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      A year ago, Mary Katherine wouldn't have imagined she'd be here. Back then, she'd been helping her parents on the family farm and hating every minute of it.


      Now, she stood at the front window of Stitches in Time, her grandmother's shop, watching the Englischers moving about on the sidewalks outside the shop in Paradise. Even on vacation, they rushed about with purpose. She imagined them checking off the places they'd visited: Drive by an Amish farmhouse. Check. Buy a quilt and maybe some knitting supplies to try making a sweater when I get back home. Check.


      She liked the last item. The shop had been busy all morning, but now, as people started getting hungry, they were patronizing the restaurants that advertised authentic Amish food and ticking off another item on their vacation checklist. Shoofly pie. Amish pretzels. Chow-chow. Check.


      "Don't you worry, they'll be back," Leah, her grandmother, called out.


      Smiling, Mary Katherine turned. "I know."


      She wandered back to the center of the shop, set up like the comfortable parlor of an Amish farmhouse. Chairs were arranged in a circle around a quilting frame. Bolts of fabric of every color and print imaginable were stacked on shelves on several walls, spools of matching threads on another.


      And yarn. There were skeins and skeins of the stuff. Mary Katherine loved running her hands over the fluffy fibers, feeling the textures of cotton and wool and silk. Some of the new yarns made from things like soybeans and corn just didn't feel the same when you knitted them or wove them into patterns— but some people made a fuss over them because they were made of something natural, plant-based, or more sustainable.


      Mary Katherine thought it was a little strange to be using vegetables you ate to make clothes but once she got her hands on the yarns, she was impressed. Tourists were, too. They used terms like "green" and "ecological" and didn't mind spending a lot of money to buy them. And was it so much different to use vegetables when people had been taking oily, smelly wool from sheep and turning it into garments for people—silk from silkworms—that sort of thing?


      "You have that look on your face again," her grandmother said.


      "What look?"


      "That serious, thoughtful look of yours. Tell me what you're thinking of."


      "Working on my loom this afternoon."


      "I figured you had itchy fingers." Her grandmother smiled.


      She sighed. "I'm so glad you rescued me from working at the farm. And Dat not understanding about my weaving."


      Leah nodded. "Some people need time to adjust."


      Taking one of the chairs that was arranged in a circle around the quilt her grandmother and Naomi worked on, Mary Katherine propped her chin in her hand, her elbow on the arm of the chair. "It'd be a lot easier if I knitted or quilted."


      Leah looked at her, obviously suppressing a smile. "You have never liked 'easy,' Mary Katherine."


      Laughing, she nodded. "You're right."


      Looking at Naomi and Anna, her cousins aged twenty and twenty-three, was like looking into a mirror, thought Mary Katherine. The three of them could have been sisters, not cousins. They had a similar appearance—oval faces, their hair center-parted and tucked back under snowy white kapps, and slim figures. Naomi and Anna had even chosen dresses of a similar color, one that reminded Mary Katherine of morning glories. In her rush out the door, Mary Katherine had grabbed the first available dress and now felt drab and dowdy in the brown dress she'd chosen.


      Yes, they looked much alike, the three of them.


      Until Mary Katherine stood. She'd continued growing after it seemed that everyone else had stopped. Now, at 5'8", she felt like a skinny beanpole next to her cousins. She felt awkward next to the young men she'd gone to school with. Although she knew it was wrong, there had been times when she'd secretly wished that God had made her petite and pretty like her cousins. And why had he chosen to give her red hair and freckles? Didn't she have enough she didn't like about her looks without that?


      Like their looks, their personalities seemed similar on the surface. The three of them appeared calm and serene— especially Naomi. Anna tried to be, but it didn't last long. She was too mischievous.


      And herself? Serenity seemed hard these days. In the past several years, Mary Katherine had been a little moody but lately it seemed her moods were going up and down like a road through rolling hills.


      "Feeling restless?" Naomi asked, looking at her with concern. Nimbly, she tied a knot, snipped the thread with a scissors, then slid her needle into a pincushion.


      Anna looked up from her knitting needles. "Mary Katherine was born restless."


      "I think I'll take a short walk."


      "No," Leah said quickly, holding up a hand. "Let's eat first, then you can take a walk. Otherwise you'll come back and customers will be here for the afternoon rush and you'll start helping and go hungry."


      Mary Katherine was already mentally out the door, but she nodded her agreement. "You're right, of course."


      Leah was a tall, spare woman who didn't appear old enough to be anyone's grandmother. Her face was smooth and unlined, and there wasn't a trace of gray in her hair, which she wore like her granddaughters.


      "I made your favorite," Leah told Mary Katherine.


      "Fried chicken? You made fried chicken? When did you have time to do that?"


      Nodding, Leah tucked away her sewing supplies, and stood. "Before we came to work this morning. It didn't take long." She turned to Naomi. "And I made your favorite."


      Naomi had been picking up stray strands of yarn from the wood floor. She looked up, her eyes bright. "Macaroni and cheese?"


