa and perhaps you’re right. Life was certainly easier and calmer when Dinah was still alive.”


Edna set her Bible in her lap. “Easier and calmer—is that what you’re looking for?”


She said that as if it was the wrong answer. “Of course. After all, that’s what’s needed here.”


“I notice you didn’t mention anything about love.”


He spread his hands. “Naturally I would want someone who is loving and Gotte fearing, someone who can offer friendship and mutual respect.” He shrugged. “Other than that, I’d like to find someone just like Dinah—organized, confident, efficient.”


“And do you know of someone like that?”


He rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ve been thinking on that since we spoke this morning and no one comes to mind. Perhaps I need to look outside of Sweetbrier Creek to find such a woman. Would you know of anyone in Bergamot who fits that description?”


Edna nodded. “Let me think on it. I might be able to find just the girl for you.”


“Danke.”


In the meantime, perhaps he’d ask his cousin Caleb in Sugarcreek and his cousin Zilla in Franklin if they could recommend anyone. Actually, he’d go ahead and get letters out to them today.


With any luck he might be doing some long-distance courting by the time Edna’s friend was ready to return home. In fact, he might even be engaged before Edna herself left them.


This promised to be the answer to his problems—with a woman moving in as his fraa, what need would he have for a housekeeper?
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