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To Heather, Hilda, and Cathy, three of the most loyal and lovely women I know




Dear Readers,


As I write this, I’m sitting in my new office, surrounded by boxes. Actually, much of our house is in disarray, and probably will remain that way for the next year while we do some major renovations in our new home in Colorado.


A few hours ago, as I looked over the final version of The Loyal One, I had to smile. Though we did have our house on the market when I wrote the first draft of this book, my husband and I intended to buy a home in Colorado that was new, filled with bells and whistles, and about the same size as the home we were leaving in Ohio. I’m not sure what happened, but we ended up buying a house that was a little smaller, a whole lot older, and needed a lot of work. I can’t believe that I wrote a novel about remodeling months before finding myself doing the very same thing!


Our recent move across the country encouraged me to think a lot about friends and family and the things that are important. I was reminded that so many “things” in our home were just “things.” Saying good-bye to longtime friends and neighbors was both heart-wrenching and affirming, too. I realized just how much I was going to miss the important people in my life . . . and how much I’ve been blessed to have them in the first place. I feel sure that God has been with me the entire time. Only He could remind me of all the blessings in my life—even when I was filled with doubt and worry.


I’m glad that the characters in The Loyal One realized the same thing. Our Lord doesn’t waver, or turn His back on us, or declare us as unworthy. He really is a “loyal” God, and is with us through thick and thin, through good times and bad. I hope that you, too, have found this to be true.


This letter would not be complete without offering my thanks to you for giving this book and this series a try. Thank you, too, for joining me on Facebook chats, for your letters and encouraging notes, and for telling your local librarians, friends, and family about my novels. I’m so grateful for your support—and your loyalty!


Wishing you many blessings,


Shelley Shepard Gray




Teach us to realize the brevity of life, so that we may grow in wisdom.


—Psalm 90:12


Things turn out the best for those who make the best of the way things turn out.


—Amish proverb





PROLOGUE
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MARCH


It was really too early in the season for a campfire near the Kurtzes’ old cabin in the woods, but not a one of them had wanted to be anywhere else. The remainder of the Eight, along with a couple of new additions, had arrived just before sundown, each prepared to spend the night. An outsider would probably think they’d brought way too much.


Harley Lambright reckoned such a thing wasn’t possible.


Though he was usually the first to arrive, Harley had gotten a late start. Therefore, he was still trying to shake off the stress of his workday. He remodeled homes and buildings around the area. It was a good job, and he often had more offers than he had time to do them—it wasn’t always easy, attempting to make something old look new again.


Sometimes he just wanted to ask his customers to tear everything down and start from scratch. This had been one of those days. The house he was working on had been built in the 1930s and had already been through multiple remodels. Because of that, it was hard to make heads or tails of some of the plumbing and electrical work. His budget-conscious customers were having a difficult time understanding why he was insisting that everything needed to be brought up to code. After yet another contentious conversation, he’d actually considered walking off the worksite.


While the driver he’d hired slowly turned around on the narrow dirt road and headed back to town, Harley gave himself a moment to collect his thoughts and watch the activity around him.


Everyone was so busy, they would put a colony of bees to shame.


Will Kurtz was pulling out old folding chairs from a rickety storage shed just behind the cabin. Marie and John B. were carting over a cooler of soft drinks and a large straw basket filled with snacks. Logan Clark had his arms full with all the fixings for s’mores. Katie Steury was sitting on a rock, untwisting wire hangers.


The others? Well, the others did as they always did. They pitched in where they could and stacked wood. It was going to be a great night. A wonderful, gut one.


But then again, when had they not had a good time when they were all together?


With a bright smile on her face, Marie Hartman walked to his side. “So, what do you think, Harley? Are we ready?”


“I’d say so.” Finally lifting the cooler he’d been carrying, he said, “I brought a mess of sandwiches.”


She laughed. “While the rest of us brought soda, chips, and everything for s’mores, you are making sure we eat something healthy.” Looping a hand through his arm, she tugged him forward. “What would we do without you?”


“I don’t ever want to know.” He smiled so she wouldn’t realize how serious he was. This wasn’t the night for that.


