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BUNDLED together just for YOU! Read Nancy’s full story in one volume! Now Conveniently

packaged!Here is what you get!**The Mother’s HelperNancy Slagel can barely believe it. She

struggles to understand how her own sister could betray her. Mark Lapp was her beau, not

Susan’s. When the chance to escape Linnow Creek appears, Nancy jumps at it. She gladly

flees to Hollybrook to become a mother’s helper for her cousin. Maybe there, her broken heart

can heal.But Nancy doesn’t count on inference from Luke Rupp. When he unexpectedly shows

up, in her own bedroom, things quickly fall apart. But Luke’s sincere search for his life’s

direction resonates with something deep inside Nancy. She can’t help but respect his honest

longing, and she finds herself quickly becoming his friend. But Luke seems to want more…

Can Nancy possibly let go of her pain and learn to trust again?**Losing ArielNancy Slagel

fears trusting any man again, and she dreads her growing feelings for Luke Rupp. Forced to

leave Hollybrook and return to Linnow Creek, she prays her affection for him will fade. It

doesn’t. If anything, her love grows stronger. When she returns to Hollybrook to help her

cousin, she secretly hopes for romance, but instead, she discovers that Luke’s previous

Englisch girlfriend has returned.Tragedy strikes, and Luke flees back to the Englisch world.

Nancy wonders whether she’ll ever see him again. She eventually does, but he’s different.

Marked. The tragedy has left its wake, and Nancy has no idea whether he’ll ever recover or

ever truly see her in the same light again.**A Question of FaithNancy Slagel does everything

possible to comfort Luke in his grief. But he remains unreachable, continuing to deeply mourn

his ex-girlfriend’s death. He has lost his faith, and he wanders through his days in a haze.

Finally in exasperation, Nancy gives up. But giving up her love for Luke is a different thing

entirely. No matter how she tries, she can’t change the longing of her heart.Nancy continues to

care for her cousin’s family as Irene is put on total bedrest. On top of it all, Nancy helps care for

her ailing father when he comes to visit the local healer. Nancy is struggling. Struggling to

serve others, struggling to live faithfully, and most of all, struggling to be grateful without a

family of her own. Will it ever be her turn? Will she ever find true love?“In the tradition of the

works of Beverly Lewis, Cindy Woodsmall, and Wanda Brunstetter, Brenda Maxfield continues

to bring you gripping Amish tales of love, struggle, and restoration.” Enjoy this three-part

inspirational Christian romance today!
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brief quotations in a book review.Chapter OneCasting all your care upon Him; for He careth for

you. �—  �1 Peter 5:7 KJVNancy Slagel cradled the baby in her arms. She felt the sting of tears

pushing against her eyelids and held the child closer. Why couldn’t this child be hers? She was

twenty-one, plenty old enough.If only Mark hadn’t…She shuddered. She couldn’t let her mind

wander down that road. She just couldn’t. She was sick to death of tears.But why had he done

it? And with her own sister? Her father had tried to make excuses for Susan. “She’s always

been so tender-hearted,” he told her. “When Mark was hurt, and you were gone … well, it was

a work of the Lord Gott.”Really? Having her beau stolen by her own sister had been God’s

work? Hardly. And it wasn’t like Nancy would have been gone for good. She’d been away for

one night visiting her grandmother. One night! It just couldn’t have been so simple. Susan must

have had designs on Mark from the start.And Mark? To be able to deflect that easily?It didn’t

bear thinking about.Nancy cuddled the sleeping babe. If it didn’t bear thinking about, then why

did her mind continually go there? Why did she torture herself with thoughts of Mark’s

betrayal? She blinked hard, willing her tears not to fall. Nobody wanted to be around a cry-

baby. Especially when that cry-baby was twenty-one years old. In truth, Nancy was beginning

to detest herself for her continual weeping.If only she could stop it…“Nancy?” her cousin Irene

tiptoed into the room. “He asleep?”“Jah.” Nancy kissed the fluffy hair on top of the baby’s head.

