
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
            [image: ]

         

      

   


   
      
         
            This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

            Copyright © 2019 by Rachel J. Good

            Cover design by Elizabeth Turner Stokes

Cover illustration by Trish Cramblet

Cover copyright © 2019 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

            The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

            Forever

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104
read-forever.com
twitter.com/readforeverpub

            First Edition: May 2019

            Forever is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing. The Forever name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.

            ISBN: 978-1-5387-1130-9 (mass market), 978-1-5387-1131-6 (ebook)

            E3-20190409-DA-NF-ORI

         

      

   


    Contents

  


	Cover

   	Title Page

   	Copyright

   	Dedication

   	Chapter One

   	Chapter Two

   	Chapter Three

   	Chapter Four

   	Chapter Five

   	Chapter Six

   	Chapter Seven

   	Chapter Eight

   	Chapter Nine

   	Chapter Ten

   	Chapter Eleven

   	Chapter Twelve

   	Chapter Thirteen

   	Chapter Fourteen

   	Chapter Fifteen

   	Chapter Sixteen

   	Chapter Seventeen

   	Chapter Eighteen

   	Chapter Nineteen

   	Chapter Twenty

   	Chapter Twenty-One

   	Chapter Twenty-Two

   	Chapter Twenty-Three

   	Chapter Twenty-Four

   	Chapter Twenty-Five

   	Chapter Twenty-Six

   	Chapter Twenty-Seven

   	Chapter Twenty-Eight

   	Chapter Twenty-Nine

   	Chapter Thirty

   	Chapter Thirty-One

   	Epilogue

   	Acknowledgments

   	Discover More

   	About the Author

   	Also by Rachel J. Good

   	Fall in love with these charming small-town romances!




    
    Navigation
   

   


	
     
      Table of Contents
     
    




  
   
      
         Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.

         Tap here to learn more.

[image: Forever logo]



   


   
      
         
            To the three sweet Amish children who were the inspiration for Grace’s family.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         Grace Fisher stood staring after the Englisch doctor who’d just handed her a huge wad of bills. He left through the side entrance of her barn so he couldn’t be seen from the house. She longed to run after him to return his money. But she could never erase the information she’d given him. She’d betrayed her niece Miriam hoping to save a baby.

         The money burned her fingers and her conscience. Judas had accepted thirty pieces of silver. Have I just done the same?

         Her daughter toddled toward her and grasped a handful of Grace’s black work apron to stay upright. Grace reached down and swept Libby into her arms. The comforting scent of her daughter’s plump body, the horsey smell of the Morgan stamping in his stall, and the cows lowing to be milked all drew her back to the barn and to her work.

         But first she needed to do something with the money. After checking over her shoulder to be sure her three-year-old son was still playing with the barn cat, she headed to the farthest stack of hay bales. Levi was now at the age where he noticed details and blurted things out at inappropriate times. The less he knew about this, the better.

         If her husband discovered she had this money, he’d take it, and Miriam would never see a penny. Rightfully, this money belonged to their niece. All of it. Perhaps turning it over to her would relieve some of Grace’s guilt.

         She poked a hole in the top hay bale in the darkest corner. Although she was the only one who fed the animals, she still wanted to hide the roll of bills well. After pushing the money into the opening she’d made, she pulled bits of hay down to cover it until no green showed.

         She needed to hurry. The encounter with the doctor had made her late for the milking, and Melvin would soon be roaring for his supper. With Libby clinging to her, Grace fed and watered the animals. Usually she requested Levi’s help, but right now it would be faster to do it herself.

         Then, hugging Libby close, she rushed to the first stall to milk Daisy. After settling onto the stool, she shifted her daughter in her lap. It wasn’t easy doing chores with a child in her arms, but she’d learned to do many things while holding her babies. If she’d soon be adding another little one to their family, the practice would come in handy.

         Grace dreaded telling Melvin the news. Most Amish men were delighted about having children, but Melvin’s moods could be quite unpredictable. He might be noncommittal, or he might rage.

         After wiping the cow’s udder with antiseptic, Grace began the rhythmic motions of squirting milk into the pail. The familiar ping of liquid hitting the metal calmed her nerves. Levi joined her as she prepared to milk the next cow, so Grace put Libby down and placed Levi on the stool in front of her. He was old enough to do chores now. Although it would take much longer, she guided his small hands as he cleaned the cow and struggled to get milk.

         “You’ll soon be strong enough to do this. Try again,” she encouraged him.

         To his delight, some milk dribbled into the pail. He giggled. “I did it.”

         “Yes, you did.” She placed her hand over his to strengthen his grip. “That’s the way. Keep going like this.” She bit her tongue before she praised him too much. Children should not be prideful. Neither should adults, but her spirit swelled with joy at his accomplishment.

         After the milking was finished, Grace picked up the two full pails and, with the children clinging to her apron, headed for the barn door, her stomach queasy. They’d been out here much too long. Melvin would be furious if his supper was late. When he flew into a temper, he often berated the children.

         The barn had been cold, but when Grace opened the door, frigid winds slapped her in the face. She wished she could protect her little ones from the cold—and their father’s wrath.

         The doctor had questioned her about her husband’s moods and asked if Melvin ever hurt her physically. She’d said no, but the look in his eyes made it clear he hadn’t believed her. But she’d told him the truth. Or most of it. With his weight now hovering over three hundred pounds and with all his health issues, Melvin couldn’t get up from the couch to touch her. As long as she and the children stayed out of arm’s reach, they were safe.

         Melvin was no longer the quiet, taciturn man she’d married four years ago. He’d lost his roofing job a year into their marriage when the company folded, and since then he’d been morose.

         Despite being pregnant with Levi, Grace had sold jam to make ends meet. She often suspected friends and family bought her jams more to help her and the family than to serve at meals. Everyone in the community could easily make their own jams and jellies. But that first summer, a few tourists had stopped when they saw her homemade wooden sign by the driveway. They’d bought a dozen jars, and soon orders flowed in from several Englisch specialty shops in other states. Grace had gotten a business license and a home inspection, and now she worked long hours filling orders. Most of the Amish shops and tourist spots in the Lancaster area carried her jams too.

