
  [image: 9781630887926_Cover.jpg]


  
    

  


  
    Half-Title Page


    A Promise of Grace


    

  


  
    Other Abingdon Books by Lynette Sowell


    Other Abingdon Books by Lynette Sowell


    



    Tempest’s Course, Quilts of Love Series


    


    Seasons in Pinecraft Series A Season of Change A Path Made Plain A Promise of Grace


    

  


  
    Title Page


    [image: 74710.png]


    


    

  


  
    Copyright Page


    A Promise of Grace


    Copyright © 2015 by Lynette Sowell


    ISBN-13: 978-1-68299-873-1


    Published by Abingdon Press, 2222 Rosa L. Parks Blvd., P.O. Box 280988, Nashville, TN 37228-0988


    www.abingdonpress.com


    Macro Editor: Teri Wilhelms


    Published in association with the MacGregor Literary Agency.


    All rights reserved.


    No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form, stored in any retrieval system, posted on any website, or transmitted in any form or by any means—digital, electronic, scanning, photocopy, recording, or otherwise—without written permission from the publisher, except for brief quotations in printed reviews and articles.


    The persons and events portrayed in this work of fiction are the creations of the author, and any resemblance to persons living or dead is purely coincidental.


    The poem “High Flight” by John Gillespie Magee Jr. is in the Public Domain.


    Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


    Sowell, Lynette.


    A promise of grace / Lynette Sowell.


    1 online resource. — (Seasons in Pinecraft series ; 3)


    Description based on print version record and CIP data provided by publisher; resource not viewed.


    ISBN 978-1-6308-8792-6 (e-pub) — ISBN 978-1-4267-5370-1 (binding: soft back : alk. paper)


    I. Title.


    PS3619.O965


    813’.6—dc23


    2014047647


    

  


  
    Dedication & Acknowledgments


    


    In loving memory of


    Dorothy Jean Davis, 1947–2013


    



    



    



    



    


    


    Acknowledgments


    


    Again, I must thank Sherry Gore, Katie Troyer, and the good people of Pinecraft for extending friendship to me and welcoming me to their world. Any inaccuracies in this story are mine. The Plain world has many variations, with Pinecraft being one of the most unique places of all. While the world of Pinecraft is different from mine in many ways, I’ve found a familiarity in Pinecraft that makes me miss it. I truly hope by the time this book finds its way to bookshelves and readers, I’ve found my way to Pinecraft yet again.


    


    

  


  
    Epigraph


    Remember ye not the former things, neither consider the things of old.
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    Isaiah 43:18-19 KJV


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 1


    1


    


    The minivan’s air conditioner gave one last puff of cold air not long after Silas Fry drove across the Florida state line. Silas merely lowered the front windows without saying anything to the children.


    How many more hours to Sarasota? Two? Three?


    “I wish we were back in Mozambique.” Lena sighed and fanned herself where she sat in the front passenger seat. She leaned toward the open window. Her sigh sounded as if her world had suddenly crumbled. At nearly nineteen, she tended to see life in extremes. And Belinda had been the one adept at handling her moodiness.


    “Me too.” Matthew’s echo was born of always wanting to follow in Lena’s trail.


    “I know you do, I know.” Silas forced his voice to come out around the lump in his throat. Africa, his home. Their home. It would never be the same without Belinda. None of them would be.


    Despite what Belinda had done long, long ago, he’d loved his wife until the very end. Until the day a semi had plowed into the van in which she and some other ladies had been riding home from a quilt auction. And he’d loved for a long time after.


    None of those who died had suffered, the families were told. Suffering was left for the rest of the families left behind, spouseless husbands, motherless children. For them, the wounds ran deep and healed slowly.


    Silas filled his lungs with the fresh, humid air blowing into the van. “Your great-uncle said we’ll have plenty of time to go to the beach after supper tonight.”


    The seashore. The ocean had been the one constant where they’d lived in Africa, not far from the coast in Mozambique. And, one big reason he’d chosen to move them all to Florida. In landlocked Ohio, the children had balked and he even found himself feeling a bit constricted, his only refuge in the air, flying a Cessna.


    Life with Belinda as their hub had fallen apart. Somehow, with God’s help, they’d find a way to put it back together again.


    Someone had told him children were resilient.


    Children?


    He often needed to remind himself that Lena wasn’t a child anymore; her studies had ended long ago, and she was planning to continue her education, not to become a teacher like her mother, but to be a medical assistant. She’d already completed her high school equivalency certificate and planned to enroll in college in Sarasota.


    Matthew, not a child either, all of fourteen and idolizing his older sister with her take-charge view of the world. They’d already discussed his finishing school in Pinecraft at the Mennonite school after seeing where he compared to other students his age. He had a good eye for building and construction, as well as taking motors apart and putting them back together. Silas was proud of the young man’s skills.


    But Silas couldn’t help thinking of both of them as children. He’d been there from the beginning, when their first cries rang out. He’d seen them grow and thrive, through first words and first stumbles, through the first days of “I can do it myself.” Especially with Lena, who seemed to have come from her mother’s womb sure of herself and the world.


    Lena shifted, her tanned feet now tucked up in the corner between the door and the dashboard, her chin resting on her hand as she gazed at the palm trees they zipped past along the highway.


    Silas cast a look in the rearview mirror. Matthew, wearing his favorite shirt Belinda had sewn with the help of an ancient sewing machine before they’d left Africa. Not long from now, the sleeves would be too short and the last of Belinda’s lovingly sewn clothing would be ready to donate to someone else’s growing child.


    “I miss the beach and fishing,” Matthew continued.


    “We’ll have plenty of time for it here.”


    “But you’re going to work.”


    “I am. I need to earn money for us, just like other fathers do.” He’d explained to Matthew before. Lena accepted and, truthfully, she was more concerned with her own studies. Maybe it was her way to cope. He understood, part of him wanting to be at the controls of a plane instead of a minivan towing a small trailer with all their worldly goods.