“Shall I put him down?”“Go ahead. He should sleep for a while now.”Nancy moved gracefully to

the crib and lowered the child to the mattress. Zeke stirred, but only for a second. Then he put

his thumb in his mouth and sucked earnestly, his eyes still closed.The two cousins tip-toed out

of the room.“You need to rest,” Nancy said. “Go on, now. I’ll start supper. Where’s

Debbie?”Irene yawned and rolled her shoulders as if they were paining her. “She’s downstairs

playing with her blocks. I shouldn’t leave her for more than a second or two.”Nancy put her

hand on Irene’s arm. “I’m going down. You get a nap in while you can.”“A nap? It just don’t

seem right when there’s so much to do.”“Irene,” Nancy scolded her, “that’s the reason for a

mother’s helper. Now, let me earn my keep.”Irene smiled, stifling another yawn. “All right. But I



won’t sleep long.”“Sleep as long as you like.” Nancy smiled and slipped out of the room. She

hurried downstairs and went immediately to the front room to check on Debbie.The two-year-

old was rolling on the floor, her arms stretched wide. The blocks were strewn all over the rag

rug.Nancy squatted down next to her. “Come on, Debbie. Want to help me work on

supper?”“Jah!” Debbie said with a giggle. She got right up and toddled toward the kitchen.

Nancy laughed and followed her.That evening, Nancy used the left-over meatloaf to make thick

sandwiches. She served them with coleslaw, a bowl of pickles, fruit salad, and gooey chocolate

cookies. Irene’s husband, Philip, smacked his lips when he was finished.“Mighty fine supper,

Irene.”“Weren’t me that made it,” Irene said. “I slept the day away like a regular

heathen.”“Nonsense,” Nancy said. “You nursed the baby while I finished up. It was

nothing.”“Well, I won’t argue about who’s responsible. But, thank you, kindly,” Philip said.Debbie

sat in her highchair, smooshing a pickle over the tray. She patted the resulting juice with glee,

splashing Irene who sat next to her.“Ach, Debbie!” Irene cried. “Stop that, now.”Nancy jumped

up and circled the table with her cloth napkin. She mopped up the juice and took the pickle

away. “I think you’re full, Debbie. What do you say?”Debbie grinned up at her.“Let me red up

the kitchen,” Irene said.“We’ll do it together,” Nancy replied, taking Debbie out of her

highchair.“Ach, Nancy, I forgot,” Philip said, standing. He walked to the bureau at the side of the

dining area and picked up an envelope. “You got a letter today.”Nancy took the envelope from

his hand. She dreaded looking at the return address. She didn’t want to hear from home—

she’d rather pretend her home didn’t even exist.“From your sister, I believe,” Philip said,

confirming Nancy’s suspicions.Susan again? Nancy had already received two letters from

Susan, begging her for forgiveness, but Nancy wasn’t having much success with that, God help

her.She glanced down and was surprised to see that the letter wasn’t from Susan. It was from

her younger sister, Linda. Relief swooshed through her. “Thank you, Philip,” she murmured.“Go

on then, and read it,” Irene said. “I’ll start the clean-up. I’m sure you’re eager to hear any news

from home.”Nancy’s gaze flew to her cousin. Irene met her eyes, and her face took on a

sheepish look as if she’d just remembered why Nancy would not be eager to hear news from

home—as if she’d just remembered why Nancy had been so anxious to leave home and

become a mother’s helper in the first place.“Or read it later,” Irene added lamely. She held

Debbie in one arm, and the platter of cookies in the other. “Whatever you wish.”Irene ducked

into the kitchen, leaving Nancy standing there, holding the letter. Philip had already gone into

the front room. Nancy released her breath in a long sigh. She might as well get it over with.

With any luck, Linda wouldn’t mention either Susan or Mark.The late April weather was

unseasonably warm for central Indiana, so Nancy pushed through the screen door and went

out to the front porch. She sat down on the porch swing and reluctantly opened the envelope. It

was a thin letter, only one sheet of stationery.Bracing herself, Nancy began to read.Dear

Nancy,We’re missing you here in Linnow Creek. Lots of people asked after you at the last youth

singing. Mostly, though, the house seems empty without you. Mamm and Dat are fine.

Although, Dat coughs a lot. He assures me that it’s nothing, but sometimes in the night, I hear

him.Amos and Peter are fine, too. But brothers are never gut company like sisters are. I think of

everyone here, I miss you the most.Are you having warm weather in Hollybrook? We’re not that

far away, so I imagine our weather is about the same. I’ve already been leaving my window

open at night. The bed seems mighty empty without you in it with me. Did you know that you

can stretch wide and just barely touch the edges of the mattress?Nancy paused and smiled.