      "Oatmeal and raisin cookies?" Anna wanted to know. When her grandmother nodded, Anna set down her knitting needles and stood. "Just how early did you get up? Are you having trouble sleeping?"


      "No earlier than usual," Leah replied cheerfully. "I made the macaroni and cheese and the cookies last night. But I don't need as much sleep as some other people I know."


      "Can you blame me for sleeping in a little later?" Mary Katherine asked. "After all of those years of helping with farm chores? Besides, I was working on a design last night."


      "Tell us all about it while we eat," Naomi said, glancing at the clock. "We won't have long before customers start coming in again."


      "I worry about Grandmother," Anna whispered to Mary Katherine as they walked to the back room. "She does too much."


      "She's always been like this."


      "Yes, but she's getting older."


      "Shh, don't be saying that around her!"


      Leah turned. "Did somebody say something?"


      "Anna said she's hungry," Mary Katherine said quickly. "And wondering how you picked a favorite when everything you make is her favorite."


      Anna poked Mary Katherine in the ribs but everyone laughed because it was true. What was amazing was that no matter how much Anna ate, she never gained weight.


      Nodding, Leah continued toward the back room. "We'll have it on the table in no time."


      Anna grabbed Mary Katherine's arm, stopping her. "Shame on you," she hissed. "You know it's wrong to lie." Then she shook her head. "What am I saying? You've done so much worse!"


      "Me? I have not! I can't imagine what you're talking about."


      Turning so that her grandmother wouldn't see, Anna lifted her fingers to her lips and mimed smoking a cigarette.


      Mary Katherine blushed. "You've been spying on me."


      "Food's ready!" Leah called.


      "Don't you dare tell her!" Mary Katherine whispered.


      Anna's eyes danced. "What will you give me if I don't?"


      She stared at her cousin. "I don't have anything—"


      "Your afternoon off," Anna said suddenly. "That's what I'll take in trade."


      Before she could respond, Anna hurried into the back room. Exasperated, Mary Katherine could do nothing but follow her.


      The minute they finished eating, Mary Katherine jumped up and hurried over to wash her dishes. "I'll be right back," she promised, tying her bonnet on the run as she left the store.


      Winter's chill was in the air. She shivered a little but didn't want to go back for her shawl. She shrugged. Once she got moving, she'd be warm enough.


      She felt the curious stares as if she were being touched.


      But that was okay. Mary Katherine was doing a lot of staring of her own. She had a great deal of curiosity about the Englisch and didn't mind admitting it.


      She just hoped that her grandmother didn't know how much she'd thought about becoming one of them, of not being baptized into the Amish church.


      As one of the tourists walked past, a pretty woman about her own age, Mary Katherine wondered what it felt like being covered in so little clothing. She suspected she'd feel half-naked in that dress she'd heard called a sundress. Although some of the tourists looked surprised when she and her cousins wore bright colors, the fact was that the Ordnung certainly didn't mandate black dresses.


      Color had always been part of Mary Katherine's world. She'd loved all the shades of blue because they reminded her of the big blue bowl of the sky. Her father had complained that she didn't get her chores done in a timely manner because she was always walking around . . . noticing. She noticed everything around her, absorbed the colors and textures, and spent hours using them in her designs that didn't look like the quilts and crafts other Amish women created.


      She paused at the display window of Stitches in Time. A wedding ring quilt that Naomi had sewn was draped over a quilt rack. Anna had knitted several darling little cupcake hats for babies to protect their heads and ears from the cold. And there was her own woven throw made of many different fibers and textures and colors of burnt orange, gold, brown, and green. All echoed the theme of the colder seasons, of the weddings that would come after summer harvests.


      And all were silent testament to Leah's belief in the creativity of her granddaughters, thought Mary Katherine with a smile. The shop featured the traditional crafts tourists might expect but also the new directions the cousins came up with.


      It was the best of both worlds Mary Katherine said to herself as she ventured out into the throng of tourists lining the sidewalks.


       


      
        [image: Image1]

        

      


       


      Jacob saw Mary Katherine exit her grandmother's shop. His timing was perfect because he'd heard from a secret source what time they took a break to eat at the shop during the day.


      He watched her stop to gaze at the display window and she smiled—the smile that had attracted him to her. Oh, she was pretty with those big blue eyes and soft skin with a blush of rose over her cheekbones. But her smile.


      She hadn't always smiled like that. He started noticing it just a few months ago, after the shop had opened. It was as if she'd come to life. He'd passed by the shop one day a couple of weeks ago and stopped to glance inside, and he'd seen her working at her loom, a look of absorption on her face, a quiet smile on her lips.


      Something had moved in his chest then, a feeling he hadn't had before. He'd resolved to figure this out.