         But the more successful her business grew, the more Melvin’s spirits plunged. He’d been unable to find another job. His health declined, and Grace soon had to take over all of his farming chores. The more Melvin sat, the larger he grew. And the worse his temper became. Today, the doctor had suggested her husband might be suffering from depression and urged her to be sure he had a physical soon. But how could she suggest that to Melvin? He’d have a fit.

         The nauseous feeling in Grace’s stomach increased as she neared the back door. How much of it was from the baby she suspected she was carrying and how much from anxiety? She was keeping too many secrets. But she couldn’t tell Melvin about the baby. At least not yet. And if she told him about the money, he’d know she betrayed his niece. Her roiling stomach might also be from guilt. She shouldn’t be concealing anything from her husband.

         When they reached the back porch, Levi let go of her skirt and raced up the steps. Before she could warn him to be quiet, he banged through the door, letting the storm door slam shut behind him.

         By the time Grace opened the door, her husband’s low snarl was coming from the living room, and she cringed. Levi halted midway through the kitchen. His head hung low as his father berated him. Grace longed to hug him, to cover his ears, to stop the flow of angry words. If she did, they’d all pay. She settled for squeezing Levi’s shoulder as she passed, hoping Melvin wouldn’t notice. He could only see part of the kitchen from his perch on the couch.

         Her son glanced up at her gratefully, and she signaled her love and support with a brief smile. But that was enough to direct Melvin’s attention to her.

         “It’s long past time to cook supper,” Melvin barked. “What took you so long?”

         “The man…” Levi lisped in his three-year-old drawl.

         “Man?” Her husband stared at her accusingly. “What is he talking about?” He waved a hand toward their son.

         “I, umm, that is…” Grace set Libby at the kitchen table so she could keep her back to Melvin for a few moments to compose herself before turning to face him. She clutched the sides of her work apron to keep from wringing her hands together. If she did that, Melvin would know she was hiding something.

         Yet her conscience wouldn’t allow her to do something dishonest. She had to tell him the truth, the whole truth, even if it meant he took the money from her, even if he exploded.

         “Why was a man in the barn?” he snapped. “Who was he?”

         Bowing her head and keeping her eyes downcast, Grace sucked in a quick breath, but her words still came out shaky. “Th-that Englisch doctor who bought the jam.”

         “He came back to return it? It wasn’t to his taste?” The sneer on his face made it clear he didn’t think much of her jam-making business.

         Grace bit her lip. “No, he didn’t return it.” She kept her voice meek and gentle because the Bible said a soft answer turneth away wrath. Although it rarely worked with Melvin. “He wanted to ask me a question.” How could she tell him about Miriam?

         “He couldn’t have asked it when he was here in the house buying jam?” His eyes narrowed. “Or was it private?”

         At the way he emphasized the last word, Grace’s cheeks heated, and the words she’d been trying to form died on her lips. Was he accusing her of being unfaithful? She squeezed her eyes shut briefly to hold back tears. Then, keeping her tone as measured as possible, she said, “He wanted Miriam’s address.”

         “You didn’t give it to him,” he said, but his eyes held a question.

         Grace froze, and her mouth dried out too much to answer.

         Melvin’s face purpled. “You did, didn’t you?” He pushed himself partway up from the couch, and Grace took a step back. “If they find out, they’ll make me pay back the money.” Spittle flew from his lips. “You didn’t care about that, did…” His voice trickled off into a gurgle, and he clutched at his heart. Then he keeled over, hitting the floor with a thud.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Elijah Beiler had just helped his father back into bed when someone banged on the back door. He had no wish to speak to anyone. For years, he’d been a recluse, avoiding church on Sundays, despite being censured, and occasionally meeting the truck driver who collected his milk for the distributor. Most of the time, though, he could leave notes for the driver. If families in the community needed help with a barn raising, he’d attend but volunteer for one of the more solitary jobs.

         He intended to ignore the light banging, but a shrill child’s voice shouted, “Help!”

         A child. Elijah’s gut tightened. He did his best to avoid children ever since his sister…

         The yell came again. Praying it wasn’t a prank, he rushed to the door. His neighbor’s little boy stood on the doorstep. “Something bad happened to Daed. Mamm said call the bu-wince.”

         Elijah blinked at him. Bu-wince? What in the world was that? “Is your daed hurt?”

         The small boy, who had the same reddish hair and long eyelashes as his mamm—not that Elijah noticed things like that, of course—nodded vigorously. “He fell on the floor.”

         Elijah hadn’t seen Melvin Fisher outside the house in years, but he’d heard rumors that he’d become extremely overweight. If he fell, his slim wife could never help him up, although she did seem to manage all the farming chores on her own.

         “Call quick,” the little boy said.

         Then it dawned on Elijah. Ambulance. That’s what the child had been saying. “Stay right here,” he commanded, pointing to the porch. Then he ran to the barn to call 911.

         The Fishers didn’t have a phone, but Elijah had one in the barn for the dairy business. He made the call, gave the address, and rushed back out. Until the ambulance came, he might be able to help. He’d volunteered at the fire company when he was younger, so he had some emergency training.

         Scooping up the small boy, he raced across the side lawn to the house next door. He barged through the back door without knocking. “I rang 911,” he called out. “They’re sending an ambulance.”

         Through the kitchen archway, his petite redheaded neighbor was tugging and pulling at her husband’s huge inert body. The man appeared dazed, but conscious, and seemed to be struggling against her efforts.

         “What happened?” Elijah asked as he hurried into the room.

         “I think it’s his heart.”

         Elijah couldn’t resist the plea in her soft green eyes. “Let me help,” he said, moving to the opposite side. Pulling his gaze from her eyes, Elijah forced himself to meet her husband’s. “You didn’t hurt or break anything when you fell, did you?” When the man shook his head, Elijah said, “If we all work together, we can prop you up against the couch.”

         Elijah had fought stubborn cows and lifted heavy equipment, but nothing prepared him for the deadweight of the corpulent man on the floor. A man who seemed to be doing nothing to assist them. They’d barely managed to move him a few inches when Melvin gasped and went limp.

