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			“I’m relieved she’s feeling so much better.”

			Arleta stretched to try to reach a bowl from the cupboard.

			“Here, I’ll get that for you,” Noah offered. She stepped aside so he could retrieve the dish. Even so, as he pulled down a bowl, he was acutely aware that he hadn’t stood this close to a single woman since he’d courted Hannah Miller.

			Then it dawned on him: Groossmammi wasn’t really that ill! She wanted Arleta and him to eat together without her. She was giving them privacy so they could get to know each other better. And that was why she’d retreated into the living room now, too. Or was it? Not that it mattered. Even if his grandmother was scheming to match him and Arleta, Noah wasn’t going to develop a romantic relationship with her or with anyone else.

			But that didn’t mean Noah didn’t notice what a sweet gap-toothed smile she gave him when he handed her the bowl.
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			Chapter One

			Amish women typically owned four dresses: one for wash, one for wear, one for dress and one for spare. Anything more than that was considered excessive. But there was no limit on the number of socks they customarily owned, and Arleta Bontrager’s filled half of her suitcase.

			“I didn’t know you had so many pairs,” Leanna marveled as she sat on the bed, watching Arleta pack. “Do you really need to take them all?”

			“Jah. You know how cold my feet always are,” Arleta answered, feeling guilty for misleading her fourteen-year-old sister. But she would have felt worse for setting a poor example for her. Besides, her feet were often cold—although that’s not why she wore socks every day. Actually, the reverse was truer; because she wore socks every day, her feet felt cold whenever she went without them.

			“I’d hate it if my feet got too cold to go barefoot,” Leanna said, holding her legs straight out in front of her and stretching her toes apart. “I love to feel the dew on the grass in the mornings when I’m hanging laundry and the softness of the earth in the garden.”

			“How about the stones or the heat of the pavement when you’re walking down the road to your friend Emma’s haus? Do you love that, too?” Arleta teased.

			Leanna shrugged. “I walk on the shoulder of the road most of the way. When it comes time to cross the pavement, I run so quickly I hardly feel the heat.”

			Few of the women in their little community of Serenity Ridge, Maine, donned footwear during the warmer months, unless they were going to church or to one of the Englisch shops. Going barefoot was cooler, more convenient, and it saved wear and tear on their shoes. And as Leanna pointed out, going barefoot allowed them to appreciate the Lord’s creation in a way they couldn’t if they were wearing shoes all the time.

			Arleta used to love it when the weather warmed enough for her to shed her shoes for the season, too. Not anymore. Now she rarely went without shoes and socks—or sandals and socks—outdoors. And when she was indoors, if she had to remove her shoes she always kept her socks on. She even wore them to bed. She’d gotten so used to wearing them they almost felt like a second skin.

			“Maybe you have a low thyroid. Emma’s mamm has that and it makes her fingers and toes cold,” Leanna suggested.

			“My fingers aren’t cold. Feel.” Arleta squeezed Leanna’s hand. She didn’t want her sister to repeat her comment about her thyroid in front of their mother, especially since Arleta was about to leave town for the next four months. She’d stop Arleta from going until she visited the doctor. And Arleta knew there was nothing wrong with her thyroid.

			There wasn’t even anything wrong with her feet. Nothing physically wrong, anyway. But beneath her socks, Arleta was hiding a shameful secret: two years ago she’d gotten a tattoo on her left ankle. The red heart with her Englisch boyfriend’s initials in black ink was tiny, no bigger than her thumbnail. But it was in complete violation with Amish beliefs about modest appearances, especially for a female.

			When she’d gotten it, Arleta was on her rumspringa and she had already decided she was leaving the Amish. In fact, that was exactly why she’d gotten the tattoo—to prove she intended to “go Englisch” and marry Ian Fairfax, the grandson of the people whose lake house she cleaned. She’d met Ian when he’d come to visit his grandparents in between his junior and senior years of college. His parents were going through a contentious divorce and Ian didn’t want to stay with either of them, so he spent his summer at the lake house.

			Ironically, Arleta was so levelheaded her parents hadn’t had any qualms about her “working out,” meaning working outside their community, with Englischers. And Arleta certainly never intended to engage in a personal relationship with one. But Ian was utterly forlorn, and when he followed her around the house, practically begging her for conversation, she figured there was no harm in chatting with him...

			And there wouldn’t have been, if all they’d done was talked. But one thing led to another and by the end of the summer, she and Ian were so smitten with each other he asked her to marry him and she agreed. Since she had turned eighteen in August, they could have gotten married right then, but Arleta’s father had suffered a heart attack that spring—that’s why she had to work in the first place—and she wanted to wait until he was fully recovered before she broke the news to him that she was leaving the Amish. She suggested that Ian finish college first, and they could get married after he graduated.

			Ian was crushed Arleta wanted to put off their wedding, which was understandable. After all, he’d just seen his parents break up after twenty-five years of marriage; Arleta had only known him less than four months. So she’d gotten the tattoo to show him there was no going back on her word. It was a symbol of her love for him. Of her intention to have him in her life forever.

			But now it had become a symbol of her stupidity. Of how she’d almost given up everything she’d held dear. Her faith. Her family. Her community. And for what? A young man who told her—in a letter, no less—that he decided he was too young to get married. That he’d confused his feelings of dejection over his parents’ divorce with love for Arleta. And that he hoped she’d find a good Amish man who would marry her and give her a family like she wanted.

			Ha! What gut Amish man would want to marry a woman with a tattoo of an Englischer’s initials on her skin? Arleta thought as she rolled another pair of socks to stuff into her suitcase.

			She didn’t know of any Amish boys who’d gotten a tattoo during rumspringa, much less girls. Girls were less likely to rebel against their customs during their rumspringa than boys were. Oh, they might wear their hair down and experiment with makeup, but they wouldn’t do something that left a permanent mark, like getting their ears pierced. Or a tattoo. The most scandalous thing any girl in her district had done during rumspringa was to put purple streaks in her hair, but they washed out eventually.

			Ideally, the Amish weren’t supposed to hold what Arleta had done during her rumspringa against her now. The running around period was a time to test one’s beliefs. To make sure the young person wanted to commit to the Amish faith and lifestyle. It was only after formalizing that commitment by being baptized into the church that the Amish were held accountable to the Ordnung as adults.

			But in practice, Arleta knew that people would judge her if they found out she had a tattoo. She wouldn’t have blamed them; she judged herself, too. Not just because of the tattoo, but because she’d pledged her love to an Englischer, which was a violation of her Amish faith, regardless of whether she’d been on rumspringa or not.

			As much as she regretted the past, she couldn’t undo it. She had confessed her sin to God and she’d repented and joined the Amish church, yet she couldn’t seem to put her shame behind her. But maybe, just maybe she could get rid of the visual reminder of what she’d done. She’d heard that the Englisch had a procedure for erasing tattoos. It was expensive, but with what she earned from her new job—

			Leanna’s laughter interrupted Arleta’s thoughts. “It looks like you’re bringing a pair for every day of the month, not for every day of the week.”