    Silas relaxed his grip on the steering wheel and decelerated. He wasn’t flying, doing what made his heart soar the most. God hadn’t taken it away from him. He would fly again, soon enough.


    The Aviation Fellowship friends—like family, after his and Belinda’s serving more than a decade overseas—had sent them off with a generous check and the beginnings of setting up a household.


    “One day, you’ll be back, Silas,” Levi Brubaker had told him before they left Ohio. “God has you called to missions.”


    “My mission is in Florida now, with my family.”


    “I understand. We’ll be ready to have you back when the time is right.”


    A lump had swelled in Silas’s throat as he’d cut ties with the ministry he’d poured himself into. What would he—they—do now? Life for his fellow missionaries and pilots would go on. They all promised to keep in touch, of course. But things had changed too much for Silas to continue to subject his family to more uncertainty.


    Which is what they were doing right now, the van limping its way to Sarasota and the Amish and Mennonite village of Pinecraft, their new home.


    And, where Rochelle Keim lived.


    He’d thought of her several times over the years. Each time he’d pushed the thoughts away. Deliberately trying to discover how Rochelle fared wouldn’t be good for anyone. Now, though, he wondered how she’d aged, if her brown eyes still were soft, expressive, warm, and kind. Her beautiful hair—


    “Are you okay, Dad?”


    He blinked and glanced at his daughter.


    “Mostly. It’s been a long trip.”


    “I wish we could have flown. I wish you still had a plane.”


    “Me too. But this has been a good way for you to see some of the United States you’ve never seen before.”


    Lena shrugged. “That’s true.” She paused. “The air conditioning’s not working.”


    “No. It’s not. I’ll see about getting it fixed after we get settled.”


    God, we need a lot of things fixed.


    He thought they’d been fine, as fine as they could be. Until losing Belinda. Had it been almost a year?


    He always believed when you didn’t know what to do, do the next obvious thing God expected of you. And so, he was. Being a father, providing for his family again, soon piloting for a small private airport that often needed pilots on call for short chartered flights. His one concession to the children had been moving to Florida, to the coast, to the small Plain village within a thriving city.


    Whatever came next, he had no idea.


    * * *


    Of all days for the washer to break down, and her with a pile of laundry. Rochelle Keim hauled the laundry basket from her house to the van and plunked it into the back. Part of her kapp caught on the edge of the van’s hatch, and the kapp, including hairpins, nearly slid off her head. Ow.


    The village of Pinecraft had its own Laundromat, the only one Rochelle knew of with its own set of clotheslines—bring your own clothespins.


    Betsy and Emma, her Amish nieces a couple of times removed, were busy with a morning of wedding planning. How Rochelle wished she could have joined them. But no, she said she’d take care of all the household laundry, including bedsheets, towels, and clothing. Afterward, she had one cleaning client to visit, Emma had her own clients to serve, and Betsy was needed back overseeing business at Pinecraft Pies and Pastry.


    Rochelle tried not to sigh. The action wouldn’t change anything. Some days, she was tired of cleaning up after other people, herself included.


    She fetched two more baskets of laundry, one of them sopping, from the house, then slammed the van’s hatch closed.


    She had already placed a call to Henry Hostetler, one of Pinecraft’s handymen and contractors extraordinaire, about checking the washing machine if he had a spare moment. But the older man was busy finishing replacing a roof but promised to stop by on the way home just before suppertime.


    Rochelle drove through Pinecraft’s sunny streets, giving the occasional three-wheeled adult cycles wide berth. Most people walked or bicycled the village’s streets, nestled on both sides of Sarasota’s busy Bahia Vista Avenue and flanked on one end by the meandering Phillippi Creek.


    Thankfully, she tucked her van into one of the few parking spots. She wouldn’t have to lug her laundry too far. An Old Order Amish woman, Rochelle couldn’t recall her name at the moment, moved her tricycle with its little trailer out of the way. The woman waved and smiled, then mouthed a gut morning.


    Rochelle returned the wave and smile. She reminded herself she was blessed to live in such a place as Pinecraft, where Amish and Mennonites of all orders and fellowships converged, most of them during the winter months. A few, like her, called the village home year-round. Right now, the place was what some might call the proverbial ghost town.


    But she couldn’t imagine herself living anywhere else. The only other home she’d known was Ohio, and she’d severed ties with that part of her life a long time ago. Her parents, formerly Amish, left their order when she was but a girl, and joined the Mennonite church.


    Even her father didn’t quite understand why she’d uprooted herself and moved to Florida when she was barely twenty.


    “God will guide your path; don’t be hasty,” her father had said.


    Rochelle smiled at her father’s words as she tugged the first load of laundry from the back of the van. She’d used those same words when providing counsel to her younger Amish nieces. However, haste hadn’t goaded her to leave her family in the Midwest.


    With the age of forty growing closer, day by day, month by month, with half a lifetime of years behind her growing up in Ohio, she wondered if she’d have listened to herself when she was her nieces’ ages of twenty and twenty-two.


    “Good morning,” said Nellie Bontrager, the owner of the three-wheeler and trailer. “I see you have a household’s worth of laundry there.”


    “Washer’s broken.” Rochelle shrugged.


    “Here. I’ll get the other basket for you.”


    “Thanks.” She also tried to shrug off the unsettled feeling she had after hearing the washing machine clunk to a halt, belt screeching.


    She wasn’t just tired of cleaning other people’s messes. She was tired of cleaning.


    Period.


    At least today.


    Nellie huffed as she trudged along to the nearest empty washing machine. “Good thing it’s not washday.”


    “Good thing,” Rochelle agreed. If it was Monday, wash day for many in the village, she’d have to wait her turn for an empty washer. She ought to be thankful the calendar read Tuesday. Instead, her agitation simmered inside her, as if she were an unhappy three-year-old.