         Cardiac arrest. Elijah’s training came flooding back. Putting one hand on top of the other and interlocking his fingers, he pressed on Melvin’s sternum. After each compression, he waited until Melvin’s chest recoiled and then pressed again. Three, four, five…Elijah counted until he reached thirty.

         Then he slid his hand under Melvin’s neck to tilt his head back and open his airway. Pinching Melvin’s nose, Elijah completed two breaths and returned to thirty compressions. Over and over he silently repeated two breaths, thirty compressions, two breaths, thirty compressions until the ambulance siren whirred outside.

         Grace rushed to the door to let the EMTs in. Elijah continued his rhythm until one of the men set a hand on his shoulder. Exhausted, Elijah rocked back on his heels and took in a long, slow breath. Then he stumbled to his feet and stepped aside, his heart pounding from adrenaline, as the EMTs shocked Melvin.

         Grace stood framed in the kitchen doorway, the children behind her, peeking out from behind her skirt. Her hands were clenched in front of her, and her gaze remained focused on the EMTs bent over her husband. Elijah wished he had some way to help, to reassure her.

         One EMT stood. “We need to get him to the hospital now.”

         Icy wind blew through the door as the driver wheeled in the stretcher, which left snowy tracks across the polished hardwood floors. Elijah assisted them in settling Melvin onto the stretcher, which groaned and creaked under his weight. Then they whisked him out the door.

         Elijah turned to Grace. “Did you want to ride along to the hospital?”

         She glanced down at her son and daughter, who were staring after the stretcher. “I-I can’t.”

         “Go ahead,” he urged, waving her toward the door. “I’ll watch the children for you.”

         “But they haven’t had any supper or…”

         “Don’t worry. I can handle everything. You should be with your husband.” He motioned toward the door. “You’d better hurry.”

         She glanced at him uncertainly, and he tried to project an air of calmness and competence. Once she’d snatched up her black bonnet and cape and hurried out the door, all his bravado leaked out. As a confirmed bachelor with no siblings or nieces and nephews, he had no idea how to care for children.

         What have I gotten myself into?

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         The cold winds that had blown through the door chilled Elijah’s skin, but the iciness of being left alone with two young children penetrated his insides. A combination of panic and dread gripped him. The only way to deal with this situation was to steel his emotions—and his heart.

         A small hand tugged at his shirt sleeve. “I’m hung-wee,” the little boy lisped.

         Elijah struggled to interpret the words. He settled on hungry. It seemed he pronounced r’s as w’s. “Yes, we should eat.”

         The apprehension in the pleading green eyes touched Elijah. The little boy had just seen his daed taken away, and his mamm had run out the door, leaving him with a stranger. The child was more than just hungry. He needed reassurance. A reassurance Elijah couldn’t give.

         Most people would probably sweep the children into a hug. Elijah battled that instinct. He’d vowed never to let himself get attached to a child. Never again. He couldn’t endure the pain.

         Yet he couldn’t let a child suffer. He squatted down and set his hands on the little boy’s shoulders. Elijah’s heart ached, but he kept his hands in place. He needed to move beyond his own agony to help these little ones.

         “My name is Elijah,” he said. “What’s yours?”

         “Weev-I.”

         “Levi?” Elijah guessed, and the small boy nodded. A tiny thrill of victory. He’d cracked the code of the boy’s words. “And your sister?”

         “Wib-bee.”

         With more confidence, Elijah said, “Libby,” and was rewarded with another nod.

         Good. They’d managed to communicate. “All right, Libby and Levi, let’s get something to eat.”

         When Elijah stood, Levi reached for his hand. Elijah endured the swift, sharp pang that shot through him at the touch. His eyes stung, but he forced himself to smile at Libby, who still stood in the kitchen doorway, sucking hard on her thumb, staring at the front door.

         Was she hoping for her parents’ return? Elijah could tell her from personal experience that didn’t always happen. Sometimes parents walked out the door never to come back.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Grace wrapped her arms around herself as the ambulance sped toward the hospital. She had to sit in front so the EMTs could work on Melvin. What was happening to him back there? What would she do if he needed to stay in the hospital? Or what if he—? Her mind shied away from the thought.

         Instead she focused on her children. She’d gone off without feeding them supper. And she’d left them in the care of a neighbor who was practically a stranger. They’d lived next door to him for four years, yet she’d barely ever seen him outside except in the fields. He belonged to their church district but never attended services although the elders encouraged him to return and send his family. Despite her own sporadic attendance since Melvin’s weight gain, she’d heard gossip about Elijah and his daed keeping to themselves, but she’d never heard anything bad about him. He helped at barn raisings, although he didn’t socialize much, and he made generous donations to fund-raisers when people at church had financial needs, so he must have a good heart. But should she have trusted him with her children?

         The ambulance, siren screaming, pulled into the emergency entrance, and Grace stood to one side as the paramedics rushed Melvin’s stretcher into the hospital. She followed them, and the driver pointed her to the window.

         “You’ll need to give them your husband’s information over there,” he said as they hurried past.

         The next few hours passed in a blur. Only one moment stood out in stark contrast—the doctor’s grave face as he said, “I’m sorry.” The rest of his speech was drowned out by the roaring waves of dizziness and nausea.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Elijah led the two children into the kitchen and lifted them onto the benches after Levi pointed out their usual places. Then he picked up the milk pails Grace had left by the door and poured the liquid into the clean bottles on the table. Every other surface in the kitchen was covered with jars of jam. Cardboard boxes filled with jam jars lined one wall. He’d heard she sold jam, but he didn’t realize the size of her business. How did she manage it in this small kitchen? And how did she have time for her family?

         He opened the propane refrigerator to store the milk and stopped in shock. The shelves were practically empty. What mother would let her children go hungry? He gritted his teeth. He’d always assumed mothers who stayed home with their children took better care of them. Maybe not all of them did.

         The eggs from Grace’s chickens filled the shelf in the door. Those and the bottles of milk he set inside were all he had to make supper. Scrambled eggs would be easy.

         After he’d whipped them up with a fork and poured them into a sizzling pan, he alternated stirring them with searching for bread to go with them. Finally, he found half a loaf in a bread drawer with two rolls. Evidently, she’d been too busy making jam to start supper. Or bake or buy bread.