      He hadn't been in a rush to marry. It had been enough to take over the family farm, to make sure he didn't undo all the hard work that his daed had done to make it thrive. He didn't feel pride that he'd continued its success. After all, Plain people felt hochmut was wrong. In school, they had often practiced writing the proverb, "Der Hochmut kummt vor dem Fall." Pride goeth before the fall.


      But the farm, its continuity, its legacy for the family he wanted one day . . . that was important to him. To have that family, he knew he'd have to find a fraa. It was important to find the right one. After all, Plain people married for life. So he'd looked around but he had taken his time. He likened the process to a crop—you prepared the ground, planted the right seed, nurtured it, asked God's blessing, and then harvested at the right moment.


      Such things took time.


      Sometimes they even took perseverance. She had turned him down when he'd approached her and asked her out.


      He decided not to let that discourage him.


      She turned from the window and began walking down the sidewalk toward him. Look at her, he thought, walking with that bounce to her step. Look at the way she glanced around, taking in everything with such animation, such curiosity.


      He waited for some sign of recognition, but she hadn't seen him yet. When they'd attended school, their teacher had often gently chided her for staring out the classroom window or doodling designs on a scrap of paper for the weaving she loved.


      Mary Katherine moved through the sea of Englisch tourists on the sidewalk that parted for her when she walked as the waters had for Moses. He watched how they glanced at her the way she did them.


      It was a mutual curiosity at its best.


      He walked toward her, and when she stopped and blinked, he grinned.


      "Jacob! What are you doing here?"


      "You make it sound like I never come to town."


      "I don't remember ever seeing you do it."


      "I needed some supplies, and things are slower now with the harvest in. Have you eaten?" He'd found out from Anna when they took their noontime break, but he figured it was a good conversational device.


      "Yes. We ate a little early at the shop."


      He thought about that. Maybe he should have planned better. "I see. Well, how about having supper with me tonight?"


      "Did you come all the way into town to ask me out?"


      Jacob drew himself up. "Yes."


      "But I've told you before—"


      "That you're not interested in going out."


      "Yes."


      "But I haven't heard of you going out with anyone else."


      She stared at him, oblivious of the people who streamed around them on the sidewalk. "Who did you ask?"


      Her direct stare was unnerving. His collar felt tight, but he knew if he pulled it away from his neck he'd just appear guilty. "I'd have heard."


      "I'm not interested in dating, Jacob."


      When she started past him, he put out his hand to stop her. She looked down at his hand on her arm and then met his gaze. "Is it you're not interested in dating or you're not interested in dating me?"


      Her lips quirked. "I'm not interested in dating. It's not you."


      "I see."


      She began walking again.


      "Do you mind if I walk with you?"


      "Schur." She glanced at him. "Can you keep up?"


      He found himself grinning. She was different from other young women he knew, more spirited and independent.


      "Where are we going?"


      She shrugged. "Nowhere in particular. I just needed to get out and get some fresh air."


      Stopping at a shop window, she studied its display of tourist souvenirs. "Did you ever think about not staying here? In Paradise?"


      "Not stay here? Where would you go?"


      She turned to look at him and shrugged. "I don't know. It's a big world out there."


      Jacob felt a chill race up his spine. "You can't mean it," he said slowly. "You belong here."


      "Do I?" she asked. Pensive, she stared at the people passing. "Sometimes I'm not sure where I belong."


      He took her shoulders and turned her to face the shop window. "This is where you belong," he told her.


      She looked at the image of herself reflected in the glass as he directed. He liked the way they looked together in the reflection. She was a fine Amish woman, with a quiet beauty he'd admired for some time. He'd known her in school and, of course, they'd attended Sunday services and singings and such through the years. He hadn't been in a rush to get married, and he'd noticed she hadn't been, either. Both of them had been working hard, he at his farm, she in the shop she and her grandmother and cousins owned.


      He began noticing her shortly after the shop opened for business. There was a different air about her. She seemed more confident, happier than she'd been before.


      He reminded himself that she'd said she didn't date.


      So why, he asked himself, was he trying again? Taking a deep breath, he turned to her. "Mary Katherine—"


      "Jacob!" a man called.


      He turned and saw a man striding toward him, a newcomer to the Plain community.


      Though the man hailed him, his attention was clearly on Mary Katherine. He held out his hand. "Daniel Kurtz," he said. "Remember me?"


      Out of the corner of his eye, Jacob saw Mary Katherine turn to the man and eye him with interest.


      "You live in Florida now."


      "I do." He studied the shop. "So, this is yours?"


      "My grandmother's. My cousins and I help her."


      Daniel nodded. "Very enterprising." He glanced around. "Is this the size of crowd you get this time of year?"


      Mary Katherine nodded. "After-Christmas sales bring them out. But business slows down while people eat lunch."


      "I came into town to pick up a few things and I'm hungry. Have you two eaten?"


      "I asked Mary Katherine but—"


      "We'll join you," she said quickly.


      Jacob stared at her. But the two of them were already walking away. With an unexplained feeling of dread washing over him, he followed them.
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      It wasn't often that Mary Katherine had not one but two handsome men sitting at a table talking to her.