			“I don’t want to run out of clean pairs.”

			“Your socks shouldn’t get that dirty. It’s not as if you’re going to work on a potato farm.”

			“Jah, that’s true. I’ll probably spend most of my time indoors tending to Noah’s groossmammi’s needs and cleaning and cooking. But I’m sure there’s gardening to be done, too. I want to be prepared so I can help Noah however he needs me to help him.”

			Noah Lehman was a metal roofing installer who lived in New Hope, a tiny Amish community north of Serenity Ridge and Unity. Arleta had only spoken to him briefly on the phone, but she knew that his immediate family had all been killed in a house fire about six years ago. Noah hadn’t told her that—she knew because all the leit from Serenity Ridge and Unity had helped rebuild the house. Usually barn raisings and house building were joyous occasions, but that one was so solemn it brought tears to Arleta’s eyes just to remember it.

			Now his groossmammi is ill, what a pity, she thought, snapping her suitcase closed.

			Ordinarily, Amish families and communities pitched in to tend to those within their church districts who were ill, but the New Hope community was only about ten years old, and it was still so small that there weren’t enough people to care for Noah’s grandmother. So he had asked the deacons in Serenity Ridge and Unity to put the word out he was hiring a woman for the summer to take care of his grandmother, who had been undergoing cancer treatments and was recovering at home.

			“I can’t believe you’re going all the way to New Hope,” Leanna said with a sigh. “Now Mamm and I will really be outnumbered by the buwe. Are you sure you want to go?”

			Although New Hope was only twenty miles away, it was a two-day round trip by buggy, and Arleta understood why her sister was confused by her decision. With the exception of the time when Arleta’s father had a heart attack, she’d never worked outside of her home. Her role was to help her mother and Leanna with domestic chores, while Arleta’s father and brothers supported the family financially, by working with an Englisch lumber company. But Noah’s sad situation gave Arleta a worthwhile way to earn the income she required to have her tattoo removed and her family didn’t object to her leaving, because they recognized Noah needed her assistance more than their own household did.

			Knowing her little sister looked up to her and would be lonely without her around every day, Arleta assured Leanna. “Jah, I’m sure I want to go. I’ll miss you, but it’s only for a few months. May is almost over and I’ll be back before September.”

			“What if you like New Hope so much you decide to stay there?”

			“Don’t be lappich. My familye is here,” Arleta said. “My favorite little schweschder is here.”

			“But you might find a suitor there and fall in love and then he’ll ask you to get married and stay in New Hope with him.”

			There’s absolutely no chance of that happening. Arleta cupped her sister’s chin and looked into her eyes. “I’ll be back before you know it. And by then, you’ll be so used to having an entire bedroom to yourself, you’ll want me to leave again.”

			Leanna was still skeptical. “You promise you won’t marry a potato bauer from New Hope?”

			Arleta chuckled at her sister’s fear that she’d meet and marry a potato farmer, as opposed to a man who had a different vocation. “I promise you, I’m not marrying a bauer of any kind.” I’m not marrying anyone, period.

			

			Noah Lehman stopped pacing in the living room to peer out the window. It was already eight forty-five. What was keeping Arleta Bontrager? He’d specifically asked that she arrange for the van to drop her off before eight o’clock in the morning so he could talk to her alone before his grandmother woke at eight thirty. She was already up, and Noah’s Englisch coworker was due to pick him up at nine o’clock to take him to the house where they were finishing an installation.

			For the past six years, Noah had been working for an Amish family’s metal roofing supply and installation business. The owners, Colin and Albert Blank, were brothers who lived in Serenity Ridge. Because of Maine’s harsh winters, metal roofs were in high demand and the Blank brothers had such a good reputation for their work that they began getting installation requests from Englischers who lived in New Hope, too. Initially, they’d turned down those orders, because the distance would have required them to travel too far and they didn’t have enough employees to meet the demand. Although they did employ Englischers who transported equipment and metal sheeting to their various worksites, the Blanks preferred the majority of their staff to be Amish.

			That’s where Noah and two other New Hope district members—David Hilty, a man in his late fifties, and Jacob Auer, a teenager—came in. Together, the men worked with Mike Hall, an Englischer. Mike drove a truck with supplies, and sometimes he picked up the other crew members when the site couldn’t easily be reached by buggy. Maine had endured a particularly severe winter, so business was booming; no one wanted to be caught without a metal roof next year. Their four-man team was usually hard at work by seven or eight o’clock, but today Noah had asked them to postpone their start time so he could be home when Arleta arrived.

			“You’re going to make sawdust out of the floorboards, pacing like that,” his grandmother, Sovilla, scolded, but her tone was one of concern, not annoyance. “Arleta will get here when she gets here.”

			Her voice startled Noah and he glanced over at her. Instead of wearing her usual white organdy prayer kapp pinned to her hair, she had covered her bald scalp with a white kerchief. His grandmother used to have such dark hair and eyebrows—but even those had fallen out after the chemo treatments, along with her eyelashes. She looked so pale. So faded.

			“Jah. But I hope she gets here before Mike does so I can let her in.”

			“I’m not so old I can’t get off the sofa to answer the door.”

			Neh, but you might be too frail, Noah thought ruefully. And she won’t just kumme in, like our neighbors do.

			For the past two months, whenever Sovilla wasn’t in the hospital, the deacon’s wife, Almeda Stoll, and their nearest neighbor, Sarah Troyer, had been looking after her while Noah was at work. In exchange, Noah helped their husbands install metal roofing on their workshops and homes. But recently, Almeda had traveled out of state to help her ailing elderly sister. Sarah had just given birth to her first child, a son, so she could no longer tend to Sovilla, either.

			Almost all of the other Amish women in New Hope, old and young alike, either had family or farming commitments that prevented them from staying with Noah’s grandmother, too. Oh, they were more than willing to patch together a schedule that would allow for someone to drop in on her several times a day, but the more people who came in and out of the house, the greater her chances of catching an illness. Besides, Noah believed his grandmother needed someone with her around the clock as she recovered from her final round of cancer treatments.

			That meant Noah either had to take time off from work for a couple of months until she was stronger and Sarah could return, or he had to hire someone from Serenity Ridge or Unity. While Noah wasn’t particularly fond of the idea of a stranger, even an Amish one, living in their home with them, he knew a woman could take far better care of his grandmother and the housekeeping than he could. Plus, this was one of the busiest periods of installation. Even with Arleta’s salary to pay, he’d still be making much more than what he’d lose if he took time off work.

			Earning as much money now as he could was crucial, in preparation for providing his grandmother further medical care if her most recent course of treatment didn’t work. Although the Amish community helped pay each other’s major medical bills, Noah was reluctant to tap into New Hope’s dwindling mutual aid fund more than he already had. Like most Amish, he’d been conscientious about what kind of medical services he’d agreed to for his grandmother, since American hospitals had a tendency to run all sorts of tests, which were costly and sometimes seemed unnecessary.