    Instead of stomping her foot, she sighed, and set the basket she carried on the floor. The clomping noise the basket made didn’t quite mask her sigh.


    “Is everything all right, Rochelle?” Nellie’s expression didn’t quite pierce Rochelle, but the older woman studying her was enough to make Rochelle stare at the sopping wet bedsheets and undergarments. She needed to get the detergent and bleach from the van.


    “Yes. No. I—I’m not sure.” She had to force the confession out. Rochelle never liked to be unsure of much. Uncertain decisions like choosing which flavor of pie to order at Yoder’s Restaurant for dessert—now they were a nice uncertainty. No matter what the decision, the results would have a delicious outcome.


    Of course, everything was all right—with her—other than the fact today she hated cleaning, and her, a professional cleaning woman.


    “It’s—it’s the weddings. I shouldn’t talk about it, because it’s not my business.” She’d already said too much.


    “Is it Betsy and her tattooed baker?” Nellie shook her head and clicked her tongue.


    “No, no. Betsy and Thaddeus are doing fine.” Of course, a few still doubted Thaddeus’s baptism into the Amish faith, despite his proving time, baptism, and settling once and for all into the Amish fellowship in Pinecraft.


    “Ah, young Emma and Steven, then.”


    Rochelle nodded. “Emma is young.” She didn’t add that Emma had broken off her engagement last winter to Eli Troyer back in Ohio and chose to remain in Pinecraft with her older sister, Betsy, the two of them occupying Rochelle’s spare bedroom. She didn’t add Emma never seemed to be able to make up her mind on matters and sometimes it changed with the breeze.


    Despite her seeming indecisiveness and the rumblings throughout the community, Emma had joined the Mennonite church and planned to marry Steven. Emma attended services with Rochelle regularly, but little things made Rochelle worry if the union between Steven and Emma ought to take place.


    Rochelle could clean and organize, but the matters of a twenty-year-old young woman had Rochelle’s hands tied. Perhaps it’s why God had willed her no family of her own.


    Although with Betsy’s easygoing ways, Rochelle had wondered more than once what it would have been like to have a young woman like Betsy as a daughter. Emma, though, would have caused her to build up calluses on her knees over the years.


    “I hear they’ll be here today, likely, and are renting a home from John Stoltzfus,” Nellie was saying.


    “Oh, who’ll be here today?”


    “Silas Fry and his family.”


    “In Pinecraft?” Of course, Nellie meant Pinecraft. John Stoltzfus, an Amish man who lived in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, owned property in the village and leased it with the help of Nellie’s neighbors, a Mennonite couple who lived in Pinecraft.


    “Yes, Pinecraft. You know his wife died almost a year ago. Tragic. The van accident.”


    “Yes, I remember.” Rochelle nodded and kept her hands steady as she poured laundry detergent into the machine. She still remembered the day her sister had shared the news with her.


    More than once, she’d prayed for Silas and his family, as she ought to. More than once, she’d poured out long-restrained tears about losing Belinda, her one-time best friend. However, she’d lost Belinda years and years ago, before the semi-truck ended her time on this earth.


    * * *


    Rochelle, 19


    “My grandmother’s turning eighty,” Belinda Miller announced. “Almost four times our age.”


    “You make it sound ancient.” Rochelle shook her head and laughed from her place at the sink. A few more dishes to wash, then she and Belinda could leave to go shopping for ingredients for Estelle Miller’s gigantic birthday cake.


    “Well, eighty is ancient, almost. Momma says she looks great for her age, and Grandma says she doesn’t care how she looks for her age, she’s happy to still be here to keep Grandpa out of mischief.”


    “There, I’m done.” Rochelle set the last plate in the dish drainer, then wiped her hands. Their fellowship would celebrate the birthday of the matriarch of the Miller family during the coming weekend, and both she and Belinda had volunteered to make the cake. Belinda had taken several cake decorating lessons at a local bakery supply shop, and she was eager to show off her skills.


    Rochelle was just along for the ride on this one, she’d assured Belinda, who’d designed a three-tiered round cake, white frosting, and multicolored wildflowers made of sugar.


    “Did I tell you John Hershberger is picking me up for the party?” Belinda’s cheeks flushed.


    “So, you two are courting! And you didn’t tell me?” Rochelle threw the dishtowel at Belinda’s head. “I knew you’d been giggling and looking at him at youth meetings for months now.”


    Belinda ducked. “No, silly. We’re not courting. Yet. I’m sure we will be soon.”


    For the past few months, all Rochelle had heard was John Hershberger this and John Hershberger that. Rochelle had been tuning her best friend out, because her college studies had kept her busy. Too busy for many of the activities the young adults participated in at Hope Mennonite Church.


    However, one meeting not long ago had captured her attention. A missionary group, visiting from overseas, told them all about the great need for workers. Teachers. Doctors. Nurses. Pilots.


    At the word nurse, Rochelle’s ears had perked up higher than the ears on her father’s dog, Patches. She was already studying hard for her nursing degree at their local college.


    “There is great need here in the United States for good nurses and nursing care, but all members of the medical field are needed in Africa, especially in developing countries and where the gospel isn’t always welcome,” the speaker had said.


    “Anyway,” Belinda continued, “John said his best friend, Silas Fry, is riding along with him. You should come, too. We can all ride to the party together.”


    Daring, riding together, just the four of them in a vehicle.


    Rochelle adjusted her kapp, then smoothed her apron. “I know Silas Fry.”


    Well, knew him in a roundabout way. Silas was the kind of young man everyone noticed. The other young men all liked to be his friend. The other young women liked to smile at him, and the boldest struck up conversation. They’d grown up together and participated in the same youth group, but in the last couple of years, childhood friendships had changed into something different as couples began to pair off.


    Rochelle had spoken to Silas recently, entirely by accident. She’d gone up to him, thinking he looked like her cousin from behind and called him by her cousin’s name. He swung around, with laughter in his eyes and she felt a tug of awareness in their blueness reminding her of a happy summer sky.