When they reached the fire pit, he spent the next ten minutes saying hello and finishing the final preparations.


And then, with a feeling of accomplishment, Harley pulled out a match, scraped it against one of the rocks surrounding the fire pit, and lit the kindling. Seconds later, a fire roared to life.


Logan clapped. “Look at that! We did it. And in spite of our jobs and family obligations, we all got here.”


Elizabeth Anne raised her can of Sprite. “Amen to that.”


“My boss asked me to stay late tonight, but I told him I had plans I couldn’t miss,” John B. said. “I’ve been looking forward to tonight for weeks.”


“Me, too,” Harley said. Looking around at all of his best friends, some Amish, some Mennonite, some English—most of whom he’d known for almost his entire life—he felt his body relax at last.


By the time the sun had completely slid down the sky and the first of the stars had begun to appear, the fire was crackling merrily and flavoring the air with the scents of fresh pine, old memories, and anticipation.


Looking at the flames, feeling the comfort and sense of contentment among all of them, Harley knew this was the perfect place to have a celebration. The evening was cool and crisp, the fire bright, the blankets surrounding them all were cozy . . . and the company even better.


But that was always how it had been. From the first summer the Eight had met, they’d felt an instant connection. Even though they all led very different lives, some firmly entrenched in the modern world, others steadfastly following the traditions and rules that so many generations had before, they’d stayed connected.


Over the years, they’d grown up together. They’d suffered hardships by one another’s sides, and had commemorated everything from new kittens to first kisses to graduations in one another’s company.


All that was why they’d come together to celebrate their group’s first engagement. Logan had recently proposed to Tricia Warner, Andy’s little sister, and few things had ever seemed like such a blessing.


But even though they all loved Logan and Tricia, it didn’t mean that they couldn’t resist doing a little bit of teasing and good-natured ribbing.


Or maybe even a lot of it.


“Come on, Logan!” Will Kurtz called out. “Kiss your bride-to-be one more time.”


“All right. If I have to,” Logan joked before pulling Tricia into his arms. Just as she placed her hands on his arms with a gasp, Logan gently kissed her cheek.


Groans abounded, along with someone tossing a paper cup at Logan.


“What kind of kiss is that?” John B. teased. “I kissed my first girl in the back of our barn with more enthusiasm than that.”


“You probably kissed your aunt with more enthusiasm than that,” Will quipped.


“Only on New Year’s,” John countered, quick as lightning.


Laughter filled the air as Tricia slapped a hand over her face in embarrassment. As for Logan? Well, he simply rested an arm around her shoulders and grinned. “It’s the only kind of kiss you’re gonna see, buddy. Now stop before you go and embarrass Trish.”


“Too late!” Tricia called out, her face still covered.


As laughter erupted again, Kendra Troyer smiled at them all. “Isn’t tonight perfectly perfect?”


Looking as contented as a cat at a dairy farm, E.A. nodded. “It’s better than that.”


Harley reckoned it was. Well, almost. Sometimes seeing Tricia Warner reminded him of the hole that Andy’s death had created in their lives. Even though it had been almost a year since Andy had taken his life, Harley still missed him tremendously. Andy had been brash, loud, and a little spoiled. He’d also been loyal, kind, and sensitive.


Andy had been everything Harley had never been. And, in his worst, most insecure moments, everything that Harley wished he could have been.


With force, he pushed the first tinges of depression he’d been battling away. He wasn’t going to go there tonight. Not when there were so many other things to concentrate on.


As everyone around him started talking quietly, Harley allowed himself to glance at each one. Next to him were Logan and Tricia. On Tricia’s other side was Will Kurtz. Will was Amish and worked at the trailer factory with John B., who was on Will’s other side. Will’s mother used to watch them all from time to time when they were young.


Sitting next to John B. was his sweetheart, Marie. John had grown up Amish but had recently jumped the fence for a variety of reasons, the main one being that he and Marie had fallen in love, and she was as English as a girl could be. Next in the circle sat Elizabeth Anne, all red hair, properness, and smiles. She was Mennonite and was best friends with Katie Steury, who was Amish like him.


