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			“I’m here to care for my sister’s babies.

			“I already love them. I did from the moment I learned they were coming.”

			“I can take care of them. I want you to leave,” he said.

			“Nathan, be reasonable. You need help.”

			He faced Maisie with his arms crossed over his chest. The moon came out from behind the clouds, bathing his face in its cold light. “It can’t be you.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because every time I look at you, I see Annie.
I don’t want you here.”

			The bitterness in his clipped words left Maisie speechless. He walked away into the darkness.

			“But they’re all I have left of her,” she whispered as a deep ache filled her chest. “Please don’t make me leave them.”

			She felt Charlie lick her fingers. He whined as if he knew she had been hurt by Nathan’s words. She dropped down to hold the big dog close and draw some comfort against the new grief she felt.

			How could she change Nathan’s mind?
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			He healeth the broken in heart, and bindeth up their wounds. 

			—Psalm 147:3

		
	
        
			Chapter One

			His head was ready to explode.

			Nathan Weaver sat at the kitchen table in his one-room cabin with his hands pressed to his throbbing temples. He had come to Maine to live a quiet life and to forget. For six months he’d done just that. In less than a week his peace was gone. He’d never know solitude again.

			Both babies were crying at the top of their lungs in their Moses baskets near his feet. His hound, Buddy, howled in accompaniment. The yellow cat, yowling to be let out, had crawled to the top of his screen door and hung splayed like a pelt on the wall. The kettle’s piercing whistle was close to drowning out everything. He closed his eyes and moved his hands to cover his ears. It didn’t help.

			Buddy stopped howling and started barking a challenge. The abrupt change made Nathan look up. An Amish woman stood outside the screen door. For a moment his heart froze. It wasn’t possible.

			“Annie?” he croaked.

			Was he hallucinating? It couldn’t be her. Annie had died in childbirth six days ago.

			The woman opened the screen door. His cat launched himself into the night, just missing her head. “Not Annie, Nathan. It’s Maisie Schrock.”

			He blinked hard. Maisie? Annie’s twin sister? She was a widow who lived in Missouri caring for their ailing father. What was she doing in Maine?

			She gazed inside, an expression of shock on her face. She held a suitcase in her hand. Buddy stopped barking and went to greet her with his tail wagging. The babies continued to cry.

			“Annie died.” Nathan swallowed against the pain. Saying the words aloud still didn’t make it feel real.

			“I know. The hospital told me yesterday. I’m so sorry. My sister is with Gott now,” Maisie said with a catch in her voice. There were tears in her eyes.

			Seeing her grief propelled Nathan to his feet. He stepped to the stove and pulled the kettle off the fire. The whistling died away, but the babies kept crying.

			“What are you doing here? If you’ve come for the funeral, it’s over.” Maisie lived in the tiny Amish settlement near Seymour, Missouri, where he had married her sister last fall.

			“I was afraid of that. I’m sorry I wasn’t here to share your burden.” She focused her attention on the babies. “Boys or girls?”

			“One of each.”

			“Are they hungry?” She crossed the room to kneel beside their Moses baskets. Gifts to Nathan from the hospital staff when they’d learned he didn’t have a place for the babies to sleep. Maisie lifted a child to her shoulder and the baby quieted. Buddy, the stray hound that had shown up a few weeks after Nathan arrived in Maine, followed her with his tail wagging.

			Nathan raked his hands through his hair. “I don’t know what’s wrong with them. I tried feeding them, but they wouldn’t take much and then they started crying as soon as I put them down.”

			She stroked the baby’s cheek and rocked her gently. “Aw, liebling, it’s okay.”

			Liebling. Darling. He used to call Annie that. Before she left him with only a cryptic note a bare two months after their wedding. He still didn’t understand why. He took some comfort in knowing she was trying to get back to him before she died. He would have forgiven her and taken her back, but would he have been able to trust her? Or grow to love her again?

			Maisie laid her cheek against the baby’s fine auburn hair. “Ach, you look like your mother. Your poor mamm. How you must miss her.”

			Maisie straightened and wiped her cheeks again. “I think they just want to be held.”

			She wrapped the blanket snugly around the baby and handed her to Nathan. He took his daughter gingerly, afraid he might somehow damage her with his big coarse hands. Maisie picked up his son, and he quieted in her arms.