    “No, I’m not Levi,” he’d said. “I hope you’re not disappointed.”


    “No, I’m not.” She choked out the three words as her face flamed all sorts of hot. Belinda would tease her, probably as much as she’d teased Belinda about her budding romance with John Hershberger.


    But nothing was budding with Silas Fry. She’d tried to keep herself from noticing him, because other young women couldn’t help but notice him. However, from this moment, she didn’t think she’d ever succeed at pretending not to notice Silas Fry, ever again.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    2


    No sooner had Silas turned off the van’s engine and unbuckled his seat belt did the self-appointed Pinecraft neighborhood welcoming committee arrive.


    Lena sprang from the van while Matthew groaned his way out of the back seat and opened the side door. Silas wanted to do a bit of springing or groaning himself—exactly which one, he wasn’t sure. Instead, he calmly pulled the keys from the ignition and left the vehicle to meet the Old Order Amish man standing in his driveway.


    “You’re Silas Fry,” the man said, extending his hand. They shook. “I’m Aaron Lapp.”


    “Nice to meet you. My children, Lena and Matthew.” Lena and Matthew joined Silas on his side of the van.


    “I heard you were moving in. If you need anything, I’m either here at the house or at the park or having a cuppa over at Yoder’s.”


    “Thank you.”


    “I let the others on the street know you were coming.” Aaron glanced over his shoulder. “There’s not much to do right now in the village, so we’re grateful you’re here to cause a bit of commotion.”


    Silas wasn’t hoping to cause any kind of commotion, but the gleam in Aaron’s eye made him smile. “I’m glad we’re helping break up the monotony.”


    “We don’t have a whole lot of young people here, not like you’d find back in Ohio. Leastwise, not until winter, anyway.”


    “I don’t mind.” Lena nodded. “I’m planning to start college later this summer, so I’ll be busy.”


    “Ah, I see.”


    “Here we are, Aaron,” said another Old Order daadi-type of fellow, the wisps of his long white beard drifting on the breeze. “The bus from Indiana is late.”


    A trio of older men joined the first two, while several gray-haired women in kapps bustled around them, murmuring about not to worry, they’d bring the Frys some supper, and did they have fresh linens on hand, and one of their grown children and family had stayed in the same apartment for an entire winter and found the space comfortable and easy to clean with its tiled floors, and they were sure Mr. Fry would find the place ideal for him and his children. Silas’s head almost spun from the chatter.


    The older men spoke to Matthew, assuring him more people his age would visit during the winter months, but there were a few Amish and Mennonite families with kinner his age who lived nearby, and likely they’d see each other at Sunday church meetings.


    Silas nodded. “We’re going to attend the Mennonite services at the local church.”


    “Ah, gut services. Gut people,” said the man with the wispy white beard. “My wife always goes to their quilt show every year.”


    “Yes, yes, I do,” said a matron with hair color almost matching her white head covering. “I just finished a quilt last week from one of the quilt tops I bought at this year’s show. Do you quilt?” she asked, addressing Lena.


    “No.”


    “Well, you should come to my home sometime, and we can all teach you.”


    “Ah, well, I don’t—”


    Silas cut Lena a warning look. His daughter’s tongue had gotten her into trouble more than once in Ohio. Pinecraft might be a bit more liberal than some Plain communities, but still, respect always served someone well, no matter where they lived.


    Lena sputtered. “I’m not good at hand quilting. I do sew clothing by machine, though, and can alter clothing by hand. But I’m afraid I’ll be busy with classes this fall.”


    “She’s going to be a medical assistant someday,” Silas interjected.


    The older women nodded. After more introductions and comparisons of family trees (everyone seemed to know Silas’s Uncle Tobias, which didn’t surprise Silas), the group all pitched in and soon had unloaded the contents of the van, along with the larger household items in the small rented trailer.


    “We’ll be back soon, with food,” said the older matron, who’d introduced herself as Wanda Mullet. “You must all be hungry after a long trip.”


    Silas wanted to find the bed behind stacks of boxes in his room and collapse onto the crisp, freshly laundered sheets, but he knew bedtime would be a while in coming.


    At last, the welcoming committee left them, and a large pan of chicken pot pie, a bowl of marinated vegetable salad, homemade cole slaw, a bag of rolls—from Yoder’s market—and two pies, one apple and one peanut butter cream, covered Silas’s kitchen counter.


    “We know there’s only three of you, but we couldn’t agree on which pie to give you, so you get both,” Wanda said before she left. “Besides, you can never have too much dessert.”


    The three of them ate, with Lena and Matthew holding a conversation about Lena’s lack of quilting skills, and Matthew’s wondering if he’d see a real live alligator in nearby Phillippi Creek.


    The banter buoyed Silas’s spirits and by the end of the meal, he found himself suggesting they take a walk through the village so they could see the neighborhood better and find Uncle Tobias and Aunt Frances’s home. Uncle Tobias had had a root canal today; Aunt Frances a migraine. Otherwise, the pair would have stopped by the house already.


    A walk would also be a fine chance to stretch their legs after being cooped up in the van for so long, as well as an opportunity to meet more of the people.


    And maybe see Rochelle?


    Of course, he’d see Rochelle. Maybe not today, or tomorrow. But sometime, somewhere here in Pinecraft’s sunny streets. Or, maybe at church.


    Silas knew he’d be walking headlong into the past when he saw Rochelle again. It had been more than twenty years since they’d spoken, when Lena was growing inside Belinda, after the swift wedding.


    He never had the chance to explain to Rochelle, and after she left for Florida, he saw no need. Their lives had diverged. Until now.


    “Dad?” Lena waved her fork. “Are you ready for pie?”


    He looked down at his mostly eaten food. “No, not just yet. Maybe tonight, with a cup of coffee.” The flavorful meal had brought back memories of eating at his grandmother’s table.