Against his will, Harley let his gaze settle on Katie, thinking of how she looked so like the heroine in one of the more recent Star Wars movies. Back during his rumspringa, they’d all gone to the movies and thought Katie looked so much like a blond version of the actress Natalie Portman that they’d called her that for days.


Last but not least was Kendra Troyer, who was sitting on his left. Kendra was shy and a little awkward, and all of them were protective of her. He’d been glad that she’d become part of their extended group when they were teenagers.


“Harley?” Will called out. “You okay?”


“Hmm? Oh, jah. Just sitting here thinking.”


“About what?” E.A. asked. “You look so serious.”


Not wanting to admit that he’d been silently struggling with Andy’s loss, Harley thought quickly. “Nothing much. I was only thinking about the night Marie and Andy graduated high school and we all went out together.”


“Boy, I haven’t thought about that night in ages,” Marie said with a grin. “Hey, did any of your parents ever find out everything that we did?”


Will shuddered. “No way. Mei daed would have tanned my backside.”


“You were lucky. My brothers found out,” John B. said. “I had to do both James’s and Anton’s chores for a month in order for them to keep the secret.”


Kendra waved a hand. “What actually did happen that night? I remember hearing that something had occurred, but I never heard the details.”


“Believe me, you don’t want to know,” Marie said.


“I do,” Tricia called out. “Come on, you Eight, don’t be a tease. Andy never whispered a word to me about his graduation night.”


“I ain’t sure tonight’s the best time to share it,” Harley hedged. “I mean, it’s a long story.”


“Go ahead and tell it, Harley,” Katie prodded. “It’s Friday night, and none of us have anywhere else to be.”


“All right. But don’t say I didn’t warn ya. It for sure doesn’t show any of us in the best light.”


“I’ll try not to be too shocked,” Kendra murmured, sarcasm thick in her voice.


Tricia reached for Logan’s hand. “I am getting a little worried about what I’m about to find out.”


“Don’t get too worried,” John B. said. “We didn’t do anything that bad. I mean, we could have been a whole lot worse.” Chuckling, he added, “As much as the story embarrasses me, I wouldn’t change a bit of it.”


“It ain’t like we could ever change the past anyway,” Will said.


Harley guffawed. “I do love it when you try to act all pious and perfect, William.”


Looking sheepish, Will picked up his can of soda and sipped. “You’re right. We were all once young and stupid. And for the record, I wouldn’t have it any other way. Start talking, Harley. And don’t leave anything out.”


Feeling some of the pressure that had been weighing on him lighten at last, Harley stood up.


And, after mentally raising a toast to Andy, he began.





ONE
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“I should start by saying that I always thought that everything would have gone a whole lot better if John had just let Andy or Marie drive us in one of their cars. Or, say, John and Logan hadn’t suggested that we all go swimming in the lake on Mr. Schlabach’s farm.”


APRIL


Katie hadn’t believed it was possible to both love and hate something at the same time. But that was how she felt about her house. Standing outside the front of it, attempting to look at the front door as a newcomer would, she supposed it didn’t look much different from any of the other houses dotting Plum Lane.


A tourist leisurely driving down the narrow, winding roads of Walnut Creek might have even called the fifty-year-old house charming, with its shiny black door, wraparound porch, and carefully kept-up whitewashed siding. Many had told her that it looked like the perfect Amish farmhouse.


Unfortunately, every time Katie looked at the siding, all she saw was the long hours she’d spent scraping and sanding the old siding in the hot sun.


Boy, she’d hated scraping off old paint. For some reason, her older sister and brother had always gotten to be the painters.


Her sister, June, had said that Katie always had to sand and scrape because their parents didn’t think she was a careful painter. Though the criticism had stung, Katie couldn’t really disagree. She hated working on the outside of the house. It was hot, sticky, and bugs got in her face.


She’d always secretly suspected that the reason she never got to paint was because she was younger than her siblings and therefore always got the jobs neither June nor Caleb had wanted to do.