      Actually, it had never happened before, unless you counted the times she and Jacob and his brother Amos had sat at a table and done their studies when they'd been scholars. It hadn't been pleasant. Amos had pulled her braids and dabbed paste on her papers.


      These two men were as different as night and day. Jacob's hair shone the blue-black of a raven's wing when he took off his hat. He had a square jaw and intense brown eyes that seemed to bore into you when he looked at you. And his hands. Well, they were big and strong, with blunt fingers, but he'd picked a delicate flower once when they were on a picnic with other youth and surprised her with it.


      Daniel was as fair-haired as Jacob was dark, the strands of his hair streaked a lighter blond from the Florida sunlight. Both men were tanned from working in the fields but Daniel's was darker from more exposure. His features were finer, his hands smaller, and there was a glint in his blue eyes that spoke of charm and mischief, contrasting with Jacob's more serious manner.


      Their clothing was similar, the Plain attire of black felt winter hats, black pants and jackets, and colored shirts. Both were tall and strong and muscular.


      They had grown from schoolboys to fine, strapping Amish men. Both caught the eye of Plain folk and Englischers alike as they walked to the restaurant, and now as they sat at the table.


      A waitress brought menus, took drink orders, and left.


      "Florida," Mary Katherine mused as she glanced out the window. "Palm trees, warm sea breezes . . ." She watched as people hurried by dressed in jackets, coats, and hats. "Sounds wonderful."


      Daniel grinned. "Well, we work in Florida, you know. My parents took a vacation there one winter and never wanted to come back to the weather here. So I stayed, too."


      He looked at Mary Katherine over the top of the menu. "You've certainly changed from the gawky girl I remembered."


      She felt a blush creeping over her face. "I—thank you."


      "What brings you back to Paradise?" Jacob asked.


      Her eyes flew to his. He didn't sound very friendly. Matter of fact, he didn't look it, either, his dark eyebrows drawn in a frown, his jaw set. Strange, she thought. Jacob was usually one of the friendliest people she knew.


      "I'm here to finalize the sale of the family farm." Daniel opened his menu and scanned the choices.


      "So you're breaking all ties here then?"


      "I wouldn't say that," Daniel told him, closing his menu. "We still have family here. But we don't need the property and it's a good time to sell since there's less land available now in Lancaster County."


      The waitress came to take food orders.


      "Just the tea for me, thanks," Mary Katherine told her.


      "You're not doing one of the Englisch diets, are you?" Daniel asked her. "You look great."


      Blushing, she shook her head. "We ate at the shop. Grandmother brought fried chicken in today."


      "I remember her fried chicken." He looked at the waitress as she walked toward the kitchen to hand in their order. "Should I have ordered the fried chicken here?"


      "The pot roast is better," Mary Katherine and Jacob said at the same time. They looked at each other and grinned.


      She caught Daniel looking questioningly at Jacob, then at her. "Tell us about where you live now," she said quickly.


      "We vacationed in a town called Pinecraft, near Sarasota, for a couple of years. That's on the west coast of Florida," he explained. "You'd see some familiar names on the mailboxes if you went there, names like Stoltzfus, Yoder, Beiler. There are Mennonites there as well as Plain people. My family and I are members of the Beachy Amish Mennonite church there."


      "Oh, that looks good," he exclaimed when their food arrived. "Not very many Englischers know we're there so we haven't become a tourist attraction like other Plain communities."


      The men dug into the pot roast special. "You're right, it is good," he told Jacob.


      The restaurant was filled with locals and tourists enjoying the "authentic Amish" food. Anything labeled "Amish" was popular with the tourists.


      Daniel asked about mutual friends. Mary Katherine filled in the blanks for him, telling him who'd gotten married, who had children, who was engaged, who'd moved away to other Amish communities. He wanted to know about her grandmother, Leah, and cousins Naomi and Anna, too, and he seemed very interested in the shop.


      "You were always sketching designs in school," he said as he buttered a roll. "Jacob, you remember how often our teacher chided Mary Katherine for doing that instead of schoolwork?" He chuckled. "But look how it paid off. Is the shop doing well?"


      She nodded. "We had a very prosperous holiday season."


      "But that's not what it's all about, is it?" he asked quietly.


      Startled, her eyes met his. "No," she said at last. "I love what I do."


      There was a slight sound to her left. Turning, she saw Jacob staring at her .


      "Is something wrong?"


      "No," he said quickly. "Could you—would you pass me the salt, please?"


      "Sure." She handed him the shaker and watched him sprinkle it over his pot roast. "Just like my dat. He salts everything before he eats, too. Mamm keeps threatening to over-salt his food one day so he'll stop."


      She frowned. Dat was so critical. There wasn't a family that loved their father more or worked harder for his approval. Yet he seldom thanked them or seemed to appreciate them.


      "How is he?"


      She looked up and smiled at Daniel. "Same Dat you remember. He hasn't changed."