			It wasn’t unusual for the Amish to seek experimental treatments in Mexico, where medicine was less expensive. Still, there would be train tickets to buy and lodging expenses to pay. Not to mention, the loss of income while Noah was away. But he figured if his crew accepted every project they could between now and the time his grandmother had her next tests in a little over three months, and if he took on a few individual installations after hours himself...

			“Did you hear me?” his grandmother asked, pulling him back to the present moment. “You seem a hundred miles away.”

			More like three thousand miles away, Noah thought, considering the distance between Maine and Mexico. But he didn’t want to tell her about his plan because it might discourage her if she knew he was worried the treatment might not work. Worse, she’d reject the trip out of hand, saying it wasn’t worth the expense. Better to earn the money first, and wait to see what the doctor said at her next appointment. “Sorry, I guess I was lost in thought.”

			“Aha,” she uttered, and the familiar sparkle momentarily lit her dark brown eyes. “You’re wondering what kind of weibsmensch Arleta will be and whether or not she already has a suitor, weren’t you?”

			“Neh!” he protested truthfully. “That’s the furthest thing from my mind, Groossmammi.”

			“Well, it shouldn’t be. It’s only natural for you to want to court. To get married and start a familye of your own.”

			Noah had heard this all before. Many, many times. He’d given up telling his grandmother he had no desire to court or get married. As for starting a family of his own, Noah just wished he had his old family back... He shuddered, thinking of his parents, two younger brothers and sister who died in a house fire one evening six years ago. Noah would have died, too, but he’d been out late. Too late.

			Too late to make his curfew and too late to save his family from the fire he saw raging in the second story of the house when he pulled up the lane in his courting buggy. Even now, Noah had no recollection of getting out of the carriage and running into the house. All that stuck in his mind was the terrible noise of the roaring fire and the popping windowpanes. And the wall of heat that was as impenetrable as a wall of stone, stealing the breath from his lungs and prohibiting him from taking another step up the stairs.

			And so he’d turned and run. Because his horse had gotten spooked and taken off with the buggy in tow, Noah had sprinted all the way to the phone shanty to call the Englischers for help.

			“There was nothing you could have done to save them,” the firefighters told him afterward. Even with their equipment and protective gear, they hadn’t been able to rescue his family.

			“It was Gott’s will,” was the refrain he heard countless times from the deacon, his grandmother, and his Amish friends and community.

			Noah tried hard to accept that, but deep down, he knew he was to blame. If he had returned home even fifteen minutes earlier, as he was supposed to—instead of lingering to kiss Hannah Miller on her porch swing—he might have been able to save his family.

			Now, with the exception of a few cousins and an aunt in Michigan, his grandmother was the only family he had left and Noah was going to do everything humanly possible to preserve her life. God willing, the last treatments she’d had were effective—they’d find out in another ten weeks or so—but if they weren’t, he wanted to be prepared. Which meant his sole focus was on praying for her healing and earning money for further treatment.

			“Please don’t start on me about courting, Groossmammi,” he said affectionately. “You know how I feel—”

			“I hear a vehicle. Is that her or is it Mike?” Sovilla interrupted, pointing to the window.

			Noah turned to face the window again. A silver passenger van was driving up the dirt lane. “It’s her.”

			“Well, don’t just stand there. Go carry her suitcase in for her. Make her feel wilkom,” his grandmother instructed, sitting up straight and adjusting her kerchief.

			Noah shoved his feet into his boots at the door and trotted outside and down the porch steps just as the van was pulling away.

			“Hi, Arleta. I’m Noah,” he said as the short woman with strawberry-blond hair approached him. “I can take that for you.”

			Young, full-figured and energetic, Arleta looked perfectly capable of carrying her own suitcase, but she extended it to him anyway. “Denki. I’m sorry I’m late. The driver was following GPS and it directed him to the pond on the other side of Pleasant Road. It’s a gut thing I still remembered where your haus was from when I came here for the—”

			Arleta stopped walking and cupped her hand over her mouth, obviously embarrassed. Noah realized she must have come there when the nearby Amish communities helped build a new house. As painful as it was for him to acknowledge the past, he was relieved that Arleta apparently already knew what happened to his family. It meant there’d be no troublesome questions later. “For the haus building?”

			“Jah.” Her light green eyes, fringed with pale lashes, were full of remorse. “I’m so sorry.”

			He didn’t know whether she meant she was sorry for bringing it up or sorry about what happened to his family. Either way, that was as far as he wanted the conversation to go, so he gave a brusque nod of acknowledgment and then said, “Let’s go inside. I want to introduce you to my groossmammi before my coworker arrives to pick me up.”

			To his surprise, instead of resting on the sofa, his grandmother was putting a coffeepot on the stove. “I’m Sovilla. Wilkom to our haus, Arleta.”

			“Denki. I’m very glad to be here.”

			Seeing Arleta wiping her shoes on the round braided rug at the door, Noah interjected, “Since my groossmammi’s immune system is compromised, you’ll need to remove your shoes at the door so you don’t track in germs.”

			“Oops, I’m sorry.” Three wrinkles etched her forehead when she asked, “Is it all right if I leave my socks on? My...my feet get cold.”

			Noah hesitated. “I suppose that’s okay, as long as they’re clean.”

			Arleta’s cheeks pinkened. “Jah, they’re clean.”

			“Of course she’s wearing clean socks,” Noah’s grandmother asserted, giving him a little scowl. To Arleta, she said, “I’m always cold, too, Arleta. You and I are going to get along like two peas in a pod.”

			As Arleta bent over to unlace her shoes, Sovilla shook her head at Noah, no doubt to express her disapproval for embarrassing Arleta when she’d just barely crossed their threshold. Noah didn’t care. His grandmother’s health was at stake. Her life was at stake. He’d say or do whatever he needed in order to protect her. Besides, he asked everyone to remove their shoes at the door, so why should Arleta be any different?

			“I’m afraid I need to go sit back down in the other room,” Sovilla said apologetically. “Noah, why don’t you take Arleta’s suitcase to her room for her? She can pour us a cup of kaffi.”

			Stepping out of his boots, Noah dutifully carried Arleta’s suitcase down the hall. Noah had cleared his belongings out of his room, which was across from his grandmother’s, so Arleta could use it. He would be sleeping upstairs in the unfinished loft. When he returned to the kitchen, Arleta was standing on her tiptoes, pulling mugs from the cupboard.

			“Don’t worry, I’ve washed my hands,” she informed him, as if reading his mind.

			“I hope you understand that even a common cold could turn into pneumonia for my groossmammi—”

			“I do understand. And I’ll be careful to keep everything extra clean.”