         Elijah turned off the burner while the eggs were still soft and slightly runny. He opened one of the jars of jam and spread it on the bread. She’d probably intended it for a customer, but Elijah’s irritation burned hot. She could can another jar. Her children needed to be fed.

         He set plates in front of Libby and Levi, and after they’d bowed their heads for prayer, they both ate ravenously. Had their mamm fed them a meal at noon?

         When they finished their supper, Elijah left the children at the table while he went to the sink to wash the dishes—a difficult task with jam jars stacked everywhere. How did she work in this kitchen? He filled the sink with suds.

         A loud crash was followed by glass shattering. Elijah whirled to see Levi standing on the counter by the stove, his eyes wide and scared. The floor glittered with shards of glass scattered in blood-red puddles.

         He clamped his mouth shut to keep from yelling. It can be cleaned up. Jam can be replaced.

         Levi’s lower lip quivered. “I’m soh-wee,” he said as he hung his head.

         Elijah’s heart went out to him. He cowered as if expecting punishment. “It was an accident. We’ll get it cleaned up.” He skirted the mess and reached out to take Levi off the counter.

         Levi cringed away, making Elijah sick inside. What kind of a life did this small boy have that made him so terrified of making mistakes?

         “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said, picking up Levi. “I think maybe we should put you two in bed.” He had no idea when they went to sleep, but he couldn’t watch them and clean up this mess.

         He took them upstairs and got them ready for bed. As soon as he settled Libby into the crib, she curled up and closed her eyes. Levi rutsched until Elijah laid a hand on his back to stop the wriggling. Levi turned his head to look up at Elijah, his eyes damp.

         “Want Mamm,” he said in a plaintive voice that echoed the cry of Elijah’s heart and soul.

         What comfort could he offer this small boy? His mamm would return.

         “She’ll be back soon.” Elijah hoped she would. “If you go to sleep, when you open your eyes, she’ll be there.”

         How many nights had he tried that, only to be disappointed each morning?

         “P-womise?” Levi’s voice quavered.

         “I promise,” Elijah said, praying it wouldn’t be a lie.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Her head woozy and aching, Grace paid the Englisch driver who’d brought her home from the hospital. She stumbled into the house, and her heart stutter-stopped.

         How many days had she come through the front door, her nerves taut, to meet Melvin’s angry glares or tirades? She’d tensed up, expecting another rant, before it dawned on her she’d never face Melvin again. The thought brought a crazy mix of emotions. Sadness when she remembered their early years together. Relief as she recalled his most recent outbursts. Apprehension as she worried about facing life alone. Grief as she thought about her children growing up fatherless. But right now, she was numb.

         She stood in the center of the empty room. A room once filled with his irritation, his frustration, his rage. A room they all stepped into gingerly to prevent explosions. A room now without his demanding presence.

         The spot where he usually sat remained vacant. The only reminder he’d once been there, a deep crater in the fabric.

         Similar to the crater he’d left in her life.

         The silence of the house settled around her. Had the children gone to sleep? Where was their neighbor? For a few moments, panic filled her. What if he’d taken the children? They were all she had to live for now.

         Her heart in her throat, she stepped farther into the living room. She had one foot on the stairs, when a shadow moved in the dim propane light in the kitchen. Elijah! Why was he crawling around on the floor?

         Fearfully, she stepped into the room.

         He lifted his head and looked at her. “Are you all right?” He wiped one more spot and stood. “How’s—?” Her face must have given him a clue, because he stopped. “I’m so sorry.”

         The lump in her throat blocked her words. She only nodded, too dazed and shaken to respond.

         He shifted from one foot to the other, obviously uncomfortable. “The children are in bed. I fed them scrambled eggs for supper, and I must apologize for the accident.” He gestured toward the floor. “Some of the jam jars crashed on the floor. I cleaned up everything as best I could.” He seemed to be trying to fill the awkward silence.

         But Grace was struggling to make sense of his words. The only ones that registered were children, bed, accident, and jam.

         “I’d better be going.” He rinsed out the rag, hung it back on the hook, and headed for the door.

         She managed a quiet danke before he turned the doorknob.

         “You’re welcome. And I’m sorry.” A blast of cold air blew through the kitchen. “Listen,” he said before the door closed behind him, “don’t worry about your animals. I’ll come over twice a day to feed and milk them. I know you’ll have a lot to take care of.”

         Before she could protest, he shut the door and took off across the yards. Grace stood, staring after him, frozen and numb. She had no idea how long she stayed there, gazing through the frosted window into the darkness.

         A whimper from the bedroom upstairs brought her back to the kitchen. Libby often moaned in her sleep. Too frightened of her daed’s temper, she rarely cried when she was awake. Her little daughter would never again have to face that fear.

         She turned to head upstairs to comfort Libby, but when she passed the huge empty spot on the counter, she stopped.

         Oh, no, not the jam. She lifted the lid of the trash can, and there, buried among trash and scraps, sharp slivers of glass reflected her fragmented life—now splintered beyond repair.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         As usual, Elijah rose before dawn to do his milking. He needed to fill the tank before the truck arrived to collect the milk, but he’d promised to help his neighbor. She’d be busy with viewing and funeral preparations today, so he needed to hurry over there.

         As soon as he was finished with his own chores, he jogged across both yards to her barn. In the summer, cornfields separated her barn from his, but now bits of stubble poked up through the last of the recent snowfall. Much of the snow had melted, but the frigid temperatures predicted for the rest of the week warned of coming storms. He hoped they’d hold off until after the funeral.

         Inside the barn, he headed to the farthest row of hay bales. He’d take them from the back, so if Grace had to feed the animals, she could use the bales closest to the animals’ stalls. He broke the top bale to feed the first horse, and a roll of bills dropped to the ground. Elijah’s eyes widened as wind whistling through the cracks near the barn floor blew hundred-dollar bills across the floor. He chased the money and stomped on it to keep it from floating into the horses’ stalls.