Leave it to Linda to make something silly out of having a bed to herself. Nancy hadn’t minded

sharing a room or a bed with Linda. They used to whisper long into the night about everything

and nothing. It was a comfort to have such a close sister. Nancy’s chest constricted. Truth be



told, she missed Linda. But avoiding her home unfortunately meant avoiding Linda, too.How is

Cousin Irene? And little Debbie? And Zeke? Oh, he must be so precious. I’m envious of you in

a way. I would love to be caring for a boppli. Maybe I can be a mother’s helper someday for—

And here Linda had written something that she’d erased. Nancy swallowed. Had she written

Susan’s name and then smudged it out? Had she? Did this mean that Susan was engaged?

Nancy sucked in her breath. No. That couldn’t be. It wasn’t yet the season to be published. But

was she secretly engaged, and she’d let Linda in on the secret. Nancy dropped the letter in her

lap and stared out over the front yard. The willow tree spreading above the freshly-cut grass

was already fully leafed-out, and the clumps of daffodils below were in full bloom. It made a

pretty picture: serene, colorful, full of new life. But Nancy didn’t revel in the beauty as she

usually would. Her mind was churning.She forced herself to keep reading.…Irene when she

has her next boppli. Or you…Ach, I’m sorry, Nancy. I shouldn’t be talking about bopplis and

such. I know your heart is still hurting. I’m so sorry. I should be with you. I miss you so much.

You know I love Susan, too, but it’s not the same. She never was that close to us, was she? I’ve

often wondered about it.She’s hurting, too, Nancy. I think she’s right sorry for how things turned

out. I hope you can find it in your heart to forgive her. And then, our family can be whole

again.Mamm is sometimes weepy…Nancy stopped reading. Susan … sorry? Nancy didn’t

think so. If she was so sorry, she’d break it off with Mark, wouldn’t she? If she was so sorry,

she’d show it with her actions. Nancy licked her lips. Besides, she wasn’t even there in Linnow

Creek anymore, so her relationship with Susan shouldn’t be a topic of concern.She was now in

Hollybrook, doing God’s work, helping her cousin. No one could fault her for that, could they?

And Nancy could hardly be blamed for breaking up her family. That was just Linda’s sense of

the dramatic.In truth, Nancy’s leaving had helped her family. She’d removed herself from a

horrible situation. By exiting herself, she’d taken away the source of tension and conflict.Nancy

looked down at the letter again. She’d finish it later. She simply didn’t have the heart to finish it

right then. Nor did she have the heart to write back. She opened the screen door and went

back inside.“Irene?” she called. “Is Zeke ready to be put to bed?”Irene popped her head out

from the kitchen. “I’m going to nurse him in a minute, and I’ll put him down. If you could get

Debbie ready for bed, that would be wonderful.”“Of course. Glad to,” Nancy said. She heard

Debbie in the front room squealing about something. Then she heard Philip’s deep laughter,

and her heart caught.She wanted a family of her own. A husband of her own. A child of her

own.Putting on a cheery smile, she entered the front room and swooped Debbie up into her

arms.Chapter TwoNancy ended up reading two books to Debbie before she tucked her in with

a prayer. Debbie had promptly curled up on her side, and Nancy pulled the light quilt over her,

snuggling it beneath her chin. She kissed her lightly on the cheek.“Good-night, little one,” she

whispered. She left the door of the room ajar and walked quietly across the hall to her own

room.There were two beds, both narrow and pushed against opposite walls, leaving a nice

amount of free space in the middle of her room. A fairly large window with light cotton curtains

was situated between the two beds. A simple heavy dresser hugged the wall next to the door,

and running around the room were a series of pegs where Nancy had hung her few dresses

and kapps.Nancy sat on her bed and sighed. It had been a long day. Even though it was still

early, she was tired. Did she dare turn in this soon? Both children were taken care of, and Irene

had cleaned up the dinner dishes. She supposed she could go down and make breakfast

preparations, but if she got up early she could just as easily do it in the morning.She glanced at

the wind-up clock on the bedside table. It was barely eight o-clock. It would be absurd to go to

bed so early, but that’s exactly what she wanted to do. She gave a rueful smile and stood up to

undress. There was no reason in the world why she couldn’t turn in early. Her job for the day



was complete.She shimmied out of her dress, took off her kapp, and pulled on her nightgown.