    Another reason to be here in Pinecraft. His children could see firsthand the myriad ways the Plain people lived, from Mennonites more liberal than they, with women who cut their hair short and wore pants or even shorts, to Old Order Amish who retained their Plain conservatism, although everyone in the village did have electricity.


    In a few moments, the children had slipped their shoes back on, and they were strolling south down Graber toward busy four-lane Bahia Vista.


    “I need to make an appointment with a counselor at the college soon,” Lena announced when they reached the crosswalk. “They emailed me before we left Ohio and said for me to call as soon as we got to Sarasota.”


    “I remember. I don’t think they literally meant as soon as we arrived.”


    “Well, you know what I mean. I need to sign up for financial aid and choose my classes.”


    “Of course, I know what you meant. Watch your tone.” To some, Lena was merely opinionated. To others, she could sound downright rude.


    Maybe it was his and Belinda’s fault. They’d treated the children like small adults for years. The children had witnessed more than most American children, Lena born and raised overseas and Matthew born in Ohio during a furlough and spending his childhood outside the States. To most adults, Lena’s directness, especially for a person her age, wasn’t tolerated like it would be from someone years older.


    “I’m sorry, Dad. I’m tired. It’s all—so, so much.” Lena bit her lip. They continued east now, toward the string of buildings on Bahia Vista bearing the Yoder’s sign.


    “Yes, a lot has happened. But we’ll get everything done in time. I promise. I don’t start work for another week. We’ll go soon. But not today. Maybe tomorrow.” He gazed up the street ahead of them. Big Olaf’s Ice Cream Parlor lay just ahead. Now visiting the shop was one memory he enjoyed, when he’d step up to the counter, barely able to see over the top of it.


    “They have everything we need right here,” Matthew observed. “We never have to leave the neighborhood for anything.”


    Across the side street from Big Olaf’s stood several buildings, one of which contained an open-air produce market.


    “No, we probably wouldn’t have to.”


    The tinny ringing of a small bell sounded as a three-wheeled cycle zipped past with a Mennonite woman on the seat.


    “Wow.” Matthew pointed. “A motorized bicycle. That looks fun.”


    “Tricycle,” Lena said. “It has three wheels.”


    “I know. But it only has two pedals.”


    “That’s the fastest way to get around Pinecraft. Your great-uncle will probably help you both get set up with a cycle of some kind, probably not motorized.”


    “I want to help him in his shop,” Matthew said.


    “We’ll have to see if he needs help.”


    They strolled past the giant ice cream cone at Big Olaf’s, and a delightful whiff of something warm drifted on the breeze as they rounded the corner of Kaufman.


    “A pizza shop.” Lena rubbed her stomach. “If we hadn’t just eaten, I’d ask if we could stop for some.”


    “Another time. Maybe soon, you’ll make some friends about your age in the village.” Silas hoped so, even as he spoke the words. Lena’s forays into friendships had been a bit awkward in Ohio; Matthew’s as well at first. But Matthew seemed to slide right into a few friendships after those moments. Lena, however, he’d found once crying in the bedroom she shared with her cousin.


    “I never seem to say the right thing, Dad.” She’d sniffled and scrounged for a tissue, her kapp mussed, her hair springing wild in spite of the hairpins to hold it back.


    “Give it time, Lena. You’ll soon meet a good friend, I’m sure. Anyway, isn’t Rachel a good friend?”


    “Rachel is my cousin. She has to be my friend.” Lena wiped her eyes and blew her nose. Now, however, she had no tears over her lack of friends. She’d said goodbye to her cousins and left Ohio with dry eyes.


    “Maybe, I will meet a good friend. Maybe at the college, too.” Her tone bore the sunny tones of hope. Silas also hoped the attitude, like sunny weather, would last. “Oh, look, a Laundromat. And all the tricycles with little trailers hitched to them.”


    Silas glanced at the street corner ahead of them. They’d strolled deeper into the neighborhood, but a few blocks from Pinecraft park, if his memories didn’t fail him. Everything seemed so much—smaller—from when he was a small boy.


    A van was pulling out of a wide driveway by the Laundromat, and as it did, its driver negotiated the vehicle deftly around a cluster of cycles.


    The driver, a woman, glanced their way as the van crept onto the street.


    Her eyes rounded in her face.


    Silas had seen the expression before, the same expression she’d worn when he’d first truly noticed her.


    Rochelle Keim.


    * * *


    Silas, 21


    He had never looked forward to an old woman’s birthday party until now. Imagine, him, Silas Fry, counting the hours until he and John would head over to celebrate an eighty-year-old woman’s birthday, along with Belinda and Rochelle.


    Rochelle Keim.


    He’d known her name since they were both youngsters, and with her quiet ways, she’d always blended into the background of life. However, ever since she’d mistaken him for Levi and they’d actually had a grown-up conversation, he hadn’t been able to keep her out of his mind.


    And, for the first time, he noticed all the tangible ways she thoughtfully gave her time and energy for others. It appealed to him a lot. Not to mention her expressive eyes, the sheen of her hair in the sunlight. Her soft laugh, like music. She didn’t look skinny like a few of the other girls. Nope, she had curves there, somewhere.


    Also, she didn’t seem as impressed with him as some of the other young women did. This bothered him a bit and, yet, intrigued him. And, it was something he wanted to remedy. He wanted Rochelle Keim to admire him.


    A honk sounded outside.


    “That would be John,” he told his mother as he rose from the living room chair.


    “I don’t know why you need to ride with him. We’re going, too.”


    “Well, ah, we’re taking Belinda and Rochelle Keim with us.”


    “I see. I haven’t spoken to the Keims in a while. They’ve been busy with doctor’s appointments and such.”


    “Yes, they have.”


    “Well, when you see Rochelle, let her know I’m praying for her mother.”