			As Arleta turned to him and smiled, exposing a little space between her otherwise perfectly aligned front teeth, something about her seemed pleasantly familiar. She’d said she came to New Hope for the house building, but his memories of that day were foggy at best. Was it possible they’d crossed paths in Serenity Ridge more recently when Noah went there to finalize his partnership with the Blank brothers? She’d told him she didn’t have any relatives in New Hope, but maybe she had friends here and Noah had seen her in church when she’d come to visit them.

			For all he knew, she could have been visiting a long-distance suitor; she seemed about the same age as some of Noah’s slightly younger peers. If she’s not being courted already, I imagine there will be a few men vying to be her suitor once they meet her. The thought unsettled Noah, primarily because he didn’t want anything to distract Arleta from helping his grandmother recover.

			He lowered his voice to say, “My groossmammi is going to tell you not to fret so much, but her doctors said her immune system is like a newborn bobbel’s.”

			Noah crossed the room to remove a notebook from a drawer by the sink. He had intended to review its contents with Arleta before his grandmother woke up, but since Arleta arrived late, he didn’t get the opportunity. He didn’t want Sovilla to overhear him, so he put the notebook on the countertop.

			“This contains important information, like my groossmammi’s medication list and her doctor’s phone number. The shanty is about two miles south of us—you probably noticed it on your way here. But if you cut straight through the woods out back, you can reach Moses Schrock’s feed and grain store. He has a cell phone for business purposes, so if there’s an emergency—”

			A horn interrupted him. Mike had just tapped on it gently, but Noah was irked. What if his grandmother had been sleeping? It was vital that she got enough rest.

			“Don’t worry. I’ll read through the entire notebook. And there won’t be an emergency,” Arleta said. Then, because no one could have made such a promise, she added, “Gott willing.”

			Noah should have been reassured by her confidence that everything would be okay, but as he headed outside to get into his coworker’s truck, all he could do was pray that she was right.

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			As Arleta watched Noah lope across the lawn, she silently prayed, Please, Gott, give him peace of mind about my taking care of his groossmammi.

			From the first moment he greeted her, Arleta had been struck by Noah’s brown eyes, which seemed especially large, no doubt because his rectangular-shaped face was so thin. Anyone looking at it might have thought he was the one who was recovering from a long illness. At least his tall, sinewy physique appeared healthy, and his dark mane of hair was even thicker than Arleta remembered it being when she’d met him at the house building.

			Well, she hadn’t actually met him. She’d been serving lemonade, and someone commented that they hadn’t seen him around. So, with a full glass in hand, Arleta went off to find him. She’d searched everywhere with no success, and she’d almost given up when she wiggled open the door to the little workshop behind the house. He’d been sitting on the workbench, his head bowed. At first she thought he was praying, but when he glanced up there were tears in his eyes and the expression on his face was one of bewildered anguish. Almost as if he was wondering, How did I get here?

			“I—I’m sorry,” Arleta had stuttered, feeling bad for intruding on his privacy. “I thought you might be thirsty.”

			She’d extended the glass to him, and although he lifted his hand to accept it, he didn’t say anything before dropping his chin to his chest again, his face obscured by his hat. Turning, she’d quietly exited the workshop so he could have his solitude.

			His expression when she mentioned the house building today wasn’t nearly as distraught as it was when she’d walked in on him in the workshop, but there was an undeniable sadness in his eyes and she wished she hadn’t brought it up. Especially because he’d been so quick to change the subject. I’ll have to remember to bridle my tongue.

			When she went into the living room to serve Sovilla a cup of coffee, she found the old woman reclining on the sofa, snoring softly. Since she’d said she was frequently cold, Arleta pulled the folded quilt from the back of the couch and covered her with it. Then she tiptoed into the kitchen and read through the notebook.

			As Noah mentioned, it contained a medication list, including the dosages and times his grandmother was supposed to take her pills. There were doctors’ names and phone numbers and printouts from the hospital regarding patient nutrition, sleep and exercise during the recovery period. There was also a leaflet about caring for someone with a compromised immune system. Arleta read through all of it twice and paid special attention to the section about preventing additional illness and watching for signs of infection.

			Sovilla was still sleeping when Arleta finished, so she went into the basement to begin washing the laundry. Sarah Troyer must not have been able to get to it for a while because there were several baskets of dirty clothes and bedding sitting by the wringer. By the time Arleta had hung everything out to dry, Sovilla was stirring. Arleta brought her a glass of water and took a seat on the chair opposite her.

			“It sure is a beautiful spring day,” Arleta said conversationally, allowing Sovilla time to open her eyes and adjust to being awake. “I noticed your daffodils have almost finished blooming, but the tulips are beginning to open now.”

			“I’d like to get out and see them. Sarah, the weibsmensch who was here before you, didn’t take me outside very often. She always had some excuse. First it was her allergies. Then she said she was too tired because she was with child. She was a dear weibsmensch but a baremlich fibber. It wasn’t her fault—I’m sure Noah convinced her I’d keel over if I went out into the sunlight.”

			Sovilla gave a little chuckle, but Arleta’s concern must have registered on her face because the older woman quickly added, “I won’t keel over. Not from the sunshine anyway.”

			This time, Arleta smiled. Sovilla’s outlook was the opposite of Noah’s, just as he’d told her it would be. “That’s gut. But I don’t want you to faint from hunger, either. It’s almost noon. Is there something in particular you’d like me to make for lunch?”

			“What does the notebook say I’m allowed to eat?” Sovilla asked wryly.

			“I—I,” Arleta stammered, unsure whether Noah would have wanted her to acknowledge that he’d given her an instructional notebook about his grandmother’s care.

			Sovilla’s eyes twinkled. “It’s okay, dear. I was pulling your leg. But I am aware Noah keeps a list of my dos and don’ts. I never pay it any mind.”

			Relieved, Arleta laughed. She appreciated Sovilla’s sense of humor and independence. “I’ll make some supp, then. I saw leftover hinkel in the fridge. Will that be all right?”

			“You can fix whatever you like for meals, as long as you’re not insulted if I don’t always eat what you prepare. I don’t have a big appetite anymore. The medication altered my sense of taste so I don’t relish food like I used to... Although I can’t imagine not enjoying a sliver of bumbleberry pie if someone were to make it for me,” Sovilla hinted.

			“I won’t be insulted,” Arleta assured her. But as she recalled that the pamphlet said it was important for cancer patients to keep their weight up, she silently made it her mission to come up with a nutritious meal plan that would appeal to Sovilla. Including the occasional treat. “As it happens, pies are my specialty. So if you get a craving for one, just let me know.”

			Sovilla gave a satisfied smile before closing her eyes and leaning her head back against the cushion again. “Didn’t I say we’d get along like two peas in a pod?”

			Jah—but I’m not sure that’s going to make Noah as hallich as it makes you, Arleta worried to herself as she rose and went into the kitchen.

			

			At noon, as the men scrambled down off the roof of the house they were working on to take their lunch break, Mike mentioned he had to run to the bank.