Even just the feel of the soft cotton was a comfort. She sat on the bed and unwound her long

hair, letting it fall over her shoulders in blond profusion. She grabbed up her brush and worked

it through the gentle curls. What must it be like to leave one’s hair down? She could imagine

how it would get in the way of her work. Yet… She tossed it over her shoulder, feeling its silky

length, her mind still at play.She didn’t really know that much about the fancy people’s way of

life. Of course, she knew some things. After all, the Amish weren’t the only residents of Linnow

Creek, or Hollybrook either, for that matter. But she’d been schooled diligently on the dangers

of mingling with the Englisch, and she’d taken the warnings to heart. She knew of more than

one Amish person who’d been led astray when they’d gotten too friendly with the outside

world.She padded down the hallway to the bathroom and brushed her teeth. On her way back

to her room, she peeked inside Debbie’s room. The little girl was fast asleep, her chest rising

and dipping rhythmically in the growing shadows. Nancy went into her own bedroom, opened

the window a crack, and slipped into bed.Within minutes, she was asleep.Nancy stirred,

thrashing her arms about. She was in that no man’s land of half-sleep, thinking her dream was

painfully real. Susan was staring at her, laughing. “He never loved you,” she sneered. “He’s

always loved me. Me. Me…”In her dream, the world began spinning hugely, in smooth swirls.

Susan and Mark were embracing as it went round and round. Susan’s long brown hair was

loose, blowing in the wind as the earth spun. Mark was laughing, and his hat tumbled off his

head, whirling madly in the breeze as it rose out of sight.“Sorry, Nancy!” Susan laughed again.

“But it’s true. No love for you today!”Mark threw back his head and chortled in glee. “No, Nancy!

No love for you!”Nancy gasped and jolted upright in bed. She panted and felt the perspiration

drip down her face. She bit her lip against the tears pushing at her eyes.And then something

moved. She froze. There was someone there, in the other bed. Someone else was in the room

with her! Her hand flew over her mouth, and she inhaled sharply. There it was again!

Movement under the covers across the room.“Huh?” rumbled a male voice. “Who’s in

here?”Chapter ThreeLuke Rupp sat up in bed and rubbed his face. Something rustling about

had awakened him. When his eyes focused, he gulped back a fistful of air. “Who’s over

there?”Whoever it was had scrambled from beneath the covers and jerked out of the bed

across from him. It was a woman. His eyes nearly bugged from his face.“Who are you?” he

asked, jumping out of bed himself. The floor was cold on his feet.The woman had backed

against the wall and was edging her way toward the door. Even in the near dark, he could see

the whites of her eyes. He was grateful for the moonlight falling through the window. Otherwise,

he wouldn’t be able to make out a thing.“Wait,” he said. “Please. I won’t hurt you.”She

paused.“I’m Luke,” he said.Silently, he chided himself. He should have warned Irene that he

was coming back to Hollybrook. And he shouldn’t have sneaked into the house in the middle of

the night and crawled up there to bed. What was he thinking?Well, he certainly wasn’t thinking

that a strange woman would be in the bedroom he’d always used in the past.“Luke who?” she

asked.Her voice was quiet, and even in her obvious fear, almost melodic. He shifted his weight

from one foot to the other. Since when did he ever notice if a woman’s voice was melodic? Was

he going soft?“Luke Rudd.” He rubbed his hand through his hair. “My mamm is Doris’s friend.