As she slowly walked along the porch, glancing in one of the many windows facing the road, Katie knew there was a third reason.


It was because her parents had carefully worked on the outside of the old house but never on the inside. It perpetuated the illusion that everything was lovely and well cared for on the other side of the walls, too.


But that had never really been the case.


Hating the memories that were forming in her mind, matching the dark and cluttered interior she could spy from the windows, Katie turned away.


Just in time to see Harley Lambright park his bike against the black iron hitching post her great-grandparents had placed on the front walkway the week they’d moved into their new home.


Obviously seeing her watching him, he raised a hand. “Hiya, Katie. Gut matin.”


“Hello, Harley,” she called out. “Good morning to you.” She kept the smile on her face even though she was starting to wonder if they were ever going to become completely at ease around each other again. “Thanks for coming over.”


“Thanks for talking to me about the job.” After grabbing a pencil and notepad out of the backpack he’d just pulled off his shoulders, he paused. “So, how do you want to do this?”


Though she knew he was referring to the remodeling job, Katie couldn’t help but think of the other thing that they needed to work on—their awkward, stilted relationship.


While it might not be evident to the rest of the Eight, whenever she was around Harley for any length of time, the terrible tension between them buzzed loud and clear. Their relationship did encompass many wonderful-gut memories of the Eight. But it also included their argument about his old sweetheart Melody. Katie had never liked the girl, and once had even made the mistake of sharing her opinion to E.A.


Which had been in the hearing of Harley.


Who had not been pleased. Not at all.


If they were going to work together on this house then they were going to have to clear the air. No, if she was going to be able to trust him with the secrets behind the walls, they were going to need to get in a better place. Ignoring their past problems wasn’t an option.


“Harley, I think we should sit down on the front porch and talk about everything before we go inside.”


His hands, which had been flipping pages in his notebook, froze. “Say again?”


She was kind of irritated that he was going to play opossum. Hardening her voice, she said, “I’ve thought a lot about it and I think the only way we are going to be able to work well together is for us to talk about things once and for all.”


His expression darkened. “I have no idea what you are talking about.”


She felt like rolling her eyes. “Of course you do. I’m talking about what happened three years ago.”


“With Melody.”


“Jah.” Who else would she have been talking about? Three years ago, he and Melody had been together constantly. Harley had even looked smitten, which she’d always thought was entertaining, given the fact that Harley was never one to show much emotion about anything.


But then, just when they’d all been expecting Harley and Melody to announce a wedding date, he’d instead shared that they’d broken up. Harley had never given a reason, but she’d always thought it had something to do with her big mouth.


He sighed. “Are you playing a game with me? I thought you needed your house remodeled. I thought that was why you asked me over here. I know that was the reason I came.”


In other words, he wouldn’t have come for any other reason. “Harley, of course I really need your help. This haus is . . .” It was a mess. It was an albatross around her neck. It was her only inheritance and everything she’d yearned to walk away from. Finding her voice again, she said, “I mean, it needs to be remodeled in order for me to make it into a bed-and-breakfast.”


His gaze softened. “You are finally going to make that dream real?”


He’d remembered. He’d remembered the time the eight of them had been lying on their backs on the grass in the Warners’ yard and they’d each shared their dreams for the future. Marie had wanted to be a movie star, Will had something about being bigger than his brothers, and Harley had admitted he’d wanted to raise goats. She’d gathered her courage and whispered that one day she wanted to own a bed-and-breakfast. “I really am. Mei mamm gave the house to me.”


“Truly? That’s wonderful.”


She nodded. “Mamm said she’d only been biding her time until my brother Caleb built his haus down in Kentucky. Caleb didn’t want to live here.”


“What about June?”


“You know she jumped the fence as soon as she could.” Even now, almost eleven years later, Katie felt her sister’s absence. “We see her at Christmas.” Sometimes. If June didn’t have anything else going on and felt she could handle coming back.


“So you got the house.”


“Jah. I got the house.” The gift had truly been a double-edged sword. She’d gotten to keep her dreams, but in order to have that dream, she was going to have to deal with everything that her mother and siblings were running away from.