			“Since you’re driving past my place anyway, can you drop me off and then pick me up on your way back?” Noah asked, and Mike readily agreed.

			“Your lunch breaks are so quick you’re usually done eating before the rest of us have unwrapped our sandwiches,” David remarked. “Why are you going all the way home—is everything okay with your groossmammi?”

			“I think she’s fine but I want to check in on her.”

			“Is it really your groossmammi you’re checking on, or is it the maedel you hired from Serenity Ridge you want to see?” Mike ribbed him.

			“That’s right, she arrived this morning, didn’t she?” Jacob chimed in. He had recently reached courting age and was more outspoken about his interest in girls than many of his Amish peers. Which wasn’t to say they weren’t interested, too, only that they kept their thoughts to themselves, especially in front of adults David’s age. “What’s she like? Is she pretty?”

			Noah shrugged. “I didn’t notice, either way.”

			“Did you meet her when you picked Noah up this morning?” Jacob asked Mike.

			“Nope, but I’ll try to this afternoon,” Mike taunted.

			“Neh, you won’t,” Noah gruffly interjected. “Your boots are crawling with germs. You’re not coming into my haus wearing those.”

			“He can take them off.” Sometimes Jacob didn’t know when enough was enough and Noah had to remind himself to be patient. The teenager had been orphaned as a toddler and raised by his grandmother and great-aunt, so he hadn’t grown up with a man in the house to help him mature. “And then he can tiptoe across the floor in his bare feet.”

			“His feet probably are dirtier than his boots,” David suggested, causing Jacob to crack up.

			“They may not be dirtier, but they’re definitely smellier,” Mike admitted good-naturedly.

			As Noah and Mike walked toward the truck, Noah reflected on how grateful he was to have found a Christian Englischer like him to join their team. Although he was a little rough around the edges, his generosity, skill and dedication more than made up for it.

			A few minutes later when Mike dropped him off, Noah said, “I’ll be watching for you to return. No need to honk—you’ll wake up my groossmammi if she’s napping.”

			“She’s already awake.” Mike pointed to the side of the house where Arleta and Sovilla were walking arm in arm. “So the hired girl’s a redhead, huh?”

			Noah bristled at Mike’s reference to the hired girl. “Arleta,” he said.

			“Huh?”

			“The young woman I hired is named Arleta. And her hair is more blonde than red.” The words were out of Noah’s mouth before he realized he’d spoken them aloud. He opened the door and hopped out of the truck.

			“Not that you noticed, right?” Mike chortled as Noah shoved the door shut.

			“What are you doing out here?” he asked when he got close enough that he didn’t have to shout. It wasn’t that the doctor prohibited his grandmother from going outdoors, but Noah wished she wouldn’t. He’d had a raccoon problem that spring, and he didn’t want his grandmother to inadvertently come into contact with their droppings, which he’d heard could transmit diseases to people.

			“Enjoying the gut Lord’s creation,” Sovilla answered, waving to Mike as he drove away. “What are you doing here?”

			Noah couldn’t tell Sovilla he was checking up on Arleta because it was her first day and he hadn’t had time to review his grandmother’s care with her. “I came for lunch.”

			“Oh, neh! Did the birds fly away with the sandwich you brought to work with you?” his grandmother needled him. He should have known better than to try to pull one over on her.

			Fortunately, Arleta cut in. “I’ve got supp simmering on the stove. It must be ready by now and I’m hungerich, too. Let’s go eat.”

			His grandmother linked her other arm through Noah’s and the three of them shambled so slowly to the house that Noah was concerned Mike would circle back before the trio even made it inside. Finally, they took their shoes off at the door.

			“I’m so spent I doubt I can make it down the hall to wash my hands,” Sovilla admitted.

			That’s another reason why it’s a bad idea for you to go outside. You need to conserve your energy, Noah thought. He’d have to talk to Arleta about this once his grandmother was out of earshot.

			“That’s okay. There’s no hurry. You can rest a minute, and then we can wash our hands in the kitchen sink and Noah can use the bathroom to wash his,” Arleta said.

			When he returned, his grandmother was sitting at the table and her cheeks were pink, probably from overexertion. “Are you okay, Groossmammi? Your face is red.”

			“That’s because I got my blood circulating for once,” Sovilla said with a laugh.

			“You overdid it. I wish you wouldn’t—”

			Sovilla cut him off. “Every day for the past two weeks, you’ve told me how pale I look. Now I’ve finally got a little color and you’re concerned about that, too. I’m fine, suh. You must stop worrying. Arleta is taking gut care of me, aren’t you, Arleta?”

			Arleta turned from the stove. “As best as I can,” she said diplomatically and edged toward the table balancing a full bowl of soup.

			By exhausting her with a walk around the yard? Noah wondered as she set the soup down in front of him.

			Then she served a smaller bowl for Sovilla and one for herself. For the first few moments after Noah said grace, no one spoke as they sipped spoonsful of the hot, savory liquid. Noah was heartened to see his grandmother trying the broth; lately her diet consisted of crackers and ginger tea. Actually, his diet hadn’t been very healthy, either. Sarah routinely fixed something for him to eat for supper, but eating alone in the evening really seemed to put a dent in his appetite.

			“It’s gut,” he mumbled.

			“I’m glad you like it, because we’ll be eating it for a while,” Arleta replied. “I’m so used to cooking for my familye, I made way too much.”

			“How many brieder and schweschdere do you have?” Noah asked.

			“Four brieder and one schweschder.”

			“That’s not so many. I thought you were going to say you had nine or ten siblings.”

			“I might as well have, the way my brieder eat. I think they consume half their body weight in food during each meal,” she remarked, causing Noah to chuckle.

			“A gut appetite is a sign of gut health,” Sovilla said.

			“If that’s true, they should live to be as old as Methuselah,” Arleta joked. “I don’t begrudge them their appetites and I enjoy cooking for them. I just wish sometimes they’d leave a crumb or two for the rest of us. Noah, you’re fortunate you don’t have brieder like mine—”

			Arleta must have realized what she’d said because she abruptly stopped talking, which Noah felt was better for everyone. Unfortunately, his grandmother didn’t drop the subject.

			“Noah had two brieder and one schweschder, didn’t you?” Sovilla prompted.

			Noah nodded and ducked his head over his bowl, quickly filling his mouth with food so he wouldn’t have to speak.

			“His daed, Elmo, was my only suh. My only kind, in fact. That’s how I came to be in Maine—I moved here from Michigan with Elmo’s familye,” Sovilla explained.

			“That’s a big move. Do you ever go back to Michigan to visit?” Arleta asked.

			“I used to go once a year, when my schweschder was still alive. I was actually visiting her when the fire occurred, otherwise—”

			“I think I hear Mike,” Noah said, standing. Even though it had been six years since the fire, he didn’t understand how his grandmother could speak so matter-of-factly about it—or speak about it at all. What’s more, he didn’t want Arleta to ask where he’d been the night of the fire. As he strode out of the house, he said over his shoulder, more to Arleta than to his grandmother, “Make sure to take it easy this afternoon.”