And since Doris is Irene’s mamm, I’ve known Irene for years. Since we were little kids.”“My

Aenti Doris?” she asked.“Doris is your aenti? Who are you?”She reached over and yanked the

quilt from her bed, wrapping it snugly around herself. “I’m Nancy Slagel. Irene’s

cousin.”“Wait…” He thought back to three summers ago. He’d met her. He was sure of it. She

was the blond cousin from Linnow Creek. “We’ve met.”“What? When?”“Three summers ago.”“I

don’t remember.” She was staring at him now, but he didn’t feel fear in her gaze anymore.“Why



are you here?” she asked. Her long blond hair hung in curls down to her waist. She was

alarmingly pretty in the moonlight.“I stay with Irene and Philip often,” he said, focusing back on

the situation at hand. “I’m sorry. I didn’t tell them I was coming this time, and I had no

idea…”Suddenly, the whole thing seemed hilarious to him, but he knew that if he started

laughing, Nancy Slagel would think he was crazy. Or rude. How had he missed the lump in her

bed when he’d crept into the room? He must have been dog-tired not to realize he wasn’t

alone.“Have we been sleeping together?” she asked, and her voice went up a notch.Sleeping

together? He wanted to laugh again. If his Englisch friends heard her say that…“If you mean,

was I sleeping in this bed way over here, completely separate from your bed way over there,

then jah, we were sleeping together.”She seemed to crumple a bit against the wall.Luke

frowned. He’d put her in a terrible position—at least, in her mind. He could see that now. He’d

spent so much time with the Englisch lately, that this slight misunderstanding seemed trivial to

him. But not to her. No. Not to her.He quickly turned around and whipped his quilt back up over

the pillow as if he’d never been there. He reached down to grab his duffel bag. Tiptoeing across

the floor, he stopped inches from her. She recoiled, and even though in her mind it was

probably justified, it upset him.“I ain’t going to harm you,” he whispered. “I’m going downstairs

and will sleep on the davenport. Okay?”She had wrapped her quilt up to her chin. She nodded,

mutely.“This never happened, all right?” His eyes were intent on hers.Again, she

nodded.“Nancy…?”“What?” she croaked.“You were having a nightmare. Before, I mean. When

you were asleep. Are you all right? I heard you thrashing…”She closed her eyes tightly and

didn’t speak.Luke studied her for a minute and decided that he’d better get out of there fast.

She was upset. And he knew that her upset wasn’t just about him or the fact that they’d been

sleeping in the same room. There was something else there. Something was troubling her, but

he doubted he’d ever find out what it was.He left then, leaving her with her back up against the

wall. The house was quiet as he went down the stairs. He was surprised they hadn’t roused

anyone, but he was glad. Particularly glad that they hadn’t roused the babies.What was Nancy

Slagel doing there anyway? And how long had she been there? When he’d taken off a few

months ago, there hadn’t been a word about Nancy coming. Perhaps, it was a recent decision.

He sank down on the davenport and pulled the afghan from the back of the cushions, covering

himself. It wasn’t especially cold, and in two minutes, he kicked the afghan back off. He closed

his eyes and thought about what he was planning to do now that he was back. Would he be

baptized and join the church?Or would he drag his rumspringa on for an even greater period of

time? His dat was furious with him for leaving in the first place, which of course, was why he

was planning to stay with Irene and Philip, instead of going home. But he couldn’t freeload off

them forever. It wasn’t fitting. Although, he could be of help to Philip on the farm. That he

knew.He’d more than earn his keep, if he decided to stay.He let out a heavy sigh. Once he

joined church, it would be for good. Forever. No changing his mind. Was he ready for that?

Truth be told, he’d enjoyed his association with the Englisch. He’d enjoyed driving a car and

wearing jeans. Lying there in Irene’s and Philip’s Amish home, he felt guilty for even thinking

such things. His father would come apart if he knew. Luke thought of his sweet mother. She

was tough in her own way, but in truth, she often cowered before her husband. There were no

two ways about it. Luke’s father was a hard man. His faith was so staunch that he was unable

to even comprehend anyone who didn’t feel the same way.Luke was a constant disappointment

to him.Luke flopped over on his other side. If he did join the church, it would go a long way

toward mending fences between him and his dad. A long way. And his mother would be so

happy.He’d been gone from home for going on three years. Maybe, it was time.Maybe.Luke

had attended a few Englisch churches in Indianapolis. He’d been completely out of his comfort



zone, but he’d been curious. He couldn’t believe how short the sermons were and how noisy

the singing was. They didn’t use musical instruments in his home church, and hearing the

keyboard and the drums and the guitars was almost more than his senses could take. But after

a bit, he grew to enjoy it. The congregants certainly seemed to like it.While he’d been gone, he

had yearned for the familiar Amish services more than once, but he didn’t seek them out. Well,

there weren’t any in the city as far as he knew, but he could have found some in communities

not too far away. But he hadn’t tried.In Indianapolis, he’d stayed with Mavis Blackwell, a former