Harley’s posture relaxed. “I’m happy for ya.”


“Danke.” She tried to smile, hoping to cover up her unease. “So, may we talk for a moment? I really do think we need to finally discuss what happened with you and me and Melody.”


The warmth that had momentarily filled his dark green eyes vanished as his expression became hard again. “I don’t agree. As far as I’m concerned, what happened between me and Melody ain’t none of your concern. Ever.”


Maybe Katie should have backed off or even apologized for bringing up his old sweetheart in the first place. It was obvious Melody was still a sore subject. But . . . so much had happened between them all lately. Logan and Tricia had recently gotten engaged. John B. and Marie had finally admitted their love for each other and were now a real couple.


And just as important, they’d all been learning to live with the loss of Andy Warner.


That, at the very least, had shown her that holding on to old hurts and imagined slights did no one any good. Surely he felt the same way? “Harley, I don’t want to argue, but—”


“I don’t want to argue, either. But just because I don’t want to argue, it doesn’t mean I want to rehash all of our problems.” Sounding like his father, he said, “I do not.”


All of their problems? They had more than one? “All right, Harley. I hear you loud and clear.”


“Now, do you want me to work on this house or not?”


Did she want to finally make this place into something she was proud of? Have it help her become someone she could be proud of?


Katie turned and looked at it. So almost good on the outside. So completely wrecked on the inside. Much of how she felt about herself these days.


“Jah, Harley, I want your help. I want to hire you to remodel this house.”


“Gut. Then let’s go inside. I want to see what it looks like.”


“All right.” After taking three steps, she paused with her hand on the door. “Um, I feel that I should warn you that it’s not pretty inside.”


Instead of replying in a patient way that she knew he would’ve done with Marie, Harley clenched his jaw. “It doesn’t need to be pretty, Katie. All I care about is that it’s a job. You do have money to pay me, don’t you?”


“Yes. I do have that.”


“Then stop stalling.”


“Fine.” Opening the front door, she led him inside.


Harley might only need time and money to get this job done. She, on the other hand, was going to need every bit of patience and forbearance she possessed. It was going to be a long couple of weeks.





TWO
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“I didn’t think Mr. Schlabach allowed kids on his property,” Tricia said. “Did he used to?”


“Nee. He hated anyone coming on his land uninvited, which was why walking all the way over to the farm was our first really bad idea.”


The muscles that were forming tight knots at the top of his shoulders were fitting symbols of how Harley felt around Katie: she was a pain in his neck.


What was sad was that he knew better, too. She wasn’t a painful person. Most people he knew liked her a lot. And how could they not? Katie, with her light blond hair, blue eyes, and tiny frame reminded him often of a sprite, an opinionated, bright, tiny fairy in a children’s storybook.


He’d always been drawn to her brightness but then had gotten stung by her sharp tongue. He’d learned to keep his distance. All that was why agreeing to consider this remodeling job had been a bad idea.


No matter how he wished it was different, he was uncomfortable around Katie. Had been for years—even before her mouth had gotten him into trouble with Melody. She was forthright and honest and even blunt at times. She didn’t hold back and didn’t believe in secrets. And because of that, there was simply something about her that made him doubt just about everything he said or did.


Harley didn’t appreciate that.


So, out of a need for self-preservation, he’d begun to try avoiding her. It wasn’t a blatant thing, or even that he didn’t think she was a good person. It was more like their personalities didn’t mesh well.


When they were with the rest of their friends, they got along fine. They kept their conversations light and didn’t spend too much time one-on-one.


But when it was just the two of them? Well, it was like it had been today. They bickered and fussed at each other. Every conversation was exhausting.


Then, too, he couldn’t pretend that she hadn’t embarrassed him in front of Melody. While Katie didn’t know that he and Melody had already been having problems, her announcement that none of the Eight liked the girl had ended things lightning fast.


All of that should have been enough of a reason for him to have refused the job.


Now, as he followed her inside her home, Harley realized that there were about a hundred other reasons he should have said no.


This house was a crowded, dark, mismatched mess.