			Suddenly there was silence in the cabin. The pounding in Nathan’s head eased. “What are you doing here? I only wrote to you yesterday. I think it was yesterday. How did you find me?”

			Maisie moved to the beat-up blue sofa he’d claimed from the side of the road where someone had dumped it. The two broken legs had been replaced with rocks. His brown-and-black hound parked himself at her feet.

			“Annie sent me the money to come three weeks ago, along with your address. She said she was on her way here to make amends with you. In her letter she said she wanted her babies to grow up in an Amish family, with their father. She regretted leaving you, Nathan.”

			“Three weeks ago? If she knew where I was why didn’t she write or call?”

			While he didn’t own a cell phone or have a landline in his home, like most Amish he shared a community telephone with neighbors. It was housed in a small building centrally located between the homes. The phone shack contained an answering machine, so his boss and others could leave messages.

			Maisie shook her head. “I don’t know why she didn’t call you.”

			“I found out five days ago that I was a widower and the father of twins all in one breath when the bishop came with the news that Annie had died in childbirth. Eight months without a word from her. That doesn’t feel like she regretted it.”

			“Leaving you as she did was a terrible thing. I know that, but you must find forgiveness in your heart.”

			“Must I? Sure, I forgive her.” It was easy enough to say the words, but he didn’t mean them. Not yet. Maisie knew it, too. He saw it in her expression.

			Her eyes softened. “She was coming home to have your babies. She asked me to come and stay for a month or so to help her and you. Of course, I said yes. She knew twins would be lots of work.”

			“They are.”

			“But you haven’t found anyone to help you.”

			It was a statement more than a question. He hung his head. He didn’t want to depend on anyone. He’d never joined the Amish congregation in New Covenant so he didn’t expect help from them. “I can raise them by myself.” But could he?

			“You don’t have to, Nathan. I’m here now. We can get through our loss together.”

			His wasn’t the only grief he had to consider. Maisie had lost a beloved sister. Her twin. The blow must have been devastating, but she was offering to help him, a man her sister couldn’t bear to stay married to.

			Did Maisie wonder what he had done to drive Annie away from her family and her faith? Did she blame him, as others had? After trying to push these questions out of his mind for months, he suddenly wanted answers.

			“Did you know Annie had planned to leave me?”

			Maisie glanced at the child she held. “Can we talk about this later? I’m tired and I think they need to be fed.”

			She looked so much like Annie. She was a painful reminder of the woman he’d loved and lost...twice. A woman who had betrayed her wedding vows and destroyed the love he’d once had for her.

			When Annie left him she’d done more than break his heart. She’d taken away his dreams of a family. There was no divorce allowed in his Amish faith. He would have remained married but alone, until his death. That was why he had retreated to the wilds of Maine six months ago. He was used to being alone. He’d been alone his whole life until he’d met Annie.

			Nathan belatedly recalled his duty as a host. He couldn’t send Maisie away tonight. Unless her driver was waiting outside. “How did you get here?”

			“I came on the bus. I was walking this way when a kindly woman stopped and offered me a ride in her car. She said she was a neighbor of yours, Lilly Arnett.”

			Lilly had a home about three miles down the road. She wasn’t Amish but she was a good neighbor. She’d gone out of her way to bring Maisie up to his remote cabin. “Is she still outside?”

			“Nee. She said she had to get back to do chores. Do you have bottles and formula for them?”

			“The hospital sent some supplies when they dismissed the kinder. Formula, bottles, diapers, a couple of blankets that the nurse said she wasn’t supposed to give away, but she couldn’t see sending me home without a way to keep them warm.”

			“Clearly a woman with a good heart. I’ll fix some formula if you will hold...what is his name?” She looked at him.

			Nathan hadn’t decided yet, for either babe. Annie should have told him what she wanted to call them. Annie should be here taking care of them. Maisie had the same flame-red hair, the same bright green eyes, and freckles across her nose. She even had the same dimples in her cheeks when she smiled. It was painful to see her and know she wasn’t the woman he’d married.

			He changed the subject. “Would you like some tea or hot chocolate? The water on the stove is hot. There’s some bread and blueberry jam in the cupboard.”