Amish woman who’d left the church on her fortieth birthday. He’d expected her to try and

convince him to leave the Amish, but she hadn’t. She explained her decision and her reasons

behind it, and then never mentioned it again. She’d eventually married an Englisch widower

with two young children, but he’d died after only seven years of marriage.Mavis had welcomed

Luke into her home and had even helped him find work at a local eatery. In return, he’d helped

a bit with expenses and had watched her children for her when her work shift extended beyond

normal hours.But then, Luke lost his job. Downsizing, the manager had said. Luke didn’t mind

much. He wanted to go back to his people. He was ready.Except for the one thing…He knew

he needed to make his decision soon. He wouldn’t feel right being back for long unless he was

ready to join the church.He tossed and turned for another hour before he finally fell back to

sleep.Chapter FourNancy may have dozed a bit after her late-night episode with Luke Rupp.

Now, come morning, her cheeks still grew hot just thinking about it. There she’d been, with a

strange man in the very same bedroom. How in the world did Luke not know the room was

already occupied?When she’d said her name, he’d recognized it. Said they’d met a few years

before. It was highly possible, but she didn’t remember it.She glanced out the window at the

lightening horizon. She needed to get out of bed. The baby was probably stirring. She made

sure that she dressed completely before walking down the hallway to the bathroom. As she

passed Irene’s and Philip’s room, she heard noises inside. Philip was probably already dressed

to begin his chores. Or, he’d already done part of them and had come back in to check on

Irene.Nancy slipped into the bathroom. She hurried and was out in record time. She heard

Zeke now, crying heartily. She rapped her knuckles on Irene’s door.“Irene? Has he been fed?”

she asked quietly.“Nee. I’ll bring him to you in a bit,” came Irene’s answer.“I’ll be downstairs,

getting breakfast.” She turned to the stairs and went down. She leaned forward, craning her

head over the railing, trying to see if Luke Rupp was down there. She didn’t hear anything and

wondered whether he’d left.At the bottom of the stairs, she glanced further into the front room

and saw the afghan wadded at the end of the davenport. So, he must have done exactly as

he’d said and finished the night down there. But where was he now?She turned around and

sucked in her breath. He was standing right there, his boldly handsome face smiling down at

her.“Gut morning,” he said, his voice quiet but cheerful.“G-gut morning,” she answered, feeling

a hot flush work up her neck.She did recognize him after all. He’d been right—they had met

before. She remembered his thin, angular face with those compelling blue eyes. His lips parted

in a dazzling display of straight, white teeth. His black hair gleamed in the early morning light.

His massive, self-confident presence made Nancy feel like a young clumsy school girl.“I trust

you slept well,” he said. His eyes crinkled, and she knew he was teasing her.“Right well,” she

replied, stretching up to her full height.He chuckled. “Glad to hear it.”“And you?”“Like a boppli,”

he said, with a twinkle in his eye.They stood, neither moving, until Nancy began to fidget. She

couldn’t spend the whole morning staring into his eyes, now could she? She took a step

forward, but he didn’t move out of her way. She cleared her throat and gave him a questioning

look.“Oh, sorry,” he said, stepping to the side and waving her by with a great flourish of his arm.

In spite of herself, she grinned. At the door of the kitchen, she turned back. He was watching



her.“I remember you,” she said simply and then went into the kitchen.She grabbed the iron

skillet from under the sink with a shaky hand. That Luke Rupp disturbed her. What was he

doing there, anyway? Why wouldn’t he have gone to his own home? Didn’t his family live

around there? She thought that they did.The eggs had already been gathered. Had Luke done

that? Or Philip? Well, no matter. They were there and ready to be fried up. She scooped a bit of

bacon grease out of a small crock on the counter and plopped it into the frying pan. She turned

on the gas burner and set the pan over it. It wasn’t long before the grease was popping and

sizzling. She broke the eggs right into the pan, and the steam puffed into her face.She glanced

over her shoulder, wondering what Luke was doing now. She blew out her breath in disgust.