         He gathered the bills and counted them before rerolling them. What in the world was Grace doing with this wad of cash? Had she been pilfering it from the money her husband gave her for household expenses? She couldn’t be earning this much from jam-making, could she? If she had, why was she concealing it from her husband? Unless she’d been planning to leave him. Now that Melvin was gone, surely she’d change her plans. She wouldn’t leave two small children behind. At least he hoped not.

         Part of him yearned to hide the money to foil her plans, but she might need it for funeral expenses. He lifted a bale from the pile nearest the door to replace the one he’d taken. Then he inserted the money roll into the bale, hoping he’d placed it the same way she had. Once he’d poked it far enough inside, he pushed some hay into the hole to cover it. If she appeared ready to flee, he’d interfere. For the children’s sakes.

         He hated to be critical of someone who’d just lost her husband, but those children needed love and care. Most mamms put their children’s welfare first. Not all did, though. Speculating about Grace’s disregard for her offspring made Elijah’s blood boil. Nothing, except devotion to God, should ever come before motherly duties. Nothing.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Her eyes stinging from lack of sleep and unshed tears, Grace headed downstairs before dawn the next morning. She’d stayed up until the wee morning hours to inventory and replace the three kinds of jam from the jars that had shattered. She’d made full batches, so she’d have some extra. And she’d packaged all the jam orders that would be picked up this morning. Doing the mindless work of canning and packing had helped keep her mind off Melvin, but she’d operated in a fog, her body repeating the necessary motions, her mind unfocused, drifting, unable to concentrate.

         Today she’d stay busy to keep her mind off the upcoming funeral. Relatives and church members would help with the planning. Before they arrived, she needed to do the chores, clean the house, and fix breakfast for Libby and Levi. She’d also need to find time to sew some gray dresses for Libby and some new black ones for herself. She made a mental checklist so she wouldn’t forget any details. First, though, was the hardest task on her list: telling the children the news. Libby was too young to understand, but Levi would probably ask questions she couldn’t answer.

         Grace practically sleepwalked into the kitchen and reached out to turn on the lamp. Before she did, she stopped. A wicker egg basket sat in the center of the table. She blinked. Maybe she was still dreaming. Or she was overtired and imagining things. But when she opened her eyes again, the basket was still there. The white mound of eggs showed up as pale gray against the brownish wicker of the basket and the darkness of the kitchen.

         The clang of metal on the back porch startled her. The doorknob rattled, and her hands flew to her throat. Outside in the early dawn grayness, a dark, hulking shadow moved beyond the window glass. She never locked the back door, but Melvin usually slept nearby on the couch. Now that she was alone…

         The door eased open partway, and Grace’s heart skipped into double time. Elijah.

         “You startled me,” she said, then regretted it when he lifted the heavy metal milk can and set it inside the door. She’d forgotten he’d offered to do the barn chores.

         “I’m sorry. I didn’t see a light in the kitchen, so I thought you were still asleep.” He hesitated in the doorway. “I apologize for walking in. I tapped on the door earlier because I didn’t want to leave the eggs outside to freeze.”

         “It’s all right. I really appreciate what you’ve done.”

         “I can help you pour this into containers, if you’d like.” He stomped the loose snow off his boots, stepped inside, and closed the door behind him.

         “Danke, but I can handle it.” Her hands still slightly shaky from the fright, she turned on the propane lamp. The light made her aching eyes hurt more. She turned away so he couldn’t see how damp and red-rimmed they were.

         “It’s heavier than the milk pails you usually use. And it’s no trouble for me to do it.”

         “You’ve done enough,” she protested.

         “I don’t mind. Why don’t you get out your containers? I can take care of this. I’m sure you have plenty of other things to do.”

         It seemed as if he didn’t intend to leave until the milk had been stored in the refrigerator. Grace set empty bottles in the center of the table. “You really don’t have to do this.”

         He held up a hand to stop her objections. “I’m happy to help.” Just before he reached the table, he stared at all the new jam jars on the counter where the broken ones had been sitting. “Where did those come from?”

         “I canned them last night.” The look in his eyes seemed to be questioning the wisdom of her choices. Grace lowered her gaze. She’d needed to do something to keep busy, to avoid thinking or feeling, to stay numb.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Elijah shook his head. Was her business so important that it took precedence over her tragedy? He had no right to judge. Everyone dealt with sorrow in their own way. He only needed to concentrate on doing what God commanded—to love his neighbor. And that meant helping her and her family however he could.

         But it wouldn’t be easy. The black dress highlighted her pale porcelain skin. Her large green eyes sparkled with moisture, but the dark circles underneath emphasized her fragility and her loss. He had to stop staring. He had no business doing that. She was a recent widow with a year-long mourning period ahead, and he was a confirmed bachelor with no interest in getting entangled with a woman—any woman—ever.

         He did need to be polite, especially after his accusatory look and words. Swallowing hard, he met her eyes and struggled to find something to say. Not spending time around people had left his conversational skills rusty. “How are you doing?” He’d meant to be solicitous, but as soon as the words left his mouth, he cringed internally. What kind of a question was that to ask someone who’d just lost her husband? Could he have been any more insensitive?

         Grace broke their gaze and stared down at her small, shapely bare feet. “I’m not sure,” she said hesitantly. “It’s like I’m in a thick fog, and nothing feels real.”

         Elijah sympathized. He’d been through that after Mamm…He curbed his thoughts. He wouldn’t allow himself to indulge in self-pity. Besides, all his attention should be on Grace and her needs. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

         She brushed a hand across her eyes. “Not that I can think of, but danke.”

         Little feet pattered down the stairs and halted in the living room. Grace squinched her eyes shut for a moment. Elijah longed to reach out and squeeze her hand. He wished he could tell her it would be all right, but it wouldn’t. The children had already gone to bed before she came home last night, so she must not have told them yet. He should slip out now and give them all some privacy.

         Before he could move, Levi burst into the kitchen. “Where’s Daed?” He halted in the doorway, and his eyes widened. Then he grinned and hurtled toward Elijah. Throwing his arms around Elijah’s legs, Levi hugged him hard.

         A strange warmth invaded Elijah’s frozen heart. He had to get away before it thawed too much. Getting close to this small boy would only lead to heartache.

         “You stay wif me?” Levi asked.