			

			What is wrong with me, making a joke about my brieder living to be as old as Methuselah and telling Noah he’s fortunate he doesn’t have any brieder like mine? Arleta silently chastised herself. He’d probably give his eyeteeth to have his familye back again. It was abundantly obvious Noah didn’t like to talk about his family, yet the harder Arleta tried to censor herself from saying anything about them or the fire, the more she slipped up.

			Sovilla, on the other hand, was eager to tell Arleta stories about her son and his family. As she took a stroll down memory lane, Arleta listened intently. She wanted to honor the older woman’s desire to reminisce about her loved ones as much as she wanted to respect Noah’s desire not to mention them at all. Arleta had only been here a few hours and already she could feel the tension between their two personalities. They weren’t unkind toward each other—on the contrary, their mutual affection was obvious—but they were so different. It was going to be tricky for Arleta to appease them both.

			After she’d entertained Arleta with several family anecdotes, Sovilla peppered her with questions about her own family. Finally, she yawned and asked Arleta to help her down the hall. “I need to take another nap. A real nap this time—in my bed, not on the sofa.”

			Arleta extended her arm and forced a smile even though she felt like weeping. In addition to upsetting Noah with her remarks, she’d tuckered Sovilla out completely. What a fine help she was! After she assisted Sovilla into bed and arranged her pillows, she turned to leave but the older woman grasped her hand.

			“Look at me and tell me what’s troubling you.”

			Arleta hardly knew Sovilla and she was supposed to be here to comfort her, not the other way around. “Nothing’s wrong.”

			“You’re as bad of a fibber as Sarah was,” Sovilla scolded. “Is it that I didn’t finish my supp?”

			“Neh, of course not,” Arleta protested before she realized Sovilla was only teasing in order to try to trick her into saying what was really on her mind.

			“Then what is it? Hurry and tell me, kind, or I won’t be able to sleep and I’m so drowsy.”

			“I feel baremlich for...for having such a big moul and upsetting Noah and for wearing you out on my first day here.”

			“Ach! You didn’t wear me out. I always rest at this time of day. Wasn’t that written down in the notebook?” Sovilla gave her an impish wink. “As for anything you said to Noah, don’t worry about it. You didn’t intend to upset him, just as he didn’t intend to insult you by asking if your socks were clean.”

			“Oh, that didn’t insult me. I know he’s only concerned about germs because he doesn’t want you to get sick.”

			“Exactly. Likewise, he knows you were just making a joke about your brieder.” Sovilla released Arleta’s fingers and patted the top of her hand. “He’s hallich you’re here and so am I.”

			Arleta wasn’t quite sure she believed that. In fact, she was beginning to think coming here was a big mistake. She returned to the kitchen and as she cleaned up, she thought about how she and Leanna sometimes used to sing during their chores. Now, she hummed quietly to herself. Arleta hadn’t even been here a full day and already she felt homesick. At times like these, she wondered how she ever considered permanently leaving her family and community.

			She knew the answer: little by little, she’d crossed the boundaries that separated the Amish from the Englisch, and right from wrong. It began with her thoughts and soon, her actions followed until... Arleta glanced down at her feet. She was surprised to notice a ring of dirt around her sock near her ankle. How had she missed seeing that? How had Noah missed seeing that?

			She went into her room and quietly opened her suitcase. She took out a clean pair of socks. Peeling off her dirty ones, she examined her tattoo. In dimmer light, she could fool herself into believing the heart was fading, but not today when the sunshine was streaming through the windows. What is it Ephesians says about every sinful thing is made manifest in the light? Arleta shook her head and quickly pulled a fresh sock over her ankle.

			As she put the rest of her clothing away, she silently quoted another Bible verse, 1 John 1:9, which said, If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. Reciting God’s promise comforted Arleta, who wholeheartedly believed the Lord had forgiven her for the things she’d done during her rumspringa, after she’d confessed them to Him.

			However, confessing her wrongdoings to other people and having them forgive her was another matter. Arleta reflected on the time she’d almost told Stephen Yoder about her tattoo. Stephen had come from Canada to visit his relatives in Serenity Ridge the summer after Arleta’s baptism, and he’d asked to walk out with her. She’d tentatively agreed and by the end of August, he wanted to know if she’d be willing to continue a long-distance courtship with the intention of getting married when they were twenty-one.

			Aware she couldn’t carry on a serious courtship—much less, get married—without being honest about her tattoo, Arleta worked up the courage to ask Stephen if he’d ever done anything he regretted during his rumspringa.

			“Jah. Hasn’t everyone?” he’d freely admitted, causing Arleta’s heart to soar with hope that maybe he wouldn’t judge her after all.

			“If I promise not to tell a soul, will you tell me the thing you did that you regret most?”

			So Stephen had confessed he’d climbed a water tower and spray-painted a love message to a girl on it. Apparently, the note wasn’t from him but from an Englischer who was too scared to climb the tower himself. Since Stephen was used to climbing silo ladders, he did it for him.

			“That’s it? That’s the worst thing?” Arleta had understood why he’d feel ashamed for defacing someone else’s property, but she didn’t think what he’d done was anywhere near as terrible as what she’d done. Especially since he’d gotten caught and had to repay the water company to repaint the tower.

			“Jah. Why, what was the worst thing you did on rumspringa?”

			Arleta wished she’d never brought up the subject. “It’s much worse than what you did. You might not want to be my suitor once I tell you,” she reluctantly admitted.

			“I can’t imagine anything changing the way I feel about you.”

			“Well, I...” She’d hemmed and hawed. “I guess you could say I kind of did something along the lines of graffiti, too. But what I wrote can’t be painted over.”

			His eyes had gone wide. “Why not?”

			Arleta had taken a deep breath and said, “Because it’s on my skin. I—I got a tattoo.”

			He’d paused, his mouth dropping open before he hooted and slapped his knee. “Voll schpass! I almost thought you were serious.”

			“I am serious.” She’d been on the brink of taking off her shoe and sock to prove it to him, but his expression suddenly turned hard.

			“Arleta Bontrager, you can’t be serious. Meed don’t do such things. At least, not any maedel I’d ever court.”

			Arleta had felt like sobbing, but instead, she began to laugh in order to make Stephen think she’d been joking all along. For two months afterward, she’d kept up a long-distance courtship, too. Not because she had any interest in marrying him after that, but because she was scared if she ended the relationship right after their conversation, he’d realize why. He’d realize she’d been serious about her tattoo and he’d tell everyone. They’d all know the shameful things she’d done. They’d know she’d been planning to leave...