    “I will.”


    Honk!


    He grabbed his jacket and headed out the front door. The front passenger seat was already occupied by Belinda. A space for him waited in the back. There was Rochelle, beside the empty space.


    Silas opened the car’s rear door and slid onto the back seat.


    Rochelle smiled. “I can’t wait until you see the birthday cake. It’s magnificent.”


    As Silas returned the smile, he realized two things: He wanted to kiss Rochelle Keim, and he also wanted to marry her.


    * * *


    Rochelle parked the van in the driveway. She turned off the ignition, then clenched her hands into fists to keep them from trembling. But they’d trembled and shook all the way home. She breathed a prayer of thanks she hadn’t careened into someone’s mailbox on her route through the village.


    A pair of bicycles were chained up in the carport. Good, the girls were home after their morning of shopping and wedding planning.


    Rochelle wrangled the first of the baskets of laundry from the back of the van. This time, she’d have help unloading again. She maneuvered through the front door.


    Winston barked a warning, but his barks ceased and his body commenced a side-to-side wiggle, his tail whipping back and forth. No matter how tired she felt, the red dachshund always managed to make her smile with his antics.


    “We found the fabric!” Emma darted into the kitchen from the open living room. She waved a set of swatches dangling from a ring.


    Rochelle set down the basket and reached for the samples. “Oh, they’re lovely, and soft, almost silky. Which color have you chosen?”


    “All of them.”


    “All?”


    “We decided to go with rainbow colors for the attendants,” Betsy announced, her cheeks flushed. She bit her lip.


    “Rainbow colors. Huh.” Yes, the tropical hues would be lovely for attendant dresses. However, she suspected from Betsy’s expression her great-niece wanted something simpler.


    “I like the aquamarine blue the best,” Betsy said. “It reminds me of the Gulf waters.”


    “I think all-blue dresses aren’t as nice as rainbow.” Emma frowned. “In Ohio, we’d never be able to use these fabrics, so I want to use them here.”


    Rochelle almost gave her opinion, then reminded herself neither young woman had asked for an opinion. “If you two could help me, I have our laundry to bring in.” At last, her hands had quit their trembling. However, her stomach felt as if she’d been out on Steven Hostetler’s fishing charter boat for far too long.


    “I’m sorry we stuck you with the laundry, Aenti Chelle,” Betsy said as the three of them went outside.


    “Don’t worry about it. I know you both needed to find your fabrics and get them ordered, and we all have clients to see this afternoon. It works out better this way.”


    “I think it worked out gut, too.” Emma got to the back of the van first and pulled out the smallest basket. “I hope you can get the washer repaired soon.”


    “Henry’s going to stop by right before supper and look at it. He said it might be something as simple as replacing a belt.”


    The young women continued their chatter about wedding plans as they all unloaded the laundry baskets and set about sorting the garments to their owners.


    Rochelle allowed herself to get swept up in their conversation, listening. Yes, forty years old might be looming closer, but inside, she felt the same almost-giddiness the young women shared about their upcoming double wedding day.


    A double wedding day, here in Pinecraft, in the winter. Five hundred friends and family, maybe more, once all names were tallied.


    It made sense, though, to have the ceremony here and not Ohio, with both women living in Sarasota now and their young men part of the village as well.


    “Everything okay, Aenti?” Betsy frowned, folding a set of pillowcases.


    “Yes.” She nodded. Everything was okay. “I’m just a little distracted. But tell me more. Did you both decide on a cake?”


    The young women exchanged glances. Betsy set her jaw, and her chin stuck out just a little.


    “We’re having two wedding cakes,” Emma announced.


    “Two cakes?”


    Emma nodded. “I want cupcakes to match the color of the dresses.”


    “And I want an all-white cake, three stacked tiers, with white sugar flowers, and white piping,” Betsy added. “We just couldn’t decide on something together.”


    “Well, I think it’s all right to have two cakes. I know there will be plenty of cake for everyone who wants some.” Clearly, the sisters didn’t agree on everything. Plain or not, all brides had their own opinions. “I think both ceremonies and the meal to follow will be beautiful.”


    “I hope so.” Emma grabbed her stack of laundry. “I need to put all of this laundry away, and I want to get my afternoon work done early. Steven is picking me up for supper with his parents.”


    Then Emma toted her stack of laundry down the hallway. Seconds later, her door closed with a click.


    “Aenti Chelle, are you sure you’re all right? You said you were distracted, but you look more upset than anything else.”


    “Maybe I am upset, just a little. I’ve had a shock, but I’ll be all right.” She didn’t want to say more. She hadn’t even processed her feelings at seeing Silas Fry, even a glimpse, after nearly two decades.


    The last time she’d seen him, she’d turned her back on him and walked away, willing the tears not to fall, willing her heart not to shatter. It had been her fault. May her great-nieces never know her kind of pain. Betsy had felt the sting of unrequited love before she met Thaddeus Zook. But this feeling? Rochelle hoped Betsy never knew it.


    “Well, Aenti, if you need a listening ear, I’m here. You were there for me, with Thaddeus, and I’m thankful.”


    Rochelle smiled at Betsy. “Thank you. I’ll remember and let you know if and when I do. But, for now, I’ll hold onto this myself.”


    Did her sister, Jolene, know Silas was moving to Pinecraft? And if Jolene knew Silas was coming, wouldn’t she have warned Rochelle?


    She shook away the thoughts. Time for a quick lunch, then a busy afternoon of cleaning what her clients would only dirty again.

  


  
    Chapter 3
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    The inevitable Sunday service came around, and the final echo of voices raised in song fell silent in the sanctuary. All the while, from the first greeting until now, Rochelle’s brain had tried to process that Silas and his family sat two rows behind her.


    Yes, his elderly aunt and uncle, Frances and Tobias Fry, attended Pinecraft Mennonite Church as well, but they weren’t part of any of Rochelle’s past memories. They had never questioned Rochelle’s sudden move to Pinecraft many years ago, but had welcomed her to the village.