         A lump in his throat, Elijah shook his head. Had Levi bonded with him after such a short time together? “I just came to bring your milk. I’m going to be helping your mamm with a few chores for a while.”

         Still clinging to Elijah’s leg, Levi looked up at him with big trusting eyes. Green eyes that looked so much like his mother’s. “Can I mi-wk the cows? I’m big enuff.”

         How could Elijah answer that? If he let the small boy milk, how could he keep his distance? He was trying to come up with an answer, when Grace intervened.

         “Elijah is a very busy man. Besides, I’ll need your help in the house.” Her voice grew thick with tears. “We’ll all need to help each other now.”

         Clutching his suspenders so he didn’t ruffle Levi’s hair or reach out to Grace, Elijah stood, unsure how to comfort her. Libby’s wails broke the uneasy silence.

         “I need to get Libby,” Grace choked out. “Why don’t you wipe the eggs and put them in the refrigerator?” She turned and hurried from the room, but not before Elijah spotted tears trickling down her cheeks.

         While she dressed Libby, he supervised Levi and rushed to fill the milk cans. He wanted to leave before Grace opened the refrigerator to make breakfast. He’d just stowed the final jar of milk inside and shut the door when Grace returned, balancing Libby on one hip. Libby smiled at him around the thumb in her mouth.

         He must not have done such a bad job of babysitting. Not like the last time. He pulled his mind away from that past darkness.

         Grace settled Libby on the bench. “Danke for your help,” she said, making it clear it was his cue to leave.

         “You’re welcome. I’m happy to take care of the barn chores over the next year.” When she started to protest, he interrupted. “Others in the church will be helping out too. You’ll have many other things to handle.” He turned and walked away before she could object.

         “No!” Levi shouted as Elijah headed for the back door. “Stay.”

         Grace shushed him. “Elijah has work to do.”

         Levi jumped up from the table and raced toward the back door. “I go wif you.” He slid his hand into Elijah’s.

         “I’m so sorry,” Grace said. “I don’t know why he’s doing this.” She swooped down and picked up her son, who kicked and cried as she carried him to the table.

         “I want to go wif E-wi-jah,” Levi wailed.

         Elijah twisted the doorknob. He needed to give them privacy so Grace could explain about their daed. “Your mamm needs you.” When Levi continued to protest, Elijah added, “If you’re good for your mamm today, you can help me with the milking tomorrow.”

         Levi stopped howling and looked at him as if suspecting a trick. “I can?”

         “Yes, you may.” He glanced over to be sure Grace approved, but she appeared uncertain. He shouldn’t have answered Levi without discussing it with her. But she’d have so much to do tomorrow. “I get up very early,” he warned.

         “Me too,” the little boy said.

         “We’ll see,” Grace said. Then, as Elijah headed out the door, she sat at the table and took her children’s hands, her lips pinched together and her eyes damp.

         Telling children they’d never see a parent again had to be the most painful job ever. His heart ached for Grace and little Libby and Levi. Elijah had experienced that pain. You never got over it.

         
            *  *  *

         

         After she explained about their daed, Grace turned her back to the children to compose herself and leaned her forehead against the refrigerator.

         Levi slipped off the bench and tugged at the back of her skirt. “When is he coming back?”

         Trying to keep tears and panic from her voice, Grace tried to answer as calmly as possible. “He’s not.”

         “Not ever?”

         At her silence, Levi let out a plaintive wail. Grace squatted in front of him and wrapped her arms around his tiny shoulders. Usually he wriggled away, but today he collapsed against her, his weight almost knocking her off her feet. She held him while he sobbed. His bawling set off Libby.

         Grace swept Levi into her arms and staggered to the table to gather Libby. Then she sank into a rocker and hummed until the slow back-and-forth motion soothed them. She continued to rock until her nausea grew unbearable. She fought to keep the waves under control.

         Deep furrows lining his forehead, Levi lifted his head. “Who is going to scowd me?”

         “Only me.” The words were torn from her depths. She had relatives and friends who would offer assistance, but she’d be parenting alone. With God’s help, she reminded herself. But keeping an eye on three of them—her morning sickness again today had pretty much convinced her of that—would be nearly impossible.

         Levi sat thoughtfully for a minute, then asked, his lower lip wobbling, “What if I’m bad?”

         “Then I’ll have to deal with it,” Grace told him. “I hope you’ll try to be very good.”

         Her son shook his head. “It’s too hawd.”

         “Yes, it is hard, but I need you to try. You have to do your best.”

         Mumbling something under his breath, Levi stared at the floor. Grace didn’t catch what he said, but then he looked her straight in the eye. “Everybody has a daed. We need one.”

         Grace pinched her lips together. It was true all the families in their Amish community with children his age had daeds, but she couldn’t supply one for him. It was much too soon to even be thinking of that. And even after the year’s mourning period, she wasn’t sure she’d ever be ready for marriage again.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Let’s have some breakfast.” Grace pulled open the refrigerator. What in the world? In addition to the milk and eggs, the shelves that had been empty yesterday now held bacon, sliced ham, cheese, butter, and two loaves of bread. Elijah must have sneaked these in here when he brought in the eggs.

         She was grateful for the food, but she didn’t want to accept charity. She had no way to repay him, and he’d already taken care of her children. She could give him some jars of jam, but that was only a tiny gift compared to his thoughtfulness.

         Fighting back nausea, she fried bacon and dippy eggs for the children. She fixed only tea and toast for herself. After their silent prayer, she nibbled at one corner of the bread, while Libby and Levi ate everything on their plates.

         As Grace finished the dishes, a truck rumbled into the driveway to pick up her jams. Levi raced to the front door and flung it open.

         Grace followed him and shut it. “Let’s keep the cold air out. You can open it again when they knock.”

         “But I want to see the twuck,” he whined.

         “Peek out the window.” Grace laid a hand on his shoulder and steered him to the window. She waited until the delivery driver mounted the porch steps with his gray metal dolly, then told Levi, “Go ahead and let him in.”

         Levi scampered over and yanked open the door.

         The man smiled at him. “Hi, sonny. Are the boxes in the kitchen?”