      "I had an onkel like that. He pointed at a chair one day and said he was just like that—he couldn't change. I decided right then and there I couldn't be like him." He fell silent as he ate his food.


      Perhaps that was why he'd made the move to Florida with his parents. She started to ask him that, but something made her glance over at Jacob. He was staring at his plate and hadn't eaten much.


      "Is something the matter with your food?"


      He blinked. "What? Oh, no. I just was thinking about something."


      "I don't remember you as being this quiet," Daniel teased him.


      "I remember you as being this talkative," Jacob shot back.


      "Boys, boys!" Mary Katherine said, laughing. "And I remember the two of you being good friends when we were scholars."


      Daniel's grin faded. "Yes, I do as well. I'm sorry, Jacob. I should have kept in contact."


      Jacob shrugged. "I understood. I figured you were busy or that maybe you decided that since you weren't coming back there was no point in staying friends."


      "We were busy. Still am. But that's no excuse for not staying in contact with good friends."


      "Well, we're here now," Mary Katherine said.


      Daniel nodded. "I was on my way to take a look at Mary Katherine's shop. I thought I'd pick up a present to take back to my mamm."


      He looked at Jacob. "Guess now that the harvest is finished you have a little more time?"


      "Ya. While I was in town picking up supplies, I thought I'd see if Mary Katherine wanted to have lunch."


      "Are the two of you dating?"


      Mary Katherine choked on her tea. She looked at Jacob, but it was Daniel who rushed to pat her on the back.


      "Why do you ask that?" she asked him when she got her breath back.


      "He was coming to take you to lunch."


      "He was coming to ask," she corrected. "That's different."


      "I see," Daniel said slowly. He looked at Jacob. "So, are the two of you dating?"
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      Jacob watched Mary Katherine's gaze drop to the cup before her.


      "We're friends," Jacob told him. "Just friends."


      "Ya? I thought the two of you might be seeing each other."


      He watched Daniel go back to eating and studied him for a long moment. As a rule, he tried to accept people at face value and not be looking for ulterior motives. But he couldn't help wondering if Daniel was interested in Mary Katherine.


      If only Mary Katherine had agreed to have lunch with him. Then they wouldn't have run into Daniel. He wouldn't have had to sit here and watch another man look interested in her. He wouldn't have felt unaccustomed feelings of jealousy washing over him.


      There was no way he could compete with Daniel. The man had known how to charm girls since he attended school, and he'd gotten even better at it since then. Mary Katherine had been smiling at him more than he ever remembered seeing her do since he'd known her. And every time the subject of Florida came up . . . well, it was obvious that it sounded romantic to her because she looked so dreamy when Daniel mentioned it.


      What did he have to compete with that? A farm in Pennsylvania. That was hardly romantic to her. After all, she'd grown up here, worked on her family's farm, and always acted like she hated it. Florida with its mystery and warm weather was obviously appealing.


      As was Daniel. Both of them were tanned from working in the fields, but his hair had been streaked by the sun, too. Women liked blond men, didn't they?


      No, Mary Katherine wasn't so shallow that looks were that important to her.


      And she was happy here. He knew that. Her work at the shop was obviously the fulfillment of everything she'd ever wanted. That dreamy girl who sketched in school instead of doing her lessons now worked at her loom all day at the shop and sold her work. She and her cousins were like sisters, and there were no closer sisters than Amish schweschders.


      She attended Sunday services but hadn't yet been baptized into the church. However, that wasn't unusual. Sometimes people waited to be sure. Once they'd joined, if they changed their minds it meant they couldn't stay, that they'd be shunned. So such serious decisions merited serious consideration. Marriage, too. Once entered into, a marriage was for life, so most didn't rush to marry in their teens.


      Mary Katherine wasn't even dating.


      Maybe there was no need to worry that Daniel or some other man would be stepping in ahead of him to try to date her. And why had he even worried about Daniel? He'd be leaving soon, after he took care of selling the family farm.


      Relieved, Jacob resumed eating and even found himself nodding when the waitress returned to ask if anyone wanted dessert. He ordered a slice of pumpkin pie and sat back with a second cup of coffee to listen while Mary Katherine talked animatedly about her weaving.


      "How is your mother?" Daniel asked.


      Jacob realized that he was talking to him. "They're fine." As the only son, he'd taken over caring for the farm after his daed died. His mother had moved out of the house later when she remarried.


      "What about your parents? I guess they like it in Florida if they're selling the property?"


      "They love it. Mamm was so tired of the snow here."


      He set down his fork and wiped his mouth with his napkin. "If you'll excuse me, I should check the weather back home."


      From his pocket he drew out a cell phone, one Mary Katherine recognized as the latest fancy kind she often saw the Englisch tourists carrying. Flipping it open, he tapped his forefinger on the screen and a dizzying series of images flashed past. Pausing on one, he studied the screen.