What in the world was she doing? Luke’s actions had nothing to do with her.“Gut morning,

Nancy,” Irene said. She walked closer to the stove, cradling Zeke in her arms. “This little guy

was awful hungry this morning.”Nancy turned from the stove and gazed at the babe, who was

sleeping again.“He’s so sweet,” Nancy whispered, touching his cheek with her forefinger.“That

he is,” Irene agreed. She leaned in. “We have a guest today.”Nancy licked her lips. “Jah. I met

him.”“He slept in the front room of all things.” Irene laughed. “He usually sleeps in the room

you’re in. He must have realized you were here and slept downstairs.”“Must have…”“We didn’t

know he was coming.” Irene readjusted the baby in her arms, bringing him up to her shoulder

and patting his bottom. “But Luke is always welcome here. I think you’ve met before, a long

time ago.”“Jah. I remember.”She leaned closer still. “He’s been on his rumspringa. A mighty

long one, according to the people.” She shrugged. “Perhaps he’s back to stay now.”“So, he

hasn’t joined church?”“Nee.”Nancy raised her brow at that. “Really? How old is he?”Irene grew

somber. “Old enough to have already joined. I guess he wants to be sure. You know, some

people do take their time.”Nancy did know. One of the girls in Linnow Creek hadn’t been

baptized and joined church until she was twenty-four. And that was only because she’d fallen in

love and wanted to be married.“Why is he here? Don’t his folks live in Hollybrook?”Irene

nodded and kissed Zeke on the cheek as he snuggled into her shoulder. “Jah. But he and his

dat don’t see eye to eye on a lot of things. He helps Philip when he’s here, and Philip likes the

company.”Nancy slipped the eggs onto a platter and flipped the potatoes one last time in the

other frying pan. She stacked the toast onto a small serving plate. “Has Debbie woken

up?”“Not yet. But any minute now.”“I’ll put the food on the table and go upstairs to check on

her,” Nancy said. “The water’s hot. Do you want a cup of tea?”“I’ll get it,” Irene said. “And

thanks.”Nancy dished up the potatoes and carried everything to the table. She wiped her hands

on her apron and hurried upstairs to get Debbie.Chapter Five“You’ll come, won’t you?” Irene

asked.Nancy carried a stack of diapers into the front room, where Irene had set up another

changing station.Irene went on, “It’s been awhile since I’ve attended a quilting frolic. I felt so

horrid during the last months of the pregnancy that I didn’t go much of anywhere.”“I could stay

here and watch the kinner…”“You could.” Irene smiled. “But then I wouldn’t be able to show

everyone how precious little Zeke is. Not many have seen him yet.”Nancy laughed. “Okay. I get

the picture now.” She walked over to Nancy and peered at the little guy’s chubby face. “He is

beautiful.”“Do say you’ll come. It’d be a help to me.”“Now, you’ve gone to begging,” Nancy

laughed again. “Of course, I’ll go. It’ll be nice for me, too. I don’t know many people in this

district yet.”“They’re gut women,” Irene said. “Every one of them.”“What time do we leave?”Irene

glanced at the grandfather clock that Philip had given her as an engagement gift. “Ach! We

haven’t much time at all. How soon can you be ready?”“Just let me put a clean dress on

Debbie, and I’m ready.” Nancy swooped the little girl off the floor. “Will Philip hitch up the pony

cart for us, or shall I?”“Let’s have Luke do it,” Irene said.Luke stood next to the pony cart by the

front porch. Debbie was already in the back, giggling. Irene was perched on the bench, ready



to take Zeke from Nancy. Luke turned and held out his hand to help Nancy and Zeke up and

onto the bench. The cart wasn’t big, and frankly, Nancy didn’t need a hand up. She gazed at

him, painfully aware that she was already flushing. She grimaced. She didn’t like Luke’s effect

on her, not even a little.She wanted to ignore his hand, but she knew that would make an even

bigger deal out of it, so she put her hand in his and let him help her in. The minute they

touched, a zapping flash ran up her arm. She forced herself to act normally. But his hand was

warm and gentle, and she fought the urge to stare into his eyes.Instead, she murmured her

thanks and handed Zeke to his mother. She grabbed the reins and clucked her tongue. With a

gentle lurch, the cart moved forward.“Mama, fun!” Debbie gurgled from behind them.Irene

laughed. “Jah. A ride in the pony cart is always fun, now, isn’t it?” She looked at Zeke, who lay

in her lap, wide-eyed. “What do you think, little man?”Debbie tried to stand up, but she promptly

fell back on her bottom and started to cry.“Now, now,” Irene cooed, turning to her. “You’re fine.