The musty smell caught him off guard, as well. So had the darkness. There was so much junk and debris in the hallway that it blocked several of the windows. “What happened in here?”


“My mother.”


Taken aback, he glanced at her, but she wasn’t looking at him. Instead, she was studiously watching a beetle march up the side of a cardboard box. He waited for her to kill it, but she didn’t move.


Unable to take it anymore, he grabbed what looked to be an old magazine clipping, slipped it under the creature, and tossed both the paper and the bug out the door. Turning back to her again, he waved a hand around the room. “How?”


Walking around a pair of chairs and an old table, all three piled high with papers and magazines, she glared at him. “You’re gonna have to be more specific, Harley. Are you wondering how it got so bad, how is it that I live here, or how come I have beetles in my home?”


“All of it.” Realizing he was sounding disgusted (which he was) and judgmental (which he couldn’t help but be), Harley attempted to temper his reaction. “I don’t mean to be cruel, Katie, but the inside of your house is a surprise.”


Her blue eyes sparkled like she’d found his comment amusing. “I bet. Um, let’s go into the kitchen, have some tea, and sit down.” Putting a hand on one hip, she murmured, “And before you ask, jah, the kitchen is safe and nee, it ain’t infested.”


“Lead the way and I’ll follow.”


Jaw tight, she turned and walked into the living room.


He followed close behind. There was considerably more space in this room, but it still was claustrophobic. Stacks and stacks of clothes, books, quilts, and old blankets littered the floor and every available space. In the midst of it was a well-worn crooked path through it all. It reminded him of some mice he’d seen once at a science fair. The mice had had to make their way through the maze as quickly as possible. When he’d watched them perform, he hadn’t been all that impressed with either of the rodents. Now, he was starting to think he’d done those little guys a terrible disservice.


The living room opened up into a small kitchen. It was surprisingly clean and orderly. From the looks of the shiny countertops and polished table, it was also where Katie spent much of her time. “This is nice.”


Her laugh sounded like it was filled with hurt. “It’s not nice in here, but it’s a far cry better.” Filling up a kettle with water, she gestured to the two chairs next to the table. “Go sit down, Harley. I’ll be right there.”


He sat and watched her work. He’d now remodeled six homes. In each of his previous jobs, he could hardly contain his excitement for the project and usually had so many ideas filling his head, he would constantly write them down.


Not this time, however.


All he could think was that Katie Steury, who was always so blunt and honest, had been carrying around her fair share of secrets.


When she handed him a cup of tea, she sat down across from him. “I guess you’re shocked by how bad it all looks.”


He considered being kinder but decided glossing over his thoughts wouldn’t do either of them any favors. “I am shocked. I had no idea your house was in this condition.”


“It wasn’t anything I wanted to brag about.”


Walking on eggshells, he asked, “Has it been this way for a long time?”


She shrugged. “My mother always fought the idea of getting rid of anything. She has the hardest time even throwing out the old newspaper. But when my father was alive, he helped her with that.” She smiled grimly. “On her worst days, my father would encourage her to take a nap, and while she did, Caleb, June, and I would have to run around and discard things. When she woke up, she’d immediately search the house, looking for changes. It used to be a game for me, to get rid of things in such a way that she wouldn’t notice.”


“It sounds difficult.” Which was a giant understatement.


“It was. When I was little, all I would understand was that our father was in a panic and that I was supposed to take things and hide them away and pretend I didn’t.” She shrugged. “As you can imagine, it was all so confusing. Caleb would always worry that we’d either pick up too much or too little or put things in the wrong container. Then, when my mamm would come downstairs, she’d act like she was fine, but there was always a sense of panic on her face. Even when I was just five or six, I knew that she didn’t like our father getting rid of anything.” She grimaced. “If she had to deal with everything when he wasn’t around, she would get really angry at us.” After a pause, she murmured, “Especially June.”


“I’m sorry, Katie.”


Looking embarrassed, she stopped to take a sip of tea. “I grew up never knowing what to do with anything. One parent would tell me that the pile of books on the floor needed to be dusted and shelved or donated and then the other parent would yell if I moved them an inch.”