      "You use AgWired.com?" Jacob asked, leaning forward for a closer look. He pulled out his own cell phone and copied Daniel's steps. "I do, too."


      "You men with the cell phones," Mary Katherine said. "You don't see us women using them."


      "That's because we're the ones in business," Daniel murmured and then his head jerked up when he apparently realized what he'd said. "I mean, we're just usually the ones who have to conduct business and—"


      Mary Katherine just raised her eyebrows. Jacob chuckled as he watched Daniel redden.


      "It's all right," she told him. "I'm sure you've noticed that even with us Plain folk there have been some changes. Women have taken care of the business of the home for years so it's only natural that they are sometimes in business outside the home."


      She leaned closer to see what the two men were so interested in on the cell phone. "What's that?"


      "Weather website."


      "It's for farmers?" Mary Katherine asked slowly.


      Daniel looked up. "Ya."


      "But you're selling your farm here."


      "I farm in Florida."


      "I thought people just raised oranges there."


      Daniel laughed. "Some people do. We grow celery, among other things." He tapped the screen again, and a photo of a farmhouse popped up. "That's the house. And here's one of the fields."


      Jacob watched Mary Katherine. She'd seemed interested when Daniel talked about Florida earlier but now, as she gazed at the phone, a stillness came over her face.


      "Very nice." She stood. "I have to go. I've been away from the shop longer than I should have been."


      She pulled some money from her pocket and put it on the table. "I'll see you both later."


      Jacob got to his feet, but she was already hurrying toward the door. When Daniel looked at him, his eyebrows raised in a question, Jacob shook his head and shrugged.
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      The little bell over the door tinkled as Mary Katherine entered the shop. She hurried to hang up her bonnet and coat. "I'm sorry I was gone so long."


      "You weren't," her grandmother assured her. "And it's been slow."


      "Did you have a good time with Jacob?" Anna asked, her eyes sparkling with mischief.


      Mary Katherine stopped. "How do you know I bumped into Jacob?" She narrowed her eyes. "Or wasn't it an accident that I bumped into him?"


      Shrugging, Anna pushed a needle through the quilt she was working on.


      "Anna?"


      She looked up, the picture of innocence. "Yes, Grossmudder?"


      "Are you matchmaking?"


      Anna blinked. "No, Grossmudder."


      Mary Katherine moved to stand near Anna. She put her hands on her hips and gave her a stern look. "So our running into each other was a coincidence?"


      "No." She knotted the thread and resumed sewing. "He asked what time we ate dinner each day, and I told him we ate at the shop but you liked to take a walk about noon each day."


      "I see."


      Anna's lips twitched, and then she started giggling. "I'm sorry. But I saw the two of you talking last Sunday and you seemed interested in him."


      "Mary Katherine's interested in someone?" Naomi asked as she walked out of the supply room. "Here, can you help me with these bolts of fabric?"


      Taking several of the bolts that were threatening to slip from Naomi's grasp, Mary Katherine carried them to the cutting table. Naomi began unfolding a bolt and pulled a pair of scissors from a drawer.


      "I'm not interested in Jacob," Mary Katherine told Naomi. "I was polite. Nothing more."


      "You were gone a long time." Anna glanced up and batted her eyelashes. "That must have been some walk."


      Mary Katherine walked over to the window and looked out. "We ran into Daniel—" she stopped and looked at Anna.


      "I haven't talked to Daniel," Anna said quickly.


      Nodding, Mary Katherine glanced out the window again. "Daniel and Jacob hadn't eaten, so I sat with them and had some tea."


      Frowning, she walked over to her loom, sat down, and placed her feet on the treadle. Picking up the shuttle, she ran her fingers over the smooth wood. She touched the fibers that were the color of the ocean and began weaving the shuttle in and out, back and forth, and felt peace settling over her as she sat in her favorite place in the world.


      "You were with two handsome men?"


      "Anna, enough teasing!" Leah said sternly.


      "Yes, Grossmudder."


      Mary Katherine felt a hand on her shoulder and looked up.


      "Are you allrecht, liebschen?" her grandmother asked, her blue eyes filled with concern.


      "I'm fine." She looked over her design for a moment.


      "Did Jacob say something to upset you?"


      She shook her head.


      "Daniel?"


      She shook her head again.


      "Then—?"


      "I'm sure they'll be very happy together," Mary Katherine muttered.


      Naomi's scissors clattered to the table. "Are you saying that Jacob and Daniel uh—um, don't like women?" she stammered, and her face went as scarlet as a rotrieb.


      Mary Katherine laughed, and then she sighed. "Nee. I doubt they think about women much. Farming holds too much of their hearts."


      The bell over the door jingled merrily as someone opened it. Mary Katherine glanced over and was surprised to see Daniel and Jacob entering the shop.


      Anna greeted Daniel with a smile and after speaking with him a moment, led him to a display of yarns. Mary Katherine remembered that he'd said he wanted to get a gift for his mother.