    Voices swirled around Rochelle as she stood, murmuring greetings to those sitting in front of her.


    Emma plucked Rochelle’s elbow. “Aenti Chelle, did you ever hear anything from Steven? He said we might go fishing today, but he didn’t come to services this morning.” Emma frowned.


    The young couple’s whirlwind courtship had been a surprise to many, except for Rochelle. Last fall, she’d seen things brewing between Henry Hostetler’s nephew and her great-niece.


    Whirlwind was a good word to describe Emma. Formerly Amish but now fellowshipping at the Mennonite church, she had recently gained her full membership status in the congregation.


    Emma said, “I want to meet the new family, the Frys. The daughter looks like she’s around my age. She looks nervous, too. I know I was glad to already know people when I first moved to Florida, and, of course, Betsy lived here already.”


    “You go on ahead. I . . . I need to speak to Natalie.” Rochelle picked up her Bible, then touched her head covering. No, it wasn’t lopsided, but sometimes she just had a lopsided feeling. Like now. She didn’t need to speak to Natalie Miller. Need was too strong of a word. Every time she spoke with Natalie, she came away feeling encouraged. And right now she could use some encouragement. So maybe she did need to speak with her young friend.


    “Rochelle, it’s good to see you,” said Natalie Miller, glowing with the first signs of new life inside of her.


    “It’s good to see you, too. How have you been feeling?”


    “Very well. I want to eat everything not nailed down, but other than food cravings like red velvet whoopie pies at three a.m., I’m doing great.” Natalie’s eyes sparkled. “Part of me wants to get an ultrasound to find out boy or girl, but I’m going with what Jacob prefers and we’ll be surprised.”


    “I know you’re excited, either way.” The younger woman’s words made Rochelle smile. Only converted to Mennonite within the last couple of years, Natalie felt a bit freer than most in discussing personal matters such as pregnancy. Especially in church. Rochelle glanced around. Everyone else was taken up in their own discussions after the service.


    Rochelle continued from her spot at the edge of the pew to the opposite end, then made her way along the side aisle and headed through another door into the foyer, then shot to the ladies room. While the family introduced themselves to the congregation, maybe she could stall long enough for Emma to meet and greet Silas’s daughter, who looked so much like Belinda at the same age it made Rochelle stare.


    She greeted a few people then spent an inordinate amount of time washing her hands in the ladies’ room and checking the hairpins securing her head covering. There. That ought to be long enough.


    She realized how silly she must look, sneaking around in the crowd and avoiding the Frys. It wasn’t as if she were a teenager. Not anymore. Rochelle squared her shoulders and studied her face in the ladies’ room mirror. Bright red spots covered her cheeks.


    “Rochelle, are you feeling all right?” Her sister Jolene had entered the ladies’ room. “Your face looks flushed, and I understand why.”


    “I’m okay.” She glanced from the mirror to Jolene. “I wish you’d told me they were coming.” She needed to get better at masking her feelings, with several people inquiring about her health lately.


    Jolene stepped closer and lowered her voice. “I didn’t know. I promise. I would have told you if I knew.”


    The bathroom door opened, so Rochelle kept her response simple. “Good. Well, I need to get going.”


    “We should have a family lunch again . . . soon.”


    “Soon.”


    They both greeted the woman who entered, then Rochelle scurried from the ladies room. She needed to quit hanging back, letting Silas’s presence get to her like this. With him living in Pinecraft now, she needed to get used to it as soon as possible. When winter came, bringing the snowbirds from the north and the village population swelled, avoiding him would be easier and far less obvious until she could deal with whatever she was feeling once and for all.


    Rochelle nearly collided with Silas and his family, who were talking to Emma and others in the foyer.


    “Here she is now,” Emma called out.


    * * *


    Rochelle appeared at his side in the foyer, almost knocking into his elbow.


    Her cheeks shot with red, the expression was just as endearing now as it once had been. Quickly, however, her expression smoothed itself over.


    “Hello, Silas.”


    He’d forgotten how it felt when she said his name, and the inches between them shrank. “Rochelle . . .”


    “Oh, so you know each other?” Emma glanced from Rochelle to Silas, then back again.


    “When we were about your age,” Rochelle said. “But it was a long time ago. Ah, welcome to Pinecraft. I’m afraid I don’t know the names of your daughter and son.”


    “Lena.” Wearing Belinda’s smile, Silas’s daughter stepped forward and shook hands with Rochelle.


    “I’m Matthew.” His son wore a lopsided grin and shook hands with Rochelle.


    “It’s nice to meet you both. Yes, I knew your parents a long time ago when we all lived in Ohio.”


    “Your mother and Rochelle were good friends.” Silas found his voice again.


    Lena’s eyes narrowed a millisecond. “But we never saw you or heard of you when we were growing up and visited Ohio.”


    Rochelle now looked at him. Yes, the explanation was his to give.


    “Well, right before your mother and I married—” his voice cracked.


    “I moved to Florida. I don’t often get back to Ohio. I did know your parents were serving as missionaries in Mozambique.” She looked apologetic for the interruption. But she’d mercifully interjected when his voice failed him. So, she’d kept up with them, a little. “Then, life happened. I started my business here, and well, your parents and I . . . lost touch.”


    “I want to go back to Africa, someday,” Lena said. “I miss it.”


    “I’m sure you do,” Rochelle responded, warmly. “So, what brings all of you here to Pinecraft? We don’t often get new, permanent residents under retirement age.”


    “I have a job, flying, a private charter pilot. I’m thinking of earning my commercial license after all.” He didn’t miss the blank expression on Rochelle’s face at the words commercial license. “And Lena here is going to start college soon for nursing.”


    Rochelle opened her mouth, but Emma spoke first. “Oh, just like my Aenti Chelle. She’s going to finish her studies this fall, or soon anyway.”