			As she stowed her suitcase in the closet, Arleta realized she’d been covering one sin with another. For the past two years, she’d been hiding her tattoo with deception, just as surely as she’d been hiding it with a sock. She couldn’t stand being so dishonest. That’s another reason I have to get Ian’s initials removed, she told herself. Which meant that no matter how much she doubted whether she was being helpful here and no matter how homesick she felt, she couldn’t leave. No, unless Noah outright fired her, Arleta was there to stay.

			

			The crew completed the roof installation and managed to pick up the debris and collect their tools just before five thirty. On the way home, Noah used Mike’s cell phone to call Colin Blank’s business phone. They discussed the next project, which was closer to Noah’s home than the one they’d just finished. The next day, Mike was going to take the measurements, cut the sheeting and edging, and deliver everything from their local workshop to the site while the other men removed the old roofing and repaired any damaged areas they found.

			However, Noah wanted to check if there were any small installations he could work on in the upcoming week, like roofing for a mobile home. He figured even if the other men didn’t choose to work extra hours, he’d be able to handle a small project himself. Sure enough, Colin had a backlog of New Hope orders. Noah chose to start with a shed roof for an Englischer whose home was located right down the street from where Noah lived.

			Approaching his house, he was surprised to see all the windows opened—usually his grandmother complained she was too cold. The smell of onions wafted through the air.

			“Hello,” he said to Arleta as he removed his boots at the door.

			She was stirring something in the frying pan and she momentarily glanced over her shoulder to reply, “Hi, Noah. Supper will be ready in about ten minutes.”

			“Gut. That will give me time to clean up.” Before heading to the bathroom, he peeked into the living room to greet his grandmother. Arleta must have spied him from the corner of her eye because she told him Sovilla wasn’t there; she was in her bedroom.

			“Please don’t open her door.”

			Noah’s heart thudded. Was his grandmother still winded from her walk this afternoon? “Why not? Is she sleeping?”

			“Neh. She doesn’t feel gut. She told me I could make anything I wanted to, so I made beef and noodle casserole. The recipe called for half a chopped onion, and the smell of it frying made her nauseated.”

			As Arleta looked at him, her eyes were watery and Noah wasn’t sure whether it was from the onions or if she was on the brink of tears.

			Noah certainly didn’t want her to cry, but he also wished his grandmother didn’t feel sick to her stomach. He didn’t know what else to say except, “Oh, I see.”

			Arleta turned back to the stove and continued stirring, so he went into the bathroom. When he was through washing his hands and face, he returned to find her putting the salt and pepper shakers on the table. Wearing a slight frown, she wordlessly took her seat and Noah did, too. They bowed their heads for grace.

			“Denki, Gott, for this food. Please strengthen us with it. Strengthen Groossmammi, too, Lord. Give her healing from the cancer and relief from the nausea.” He ended by saying, “And denki for sending Arleta to help us during this time. Amen.”

			Opening his eyes, Noah noticed a change in Arleta’s demeanor. She wasn’t smiling, but she wasn’t frowning anymore, either. She seemed...lighter, somehow, as she went to the stove and scooped a big helping of casserole onto his plate and then half as much on hers.

			“Are you sure you have enough?” he asked genially, relieved that she no longer seemed on the verge of tears. “I don’t want to be accused of not leaving a crumb for you.”

			She looked taken aback, but then she must have realized he was making a joke in reference to what she’d said about her brothers and she smiled. “I don’t think there’s any danger of that, especially since your groossmammi isn’t joining us for supper. I cut the recipe in half, but we’re still going to have leftovers.”

			“That’s okay. I can stick them in my cooler and eat them for lunch tomorrow.”

			“Cold?”

			“Hot, cold or lukewarm, it makes no difference to me—I love beef casserole.”

			“That’s too bad, because this is the last time I can make it for you,” Arleta said. “I don’t want to make your groossmammi ill again.”

			The sincere concern in her voice mirrored the apprehension in her eyes. Studying her, Noah realized she really was trying her best to keep his grandmother comfortable and well. He found himself saying, “It’s okay. You didn’t know it would affect her like that. She probably didn’t even know, because Sarah hasn’t made any food with onions in it since Groossmammi’s last treatment. I’m the one who bought onions and put them in the pantry, so if anyone is to blame, it’s me.”

			“Blame for what?” Sovilla said from where she leaned against the doorframe, hugging a shawl to her chest.

			“For the schtinke,” Noah answered.

			Arleta jumped up and began shutting the windows. “You must be cold. If you go sit by the stove, I’ll bring you a cup of ginger tea.”

			“I will go sit by the stove, but I don’t want any tea. I’m hungerich. I’d like to try some of that casserole after all.”

			Arleta cocked her head to one side. “Are you sure?”

			“Jah. Just bring it to me in a bowl, please.” Sovilla shuffled into the living room.

			“I’m relieved she’s feeling so much better.” Arleta stretched to try to reach a bowl from the cupboard.

			“Here, I’ll get that for you,” Noah offered. She stepped aside so he could retrieve the dish. Even so, as he pulled down a bowl he was acutely aware that he hadn’t stood this close to a single woman since he’d courted Hannah Miller. Come to think of it, he hadn’t spent this much time conversing with a single woman, either.

			Then it dawned on him: Groossmammi wasn’t really that ill! She wanted Arleta and me to have to eat together without her. She was giving us privacy so we could get to know each other better. And that was why she’d retreated into the living room now, too. Or was it? He couldn’t be sure. Not that it mattered. Even if his grandmother was scheming to match him and Arleta, Noah wasn’t going to develop a romantic relationship with her or with anyone else. How could the Lord entrust him with a new family when Noah had been so irresponsible toward the family he’d already had? No, his interest in Arleta was solely as his grandmother’s caretaker.

			But that didn’t mean Noah didn’t notice what a sweet, gap-toothed smile she gave him when he handed her the bowl.

		
	
		
			Chapter Three

			Once Arleta and Noah discussed the guidelines for his grandmother’s care and home environment and after a few days had passed, Arleta felt increasingly confident in her ability to keep Sovilla well and the household environment healthy. Noah must have felt more confident in her abilities, too, because on Wednesday, Thursday and Friday evenings, he worked late. Which meant Sovilla was the only person Arleta saw for most of the day, since Noah told Arleta he’d put the word out that his grandmother shouldn’t have visitors.

			Actually, Arleta didn’t see all that much of Sovilla, either, since the elderly woman slept off and on throughout the late morning and again in the afternoon. Arleta spent that time cleaning the house, doing the laundry and making meals, just as she would have done at home. She also transferred seedlings and tended the vegetable garden and flower beds. Noah had insisted on taking care of the animals and cleaning the coop and stable himself. Arleta realized he was probably concerned she’d track something into the house, which was slightly offensive, considering how meticulous she was. But she could just imagine Leanna telling her she was crazy to argue with him if it meant she got out of the unappealing chore, so she didn’t. Arleta had plenty of time left over for reading, and she even composed a letter to her sister.