      Jacob stood by the front counter and looked over at Mary Katherine with that intense look of his.


      "He seems very interested in you," Leah murmured.


      "It doesn't matter," Mary Katherine said, pulling her gaze from him and returning to her weaving. "I told you. He's in love with farming."


      Leah stared at her, perplexed. "There's something wrong with farming? Your father is a farmer."


      Then she paused. "Oh, I see the problem," she said slowly.


      "Do you?" asked Mary Katherine. She stopped and stared at the multi-colored pattern on the loom before her, wishing she could find one for her own life. Lifting her gaze, she looked into her grandmother's eyes. "Do you?"
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      The shop door swung open and shut so quickly the bell over it gave a funny clanging noise as a man stepped inside the shop.


      Mary Katherine glanced up from her seat at her loom and her heart sank.


      "Your grossmudder in the back?" he asked in a brusque tone.


      She nodded and watched him walk toward the back of the store, then open the door and shut it firmly behind him. It took a couple of minutes before she could return to her work. Even then her hands shook, and she fumbled with the pattern and had to redo half an inch.


      The store was so quiet she could hear the tick-tock of the clock. Or was it the beat of her heart?


      The bell rang merrily again, and when Mary Katherine looked over, she saw Naomi and Anna stroll in, arm in arm, their faces lit with laughter.


      They stopped when they saw Mary Katherine and rushed over.


      "What is it? What's the matter?" Naomi asked, taking Mary Katherine's hand in hers.


      "Did we get robbed?"


      Naomi elbowed Anna. "Oh stop! You're such a drama queen!"


      With her free hand, she pulled up a chair and sat beside Mary Katherine. "If we'd been robbed she wouldn't be sitting here at her loom. She'd be chasing the crook down the sidewalk."


      "I wish I were as brave as you think I am," Mary Katherine said through stiff lips.


      "Your hand is cold as ice. What's upsetting you?" Anna wanted to know as she drew a chair up on the other side of her cousin.


      Before Mary Katherine could speak, the door leading to the rear of the store opened and the man strode out, giving them a stern glance as he walked to the door, and then, just as he was about to exit, he turned and looked back at Mary Katherine. He opened his mouth and then hesitated.


      Scowling, he wrenched open the door, letting in a blast of cold air, then left, shutting the door behind him with a bang. The bell jangled from the wind and the movement.


      Mary Katherine shivered and gathered her shawl closer around her shoulders.


      "Well, and hello to you, too," Anna muttered.


      "Don't be rude," Naomi told her.


      "Me? He's the one who's rude. He didn't even stop to say a word to us!" Anna exclaimed, indignant. "Why does he have to act so unfriendly?"


      Mary Katherine frowned. "How should I know? I think he's always been grumpy." She rubbed her cold hands and turned her attention to her loom.


      "Didn't he come to talk to you?"


      Swallowing at the lump in her throat, Mary Katherine shook her head.


      Leah walked into the room, carrying a box. "Oh, good, you're back," she said to Naomi and Anna.


      Then she glanced at Mary Katherine. "Did your dat leave already?"


      "Ya."


      "He didn't even say hello to us," Anna told her. She glanced at Mary Katherine, then at her grandmother. "I don't think he said a word to her."


      Setting the box down on the counter next to the cash register, Leah crossed the room. "Is that true?"


      Nodding, Mary Katherine kept her eyes on the steadily growing length of material in front of her. Focus on the waves, she told herself. Blue, blue, blue waves rolling out, rolling in. Peace. Serenity. Breathe in, breathe out.


      Naomi, always sensitive to the moods of others, touched her arm. "So he said nothing to you?"


      She shook her head. "He came to see Grossmudder." She couldn't look at her. If her grandmother wanted her to know why he'd come today—if her father had wanted her to know— one of them would have told her. So she stared at her weaving, determined not to let it hurt that he hadn't even acknowledged her.


      "But you're his daughter," Anna declared. She put her hands on her hips. "Since when does a father walk by his daughter and not say a word?"


      "He nodded," Mary Katherine said through stiff lips. She put down the shuttle and stood. "I'll be right back."


      Her grandmother reached out to touch her arm, but Mary Katherine rushed past, slipped into the restroom, and shut the door.


      She clutched at the cold porcelain sink and stared at her reflection in the mirror. "I am not going to cry. I am not going to cry." She didn't. But her lips quivered and she had to blink again and again.


      "Mary Katherine?" her grandmother called through the door. "Are you allrecht?"


      "I'm fine! I'll be right out!"


      She tore off a section of paper towel, wet it with cool water, and pressed it to her cheeks. When she felt composed, she threw the towel in the wastepaper basket and opened the door.


      Her grandmother stood there, her hands folded at her waist, and regarded her with sympathy. "I'm sorry that he hurt your heart."


      Mary Katherine held up a hand. "I'm fine. Really. I know he's never going to change." She started to walk past her grandmother.


      "And you?"