But stay seated, won’t you?”“Shall I hold her on my lap?” Nancy asked.“It’s hard to drive that

way. She’ll be fine.” Irene looked again over her shoulder. “You okay, Debbie?”Debbie wiped her

eyes with her fists and nodded.“You’re going to have to direct me,” Nancy said. “I’ve no idea

where the Smuckers live.”“Keep going this way. I’ll tell you when to turn in.”Nancy settled

comfortably on the bench and let herself enjoy the surroundings. Spring always offered up a

million different hues of green, and Nancy reveled in each one. Along the side of the road, she

saw wild grape hyacinth already in bloom. Clumps of dandelions offered their brilliant yellow.

The birds were more active, and Nancy kept her eye out for signs of new nests.She smiled.

After the winter she’d had, spring was as welcome as a fresh piece of berry pie. In truth, as far

as the winter weather went, it hadn’t been that bad. But mixed with her beau’s and her sister’s

horrible revelation, it could hardly have been a worse season. She shuddered, remembering

her dream the night Luke had arrived. She’d had that very same dream—no, nightmare—

before. Sometimes, she feared going to sleep, dreading its recurrence.But she couldn’t seem to

control it.Maybe she’d had the dream this time because of her sister’s letter. She frowned

slightly, knowing that she needed to write Linda back. The girl would be waiting … she could

imagine her flying down the drive every day to fetch the mail, and then her disappointment

because nothing was there.Nancy squared her shoulders. She’d write Linda as soon as she

got home.Nancy couldn’t keep up with all the names Irene tossed at her. She smiled and

nodded at every woman, trying to imprint their identities on her mind, but she knew it was

hopeless. There had to be nearly twenty women there. Not to mention the children.Debbie

toddled off immediately, following one of the teen girls who was watching the tiny ones.After

Irene had properly showed off Zeke, Nancy took him so that Irene could join the circle around

the large quilt. Within minutes, the needles were flashing, dipping in and out of the fabric at

startling rates.“So, Luke Rupp is back,” one of the women stated.Irene’s eyes darted around

the circle. “His mamm isn’t here today?”“Nee. She said she was too busy at home. They’re

digging up a new section to expand their garden.”“More than likely, she didn’t want to face the

embarrassment,” interjected another woman.Nancy’s ears perked up. Embarrassment? Why?

What had Luke done?“That’s not kind, Ellen,” scolded an older woman.“Perhaps not. But true

enough.”Nancy frowned. She wanted to know exactly what they were talking about, and she

didn’t have to wait long to find out.“But can you imagine how you’d feel if your son finally

returned from his rumspringa only to go to a friend’s house instead of yours?” asked the first

woman who had spoken.Nancy saw Irene’s face color at that.Ellen nodded. “It’s downright

humiliating, it is. And that Luke. Imagine being in your twenties and still running about with the

Englisch. I don’t imagine the boy will ever join church. I wonder that he even came back.”“That’s

not for us to say.” It was the older woman again.“Perhaps not.” Ellen sniffed. “But if he were my



boy—”“Which he isn’t,” Irene said. She coughed and blew out her breath. “I’m sorry. That was

rude. Luke is helping Philip with the farm, and for that, we’re grateful.”Ellen cocked her eyebrow.

“And shouldn’t he be helping his dat instead?”Nancy could see the irritation in Irene’s eyes. But

her voice was calm when she replied. “Be that as it may, we’re mighty glad for Luke’s help.

Soon, of course, Zeke will be out there helping his dat, won’t you, Zeke?” Irene gazed at the

baby in Nancy’s arms.All the women laughed.“I hate to break it to you, Irene, but that’s going to

be a while,” said one woman, still chuckling.“Nee. Not with my Zeke. He’ll be out in the fields

before you know it.”
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