“I can’t imagine all of that. Katie, I knew your parents. They were nice people.”


“They were, and my mother still is. She’s always been kind and loving. This wasn’t a house of horrors or anything. My mother just had a bad problem. An illness, really. When my father passed away, her condition kind of steamrolled into something much worse. All of us kids realized that our mamm had been leaning on our father to keep her functioning. After he died, we didn’t know who to lean on.”


“I’m guessing June, since she was the oldest.”


“We tried to. But then June left almost two years after Daed died,” Katie said with a sigh. “June was eighteen then. Caleb was sixteen, and I had just turned thirteen.”


“I’m sorry she left you.”


Looking vulnerable, Katie said, “Me, too.” After a second, she seemed to pull herself together. “June’s leaving was difficult, but I knew even back then that Mamm’s problem wasn’t the only reason she took off. She never really got along with either of our parents—it was almost like she couldn’t help but question everything they did. Because of that, they questioned everything she did right back. One day June’d had enough.”


“That had to be hard.” He remembered when her sister had left, but had he ever actually worried about how Katie had been dealing with the loss? He didn’t think so.


What did that say about him? Had he really been that selfish?


Oblivious to his self-recriminations, Katie continued. “It was hard to see her go, but I’ve tried to come to terms with it. She just wanted something different from living in a run-down haus in the country, you know?”


Not knowing what to say, Harley nodded. “And Caleb?”


“He got married to Vanessa and bought some good farmland in central Kentucky. Now they have two babies and need help. For some reason, being around the bopplis helps our mother. She loves fussing over them. They built a little two-room house on their property for her and she just moved out there. So far, it’s working.”


“Which means you got to have your dream.”


Katie smiled, suddenly brightening up the conversation. “I did. At first, I felt guilty about getting the house, but Caleb convinced me that turning this house into something beautiful would be good for all of us. I sold off some of our land to pay for the remodeling, and now I’m ready to start up the business.”


“I canna believe they left this all for you to deal with.” That was an understatement. Though his father had never been especially open or affectionate, Harley had never gotten the feeling that the man wouldn’t have dropped everything if he’d been in trouble. And his mamm? Well, she’d been strict but had often gone out of her way to do something sweet for him, like surprise him with peach ice cream on his birthday.


“Don’t fret, Harley,” Katie said, bringing his mind back to the present. “Jah, this haus is in poor shape, but I told Caleb I could handle it.”


“And so he let you.” Harley had always thought her brother was a bit spoiled and lazy. It seemed he’d been right.


“Nee, don’t be like that.” Leaning back in her chair, she gestured around the room. “All in all, the mess is a small price to pay to have the means to dream. Ain’t so?”


Having the means to dream. The words struck a chord with him, reminding him of the sacrifices he had made when he’d first begun his remodeling and construction business. They also signified that maybe he and Katie weren’t all that different after all.


Or, at the very least, they had something in common. “Jah,” he said as he stood up. “Well, let’s see the rest of this house. It’s looking like you and I are going to have a lot to do.”


Her eyes lit up. “You’re going to do it? You’re going to accept the job?”


He leaned down a few inches so he could look directly into her eyes. “Of course I will. I would never refuse to help out one of the Eight. You know that.”


For a second, she paused, maybe wishing that he had told her something else? But then she stood up as well. “Let’s get started with the tour then. But watch your step, okay? The halls and stairs are narrow and crowded.”


“I’ll make sure to follow wherever you go, Katie.”


She smiled before turning and leading him out of the kitchen. As he followed her slim frame clad in a bright purple dress, Harley paid little attention to where he was going and more on her. Katie Steury. So tiny and slim, but with the temperament of a stubborn, braying goat. Bleating loudly to be heard, getting into trouble more often than not . . . and as loyal and steadfast as anyone he’d ever met.


Over the last couple of years he’d seemed to have forgotten that. Thinking about so much in his life that he took for granted, it occurred to him that he’d forgotten a lot of things of late.