      She stopped and turned. "Me? Why do I need to change?" Leah tilted her head and studied her. "Just because he doesn't understand you doesn't mean you can't forgive him."


      "You want me to forgive him." Her voice was flat.


      "I want you to want to forgive him."


      Mary Katherine laughed but the sound held no humor. "He turned his back on me when I wanted to come here and work at the shop."


      "I know. But you can forgive someone who doesn't know better, can't you?"


      "I tried," Mary Katherine whispered. "I tried."


      "I know." Leah regarded her with kind eyes. "Sometimes it takes two people. Actually, most of the time it takes two."


      "He'll never change," Mary Katherine blurted out.


      "Never say never."


      With that, she left the room, going out into the shop, leaving Mary Katherine to stand there staring after her.
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      Mary Katherine heard her name just as she started back into the shop from the back room.


      She knew eavesdroppers never heard good about themselves. But she couldn't help herself. She stopped at the door, peered around it, and listened.


      "Naomi?"


      "Ya?"


      "You don't think . . ."


      Naomi looked up from stitching on her latest quilt. "Think what?"


      "You don't think Onkel Isaac ever hurt Mary Katherine, do you?"


      Naomi pressed her hand to her mouth, her eyes wide with shock. "Oh, no, he wouldn't—"


      "No, he wouldn't," Mary Katherine said, coming into the room. "He never raised a hand to me."


      "No, he just uses his words. And his cold shoulders."


      "Anna, don't be so judgmental," Naomi chided.


      The bell jangled as the door opened.


      Mary Katherine smiled as a little girl who looked to be about six came to stand by her and stare at her loom.


      "Sally, don't bother the lady."


      "It's no bother," Mary Katherine told the child's mother. She continued sending her shuttle in and out of the warp she'd set up on the loom.


      The little girl watched, rapt. Mary Katherine smiled at her.


      "Would you like to try it?"


      Sally nodded. Mary Katherine lifted her to sit on her lap, gave her the shuttle, and helped guide it through the colored strands. She worked the treadle and enjoyed how excited the child became as she learned how to weave.


      "That's a beautiful piece you're making," the other woman said. "How long does it take to make?"


      They chatted until Sally complained that her hands were tired. Her mother lifted her from Mary Katherine's lap and set her on her feet.


      "I'm not through shopping yet," she warned her daughter.


      "I have just the thing," Mary Katherine said. She walked to a display, found the small wooden potholders one of her male cousins carved, and invited Sally to sit at a child-sized table so she could demonstrate how to use it.


      "Have you ever made a potholder?" she asked Sally.


      "I'm not sure she knows what one is," her mother confessed, looking embarrassed. "I don't cook much."


      Mary Katherine didn't know how anyone managed to get by without cooking—or why they would want to—but she pulled out the plastic bag of fabric loops and strung them on the loom.


      Sally looked at the box. "Aunt Betty has one of these things. She uses them to keep from getting burned when she gets something out of the oven."


      "That's right," Mary Katherine agreed, and she smiled. "They're good whether you use a regular oven or a microwave."


      Sally's forehead puckered. "You don't use microwaves, right? Because you don't have 'lectricity?"


      "That's right. Here, now you try weaving one of these loops through this way."


      Sally watched, and then she took a loop and performed the same action, biting her bottom lip as she concentrated on what she was doing.


      The woman smiled when she looked up. "You're so good with her." She glanced at Mary Katherine's left hand. "Do you have children?"


      "I'm not married."


      "I thought the Amish married young."


      Mary Katherine shook her head. "Many of us are getting married later. Just like I heard the Englisch are doing."


      "Englisch. Sounds so strange being called that." She nodded. "I was thirty before I got married. I think you know yourself better when you get married later."


      She looked around the shop. "I'd like to get some kind of craft to do but I'm not up to a quilt. I have a job outside the home, so I don't have much leisure time."


      "Every woman should have something she enjoys doing every day," Mary Katherine told her. "Even if all you can find is just fifteen minutes to yourself."


      The woman eyed a quilt that was displayed on a wall. "You can't do that in fifteen minutes a day."


      "You don't get it done in a week, but you can get it done. Are you interested in quilting?"


      "I'm not sure what I'd like to do. You have so much here it's almost overwhelming."


      "If you have a few minutes, we can help you."


      "That'd be great." She looked over at her daughter, who was absorbed in making a potholder, and once assured that she wasn't needed, she walked around the shop with Mary Katherine.


      "I'm Ellen," she introduced herself, and Mary Katherine did the same. "I have a quilt my grandmother made for me before she died. I've always wanted to try it."


      "Let me show you some of our kits for people who want to do that," Mary Katherine said with a smile.


      Quilting was so many things here in Paradise, Mary Katherine reflected. Women sewed them in the evenings to make something to warm their families or to sell to add to the family income. Groups of women of all ages gathered for quilting circles to chat and work together on quilts for auction. Local women came into the shop for their supplies, and some of them taught classes for Stitches in Time.
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