         Levi stared up at the man’s green uniform, and a shy smile bloomed on his face as he nodded. Grace led the driver to the kitchen and pointed out the boxes. The man loaded them onto the dolly and wheeled them out to the truck. After he stacked the last cartons, he stopped and studied Grace.

         “Is everything all right? You’re usually so cheerful.”

         Grace hesitated. She preferred to keep her personal life private, but she couldn’t lie. “My husband passed away yesterday.”

         The man took off his cap and swiped his forehead. “I’m so sorry to hear that. I noticed he wasn’t here”—he gestured toward the couch where Melvin usually sat grumbling about the cold air whenever the door opened—“but it never occurred to me that, um…” He seemed to be fishing for something nice to say.

         Grace understood he might have a hard time coming up with platitudes, because Melvin had always barked at the driver, complained about the rattling dolly and jam jars, and snapped at him to shut the door.

         “Well, I’m sorry,” he repeated. “It won’t be easy for you with two little ones. If I’d known, I could have rescheduled the delivery.”

         “It’s better this way. I needed to get the kitchen cleared out before everyone arrives. I appreciate you coming out in this cold weather.”

         He nodded. “If you want to delay next week’s shipment, just let me know.” He pulled a card out of his pocket. “Here’s my number.” He tapped a finger on the cardboard rectangle.

         “Thank you.” Grace didn’t bother explaining she had no phone. Having one would make her business easier, but Melvin had been adamant.

         Shortly after the delivery driver left, Grace put Levi and Libby down for their morning naps. They’d just fallen asleep when someone else knocked at the front door. Grace scurried to answer it.

         “Miriam?” Grace gaped at Melvin’s niece, who had stayed with them several months ago while she was pregnant. Then, realizing she was keeping Miriam in the cold, Grace pulled the door wider. “Come in, come in. I’m happy to see you.”

         Holding out a casserole dish, Miriam stepped over the threshold. “Mamm sent this for your supper.” She didn’t meet Grace’s eyes as she mumbled, “I’m sorry about Onkel.” Then she lifted her head. “I’m even sorrier for you. It won’t be easy.” Setting the casserole on the coffee table, she drew Grace into a hug.

         Grace’s eyes burned. News traveled fast in the community. “Danke. That was sweet of her. Please let her know how much we appreciate it.”

         “I will.” Miriam took off her black bonnet to reveal a white prayer kapp with the strings cut off. A sign of her rebellion during Rumspringa.

         “How have you been?”

         Miriam’s cheeks reddened, and she stared at the floor. “I’ve been doing well, and I like working at the pretzel shop in town.”

         Neither of them mentioned her baby, who’d been born more than a month ago. That was a closely guarded secret. But it reminded Grace of something she’d hidden for their niece.

         “Come have a cup of tea.” Grace ushered Miriam into the kitchen and seated her at the table.

         While the water heated, Grace said, “Wait here. I need to run out to the barn for something. I’ll be right back, and we can have our tea.”

         After wrapping in a cloak and tying on her bonnet, Grace jogged over the snow-dusted yard and out to the barn. She poked a finger into the correct hay bale but didn’t touch the roll of money. Panicky, she broke open the bale, and to her relief, the money spilled onto the ground. It was much higher in the bale than she’d thought. Maybe she’d been mistaken about where she’d put it. It didn’t matter now. She’d found it.

         Picking up the money and hiding it in her dress pocket, she hurried back across the lawn and into the house. The water had come to a boil, so Grace made tea. Once she’d poured the children a tiny bit and diluted it with milk until it was pale tan, she fixed cups for herself and Miriam, and they both settled at the table.

         After they’d taken a few sips, Grace took a deep breath. She had to explain about the doctor. But would Miriam ever trust Grace again after she learned about her betrayal?

         
            *  *  *

         

         Elijah sat in his cramped office in the barn and turned on the small propane heater to take the chill from the air. He opened his account books to record the weekly receipts for his milking business, but Grace’s face kept interrupting his concentration. He forced himself to jot down figures, but tear-filled green eyes and sunlight glinting on brilliant red hair topped by a heart-shaped kapp kept occupying his thoughts.

         Finally, he pushed back his chair. Maybe doing some physical chores would help eliminate the disturbing thoughts. After all these years of bachelorhood, why had his brain suddenly rebelled? He had no interest in a relationship, and if he did, a recent widow who hid money in the barn and put a career before her children should be his last choice.

         He blew out a long breath, snapped off the heater dial with a loud click, and stomped out of his office. He’d planned to clean the room attached to Grace’s barn this morning, but he’d gotten sidetracked when he went into the kitchen with the milk. Most likely she’d hold the funeral out there. No doubt family would arrive later today to help, but he could make a start. Sweeping out dried mud and mouse droppings made it hard to get distracted by daydreams of romance.

         With an effort, he blocked all pictures of Grace from his mind. But as he’d crossed the lawns and passed her house, it grew harder to banish every image of her. And sweeping the room did little to help. After he finished, he’d check the barn itself. Perhaps he could tidy things in there too.

         The minute he stepped inside the barn, he spotted the broken hay bale.

         His gaze traveled over the stacks along the far wall. The piles remained neat and even except for one gap that resembled a missing tooth. The one at the very end. The hay bale he’d replaced that morning was gone. The hay lay scattered on the ground nearby, as if the bale had been purposely tossed to break it open.

         Only two possibilities came to mind. One, a thief. But the robber would have needed to know precisely where the money was hidden. Most likely a crook would have destroyed several bales while searching.

         That left Grace. Why had she taken the stash she’d concealed?

         Blood pounded in Elijah’s brain until his head ached. Now that she was widowed, Grace had her freedom. Freedom to run, to escape. To abandon her children.

         He couldn’t let her do that. He fumbled the barn door shut and raced for the house. Someone needed to reason with her, prevent her from doing irreparable damage to those innocent children.

         He slowed when he reached the back porch. He couldn’t just barge in there. Well, he could, but not if he wanted to come across as the voice of reason. If he mounted the steps quietly, he might even add the element of surprise.

         He crept up to the back door but paused. Grace and a young girl sat at the kitchen table with their backs to him, their heads close together, speaking. There on the table, under Grace’s hand, lay the roll of bills. It looked as if she were trying to give them to the teen, who was refusing them.