“Careful of the fourth step,” Katie called out as they climbed the stairs to the second floor. “It squeaks something awful.”


The stairs had worn carpet that looked like it should have been replaced back in 1982. Curious about the squeak, he stepped on the stair and heard an answering groan. And, if he wasn’t mistaken, a faint crack.


“Katie, this step doesn’t just squeak. It’s about to break.”


But instead of acting alarmed, she just laughed. “Wait until you see June’s old room. Her floorboards are even worse!”


Once again, he realized he was charmed and intrigued. Both by the house in need of care and by Katie, who was so alone but still knew how to laugh.


Drawn to the sound, he followed her down the hall and wondered what she was going to show him next.





THREE


[image: Image]


“Um, actually, I think the first really bad idea was telling my parents I didn’t want a graduation party because I was going out with all of you,” Marie said. “If I had told them yes, I would have gotten a lot of great gifts and wouldn’t have told so many lies.”


Once, when Katie was eleven or twelve, June had gotten so mad at her that she’d said Katie was missing the important part of her brain that prevented a person from blurting every little thing that appeared in one’s mind.


That one had stung.


And, because she was who she was, Katie had replied by telling her beautiful sister that she had a pimple on her forehead and that all the boys had been talking about it during church. June had blushed furiously, covered her face with her hands, and run to her room.


Katie had watched her go, pleased to have gotten the last word for once. However, to her surprise, no sense of triumph had flooded through her. Instead, she’d felt guilty.


Though she hadn’t been lying—June had had a blemish and one of the boys had indeed remarked on it—it hadn’t been all that noticeable. Tears had filled her eyes when she’d realized she’d been mighty cruel for little to no reason. June had been right, she really did have a tendency to blurt out whatever was on her mind. Katie swore to herself right then and there that she would one day learn to mind her tongue.


Unfortunately, that resolve hadn’t lasted long. Maybe twenty-four hours. But the realization that she had a problem with saying too much too quickly had stayed with her. Pounded her psyche and poured salt on her feelings of guilt for the rest of her life.


She’d tried to do better. Attempted to listen more and talk less. Unfortunately, it seemed whenever she was around Harley, such a thing wasn’t possible. There was something about him that set her on edge and made her every vulnerability raise its head and take notice.


Around Harley, she could count on the fact that he was going to be manly and handsome, quiet and capable . . . and that she would talk too much, reveal too much, and never be at her best by his side. But maybe today she would be different.


“Is this Caleb’s old room?” Harley asked, interrupting her thoughts.


Katie walked into the small bedroom and ran a hand along the basket weave quilt one of their aunts had made when Caleb graduated eighth grade. “Jah.”


“It looks all right.”


“Jah. This room isn’t in too bad of shape.” She turned and led the way to June’s room. Bracing herself, she opened the door as much as she could. “This used to be my sister’s.”


Harley took two steps in and then with a quick intake of breath, retreated.


Quickly, she closed the door again, wishing she could lock it off forever.


It took a moment for Harley to collect himself. “Ah, Katie, it smells like . . .” His voice drifted off. Even now, Harley measured each word carefully.


“I know.” For once her ability to say all kinds of harsh things was helpful. “It smells like an animal died in there.”


“You don’t sound surprised.”


“Well, unlike you, I’m used to it. And, like I’ve told you before, there wasn’t anything I could do. Soon after June left, my mother started storing snacks and wrappers in here. I’m sure they attracted a variety of mice and bugs. After three years, that happened.” She pointed to the closed door like it wasn’t obvious enough.


“Has June seen her old room?”


“Nee.” Because she’d hardly seen June since her older sister jumped the fence and reinvented herself. Lifting her chin, she said, “Shall we continue?”


He gestured with a hand for her to go forward. There were two more rooms left on this floor, hers and her mother’s. She wasn’t especially eager for him to see either.


Opening up her mother’s door, she said, “As you can see, this is my mother’s room.” Stacks of boxes, clothes, newspapers, and old fabric littered every available surface, including the majority of the bed.


“Is that a bathroom?” he asked, pointing to a door in the back-left corner.
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