			She was grateful that she was being compensated handsomely for work that wasn’t nearly as arduous as what she did in her own home. And when Sovilla was awake, Arleta genuinely enjoyed her company. But sometimes, while Sovilla was dozing, Arleta would find herself thinking, This is how it will be for me at home in another ten years once my brieder and schweschder have all gotten married and moved away and mamm and daed are older. But that wasn’t necessarily true; she could count on at least one or two of her siblings and their spouses and children residing in her parents’ house at some point. That’s what she hoped, anyway, because this kind of quietness didn’t seem natural to her and she was getting restless.

			So on Friday evening when Noah asked if she’d rather take the buggy and go to town for groceries the next morning or make up a list and have him get the food, she jumped at the chance to go shopping herself.

			“She doesn’t know the way,” Sovilla pointed out. “Why would you send her off alone?”

			“Because it will give you and me a chance to visit,” Noah replied.

			“Pah. You’re just afraid to leave me on my own,” Sovilla responded, and Arleta knew she was right. Then she added, “But this is one time I don’t mind if you treat me like a feeble old lady. I’ve missed seeing your face. You’ve been keeping awfully late hours at work.”

			“I’ve told you, Groossmammi, this is the busiest time of the year for installations. If we don’t keep up with the demand, we’ll lose customers.”

			Sovilla clicked her tongue against her teeth. “Even so, I’m surprised Colin Blank expects his crew to spend evenings apart from their familye. He ought to care more about the people under his employees’ roofs than putting new roofs on Englischers’ homes.”

			Arleta noticed a pained look cross Noah’s face, and she wondered if he was keeping something from his grandmother. She couldn’t imagine what it would be but she interjected, “I don’t mind going alone. Most men I know get impatient in the grocery store. This way, I can take my time without worrying about Noah pacing the aisles.”

			“Uh, I’d actually appreciate it if you’d kumme back as soon as you can. I’ll need the buggy because tomorrow I’m starting a new project a few miles from here.”

			“You’re working on Samschdaag, after all the extra hours you already put in this week?” Sovilla was incredulous.

			“I’m sorry, Groossmammi, but the Englischer whose roof I’m installing wants to be there while I’m working on it. He’s at his own job during the rest of the week, so—”

			“Englischer this, Englischer that. If you keep allowing the Englisch to influence you, pretty soon you’ll be working on Sunndaag, too.”

			“You know me better than that, Groossmammi. I’d never do something like compromise the Sabbath because of any Englischer’s influence.” Noah’s cheeks and ears flushed bright red.

			Sovilla was quiet for a moment before she acknowledged, “Neh, I know you wouldn’t, suh. I’m sorry.”

			Noah rubbed his forehead and released a heavy sigh. “It’s okay, Groossmammi. You’re right. I have been working a lot, and I’m going to have to keep up this pace for a while. But I really am looking forward to having a quiet Sunndaag together.”

			Then, since she said she wasn’t quite tired yet, Sovilla suggested they play a three-person version of spades. Although the tension between her and her grandson had lifted, their remarks ate at Arleta. Sovilla was right, of course; it was important to guard against the practices and temptations of the Englisch world. But it hurt to imagine what she might have thought of Arleta if she knew how much she’d once been influenced by an Englisch boy.

			And Noah’s disgust at his grandmother’s suggestion that he might violate his faith and work on the Sabbath really struck a nerve. He sounded so appalled it reminded Arleta of Stephen’s tone when he said, “Meed don’t do such things. At least, not any maedel I’d ever court.”

			While Arleta didn’t blame Noah for being indignant, his assertion that he’d never compromise his beliefs underscored the secret fact that Arleta had compromised hers. If Noah knew about my tattoo—or about the other things I did—would he ask me to leave? Beneath the table, she self-consciously pulled her feet closer to her chair. After Sovilla won the game and asked if they wanted to play again, Arleta declined, saying she was tired. Then she retreated to her room.

			It was warm enough to sleep with the windows open and a quilt was no longer necessary, either. Since she had the room to herself and she didn’t have to worry about Leanna seeing her ankle, it was probably safe for Arleta to go to bed barefoot. It certainly would have been cooler. But what if Sovilla needs me in the middle of the night? she wondered. Arleta had already accepted the fact that her tattoo—as well as planning to leave the Amish—had cost her a future as a wife, but she didn’t want it to cost her a job, too. So she reluctantly donned a fresh pair of socks, removed her prayer kapp and went to bed.

			By the time she set out for the grocery store the next morning, the sting of Sovilla’s and Noah’s remarks had subsided. For one thing, she felt a sense of adventure, exploring a new town. For another, she was anticipating buying ingredients for a couple of interesting recipes she’d found in Sovilla’s recipe box.

			New Hope’s Amish population was large enough that part of the store’s parking lot was reserved for buggies only. Arleta had just loaded her purchases into the back of the carriage when another buggy pulled up alongside her and a young woman got out.

			“My name’s Faith Smoker,” she said, introducing herself. “You must be the maedel staying with Sovilla—I recognize Noah’s gaul.”

			“Jah. I’m Arleta Bontrager.”

			“How is Sovilla?”

			“She seems to be getting stronger each day.”

			“Is she ready for visitors?” Faith asked. “Or maybe I should ask if Noah is ready to allow her to have visitors?”

			Arleta bit back a smile. “I’m not sure.”

			“You’re probably ready for visitors, though. You must not get to see many other people.”

			“That’s true, I don’t. But I really enjoy Sovilla’s company.”

			“Ach. I didn’t mean to imply you didn’t. Sometimes I really stick my foot in my moul,” Faith said, and Arleta could empathize since she had a tendency to misspeak, too. “I was only thinking aloud about your situation because some of us are going on a hike through the woods and then having a picnic tomorrow after kurrich. There will be a few buwe and a few meed, all around our age. You’re wilkom to join us. It’s supposed to be a beautiful day.”

			“Oh, that sounds like schpass! But I’ll have to talk it over with Sovilla and Noah, first.”

			“Tell Noah he should kumme, too.”

			Arleta’s initial exuberance quickly faded. If Noah wanted to go, that meant she would have to stay behind with Sovilla. Although she recognized that’s what she’d been hired to do and she truly did like spending time with Noah’s grandmother, Arleta wasn’t used to being indoors with only one other person for such a long stretch of time. Maybe Noah will decide he’d rather be the one to stay home, she thought hopefully.

			She intended to tell him about the invitation as soon as she arrived home, but he was in such a hurry to get to work she’d barely carried the bags inside when he shot out the door in the opposite direction.

			“Did you meet anyone in town?” Sovilla asked, coming into the kitchen to chat while Arleta put the food away. Arleta had reorganized Sovilla’s cupboards so she could reach everything—Noah and his grandmother were much taller than she was—but now the lower shelves were so full she barely had enough room for the new items. She stood on tiptoes to put a can of tuna fish on an upper shelf.

			“Jah. I met Faith Smoker.”

			“Ah, Faith. Her familye was one of the first to move to New Hope. She’s lived here since she was in windel.” Even
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