    Now Rochelle looked a tad cranky, but again smoothed over her expression. “Oh, Emma, I’d only mentioned it a week or so ago. I haven’t decided yet, for sure.”


    Emma nodded. “Well, I think you need to. Aenti Chelle has only two more semesters, and then clinicals. You need to finish.”


    “But you have a business here?” Silas asked.


    “I have a cleaning company. Keim Cleaning. I discovered when I moved here people in the good city of Sarasota will pay good money for a Mennonite or Amish woman to clean their homes. I learned the business from an Old Order woman who lives here in the village, and she helped me find my first clients. So the business sort of grew and grew, and I’m always looking for good workers.”


    “I know Lena wouldn’t mind something part-time, especially with school coming up.”


    Lena nodded. “Yes, I’d like that. I applied at Yoder’s and Der Dutchman, and they’re not hiring right now.”


    “I imagine I can find a client or two for you. And I sometimes need substitutes. We’ll talk again about it sometime soon.”


    “All right.” Lena beamed. “Thank you. Thank you.”


    Seeing his daughter smile so widely made his heart hurt. At last, the sun seemed to be breaking through for his family after a year of stormy skies.


    “I’m going to help my uncle in his bicycle shop,” Matthew chimed in.


    “Now, we haven’t discussed it yet, and it’s up to Uncle Tobias,” Silas said.


    “Ah, yes. Fry’s Bicycle Shop. Your Uncle Tobias has more bicycles than anyone in the village, I think.” Rochelle nodded, then glanced at Lena and her niece, chattering together.


    “Aenti Chelle, may the Frys come to the house for lunch today?” Emma asked, the young women exchanging hopeful looks between each other.


    “Well, uh . . .” Rochelle’s cheeks bloomed a deep pink.


    “We don’t want to impose . . .” Silas shook his head. He didn’t know who wanted to bolt from the foyer most at the moment, him or Rochelle. He cleared his throat.


    Rochelle squared her shoulders, then nodded. “Yes, we have plenty to share for lunch today. But weren’t you and some of the others supposed to go fishing with Steven?”


    Emma shrugged, a gesture Silas had seen a few times from his own daughter. “I hoped we would. Maybe we will later this afternoon.”


    Silas cleared his throat. “Thank you, Rochelle and Emma, but maybe we’ll come for lunch another day.” Or maybe not. He didn’t want to add to Rochelle’s obvious discomfort. He had the distinct feeling young Emma Yoder was accustomed to getting her own way, most of the time anyway.


    But again, seeing the smile blooming on Lena’s face did his own heart good. So far, it seemed as though his daughter was settling into life in Pinecraft. However, they’d only been here for several days. Time would reveal more.


    He glanced at Rochelle, who appeared less stiff than before his polite refusal of the lunch offer.


    “All right. Another time then.” She gave him a soft smile, although he could still see apprehension in her eyes.


    He now had more questions. So she’d never become a nurse? She’d never made it overseas, either. At least not that he knew of.


    Instead of silencing the questions he used to have about Rochelle, his mind now spun with more questions. Of course, he knew a big reason she’d left school, and it wasn’t just him. He’d told her, years ago, he always wanted her to finish her education. No matter what had happened between them.


    * * *


    Rochelle, 19


    “What do you dream about, Rochelle Keim?”


    No one had ever asked her, Rochelle Keim, the younger of the two Keim sisters, what she dreamed about. She’d been too busy helping in the household and, with her mother having cancer, helping act as caregiver as well. She’d gotten her driver’s license, could change wound dressings quickly, reminded her mother about her various medicines, and held her mother’s hand while the retching shook her dwindling frame. She’d been the driver for Momma’s chemotherapy appointments, too.


    The question, coming from Silas, made her glow inside.


    “I—I dream about working overseas, as a nurse. Remember the missionaries who visited a few months ago? Their visit made me start praying and thinking about it. I want to make a difference in people’s lives, people who have no hope and are hurting.”


    “I think you’ll make a wonderful nurse.” Silas leaned back on the porch swing. “How much longer do you have until your studies are done?”


    “Four semesters or so. I’ve, ah, only taken a class here and there recently, with Momma being sick. But, I want to get there. Someday.” Rochelle thought again about her mother. Her older sister, Jolene, had a toddler girl, and Rochelle knew Jolene couldn’t devote as much time to caring for their mother. So, of course, Rochelle had to be the one. She hadn’t told the family about her heart’s decision to search for a possibility overseas.


    Silas studied her face. “I believe you will. I know it’s been hard with your mother’s illness, but your whole family can pitch in and help with her. She’s their family, too.”


    “I know. It’s just easier if I take care of her.” She wanted to explain how the Amish part of the family didn’t acknowledge her parents, being shunned, and people at their home church . . .


    It was easy to forget people with chronic illness.


    “Easier for who? Them or you?”


    Rochelle shook her head. “Silas—”


    “Never mind.” He smiled at her like he smiled at no one else. Ever since the first time he caught her attention, she noticed how he treated other people. Always kindly, warmly. But when he looked at her like this? Well, it was the kind of smile reserved for her alone. It made her insides warm—no, blazing hot if she would admit it to herself.


    “Anyway,” he continued. “I need help with a diagnosis. I have, uh, a lip lesion.”


    “Lip lesion?” She studied his mouth. “I don’t see anything.”


    “Look more closely.” He pointed at one corner. “It’s right here.”“Where?” She leaned a little closer, and her breath caught. She saw nothing.


    But she was close enough for him to easily pull her to him and place his lips on hers.


    The first kiss—ever—in her young life, and it was beautiful. The sweetest gesture, ever. But oh, how her insides shook. Her heart thudded.


    “Silas?” Her throat croaked.


    “Yes, Rochelle?”


    “Is—is it better now?”


    “Much better.” He punctuated the phrase with another swift kiss.
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