         Had he totally misinterpreted Grace’s motives? He had to stop letting his past color his judgments. Perhaps the money didn’t even belong to Grace, and she was returning it. Or maybe she’d saved it to give to this girl. In fact, the girl resembled the pregnant teen he’d seen once or twice in the backyard hanging up laundry. The money might be for the baby.

         In any event, it had nothing to do with him. He should have minded his own business. He eased his way down the steps, trying not to make a sound that would draw their attention. The last thing he wanted was for Grace to see him peering in her windows like a stalker.

         He’d had good intentions, but how would he ever explain?

         The brisk walk across the fields invigorated him, and seeing Grace sitting calmly talking to a youngie—probably a family member—calmed his fears. He had to stop judging everyone by his own narrow beliefs. But it was hard to give people the benefit of a doubt. Not after what he’d endured.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Grace pushed the money she’d taken out of her pocket toward Miriam. “I owe you an apology,” she said.

         Miriam only stared at her. “What’s this?” She pointed to the bills.

         Swallowing hard, Grace confessed, “I gave your address to that Englisch doctor. I shouldn’t have done it, and I’m sorry. Because I didn’t keep your information or the baby a secret the way we’d agreed, the doctor gave me money in case Jaxon’s parents wanted to be paid back.”

         Jaxon, Miriam’s ex-boyfriend and the baby’s father, was the son of a famous TV preacher. The preacher and his wife had paid Melvin and Grace to take care of Miriam and keep everything about the pregnancy and baby hidden.

         Miriam pushed the money away. “It’s all right. Jaxon’s parents already know about the doctor.” She glanced up at Grace. “So it was you. I wondered how the doctor found me.”

         Grace lowered her head. “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have done it.”

         “I’m so glad you did,” Miriam said.

         “What?” Grace’s head jerked up.

         “The doctor and the Amish midwife will be adopting my baby.” Miriam’s smile trembled. “I didn’t want to give her up, but now I’ll have two loving parents for Ruby, and nobody knows about my mistake with the Englischer, not even my parents.” She swiped at her eyes. “Maybe someday I’ll tell them. Although knowing Daed’s temper, maybe not.”

         The doctor and Leah were adopting the baby? Grace tried to make sense of Miriam’s words. “But the doctor’s an Englischer, and she’s Amish? How can they parent a baby together?”

         “I don’t know how they plan to work it out, but I hope they marry. They are so in love.”

         “But, but…”

         “I know you don’t agree with anyone leaving the faith, but I hope they find a way to stay together.” Miriam set her chin in her hand and stared dreamily into the distance. “Despite the way Jaxon treated me, I still believe in true love.”

         Grace once had such dreams. Marriage to Melvin had shattered them. But she wouldn’t dash her niece’s fantasies. She kept silent and listened.

         “I’m thinking about getting baptized, although it’s such a big commitment.” Miriam’s eyes filled with tears. “If I do, I won’t be able to marry. I can’t date an Englischer again. And what Amish man would have me, given my past?”

         Reaching out, Grace set a hand on top of Miriam’s. “I pray you’ll find someone special who will understand.”

         “I hope so.”

         “You will.”

         “Danke, Aenti.” Miriam smiled at her. “And for helping me through this rough patch. I tried not to get attached to the baby, but it still was heartbreaking to leave her behind and flee. That was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.”

         Grace couldn’t even imagine giving up a baby. “I’m so glad you found a good home for her. Leah will be a wonderful mamm. I don’t know the doctor well, but he seems to be a very caring and generous person.” The money she held in her hand showed that. Once again, she slid it toward Miriam.

         “I’m not taking that money.” Miriam pushed her hand away. “Jaxon’s parents don’t need to be repaid. They were happy I gave Ruby to two people I’m positive will love and care for her. I think Jaxon’s parents felt guilty they’d insisted I put the baby in a Safe Haven bassinet in the hospital entrance.” She gestured toward the bills. “You keep it.”

         “I wouldn’t feel right. I was already paid for letting you stay here.” That weighed on Grace too. She would have gladly taken Miriam in for free and helped her during her pregnancy. Melvin had insisted on being paid not only for the extra costs of lodging and food but also for their silence. Jaxon’s father had been willing to pay any price to keep his son’s relationship with an Amish girl and her out-of-wedlock pregnancy from being splashed across the headlines. Melvin had taken advantage of that and demanded an exorbitant price.

         Miriam’s eyes filled with tears. “I wish I could watch Ruby grow up.”

         With Leah adopting Miriam’s baby, Grace might be able to see Ruby at church, but Miriam’s family was from another church district. “You could always visit services with me.”

         Miriam’s eyes brightened for a minute, but then her shoulders drooped, and she shook her head. “It’d be too hard seeing Ruby, knowing I can never tell her the truth.”

         “I’m so sorry.” Grace couldn’t even imagine how heartbreaking it would be never to cuddle or speak to your own child.

         “Enough about me,” Miriam said. “I came here to see how I can help. Mamm would have come, but she’s in bed with a migraine.”

         Miriam’s reminder of Melvin plunged Grace’s spirits into gloom. For a short while, she’d escaped from reality by talking about Ruby. Now she needed to face all the responsibilities of planning a funeral and living her life alone.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Elijah mucked out the barn extra neatly as a penance for misjudging his neighbor. Then he returned to his office and kept his mind on finances. He entered neat rows of numbers in the ledger, then totaled and retotaled them carefully.

         He had just closed the book when the phone on his desk rang. Startled, Elijah picked it up. “Hello,” he said a bit tentatively. Who would be calling him now?

         “Elijah, this is Wayne Reid at the funeral home. We need to contact your neighbor, Grace Fisher. We would have called her neighbors on the other side, but the Burkharts are away visiting their daughter in Sugarcreek, Ohio.”

         It amazed Elijah that people in this small town always knew everyone’s business. “I can give Grace a message.”

         “Thanks. I appreciate that. Can you have her call us as soon as possible?”

         “Of course. I’ll go tell her now.”

         So much for getting Grace out of his mind.
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