			“I’ll fix it. Do you want something?” She got up and settled his son in his free arm.

			“Nee.” He wasn’t hungry.

			She crossed her arms and gazed at him with her eyes full of sympathy. “When was the last time you ate?”

			“I don’t remember.”

			“Then you should at least have some toast.” She went into the corner of the cabin that held a wood-burning cookstove, two cupboards, a sink and an icebox. She located the bread, then put it in the oven to toast. Next, she fixed hot cocoa for herself and opened two small bottles of premade formula the hospital had sent home with Nathan. She had a few bites of toast and a sip of the cocoa, then took the baby from Nathan and sat down to feed him.

			Nathan’s daughter made short work of her bottle. He glanced over to watch Maisie cooing at his son. Why couldn’t it be Annie holding her own baby? Why did it have to be Maisie, who looked like Annie in every way? It was heartbreaking to see her and know she wasn’t their mother.

			“Don’t forget to burp her,” Maisie said.

			He had forgotten. He took the bottle away from his daughter and shifted her gingerly to his shoulder. She burped twice and then began bobbing her head, looking for more to eat. He settled her in the crook of his arm and let her finish. When the bottle was drained, he looked at Maisie. “Should I burp her again?”

			“Ja.” She had his son cradled in her arms, gazing at his face, then she put him in his basket. To Nathan’s amazement, the baby went straight to sleep.

			Maisie turned to Nathan. “I’ll put her down if she is finished.”

			“I think she is.” He handed the babe to her and sat back, rubbing his hands on his thighs. Maisie was good with the babies. He wasn’t. It was hard to imagine he was now the father of two. Nothing had prepared him for this, but he would manage. He had always managed alone.

			He’d built this cabin with his own two hands. He would find a way to raise his children. Annie had at least given him back the dream of having a family. He would be grateful for that when he wasn’t so exhausted.

			Maisie took his daughter and laid her down. She fussed for a moment but then quieted and went to sleep.

			Maisie covered a yawn. Nathan nodded toward the small loft at the far end of the cabin. “There’s a bed and extra blankets up there. You’re welcome to them.”

			Maisie scanned the rest of the one-room cabin. “Where will you sleep? I don’t want to put you out of your own bed.”

			“I have a cot in a room down in the barn. I’ll sleep there. The barn was here when I bought the place. I slept in it until the cabin was finished. It’s comfortable.” He didn’t like being in the same room with her. She was a distressing reminder of what he’d lost.

			“All right. Would you like to talk now?”

			Talk about Annie and her death? He suddenly realized he wasn’t ready for that. “Tomorrow.”

			He got up and left the cabin.

			

			Maisie watched Nathan walk out of the house with tired, stumbling steps. She had no idea what to make of him. Like everyone in her community, she wondered what had driven Annie to leave her new husband. Why had her sister stayed away from her family and the people who loved her? From Maisie, the person who knew her best in the whole world?

			The answers to those questions may have died with Annie, but Maisie wasn’t ready to give up. Nathan had to have some idea of what went wrong in their marriage. Maisie needed to know the truth from him now that she couldn’t learn it from Annie.

			After making sure there was enough formula to see the babies through the night, she walked outside. She was tired from the long trip but too wound up to sleep. Her grief was too new and sharp.

			She had boarded the bus in Springfield, Missouri, filled with joy and hope for the first time in almost a year. She was going to be reunited with her beloved sister, to meet her sister’s babies and help take care of them. She was going to learn the reason why Annie had left Nathan and disappeared, something Annie said she couldn’t tell Maisie over the phone but had promised to reveal when they were face-to-face again. She had no way of knowing her sister was already with God. Ten hours later, when Maisie changed buses outside of Philadelphia, she had enough time during the layover to call Annie and see if she had delivered her babies yet. Instead, a social worker at a hospital in Portland, Maine, told her that Annie was dead.

			Maisie still couldn’t absorb the fact that she would never see her sister again. Never hear her voice, never laugh at the same things or finish each other’s sentences. It was if she had been cleaved in two and half of her was gone.

			The loneliness and sorrow of those remaining horrible hours on the bus had been almost too much to bear. Only her faith and the thought of holding her sister’s babies got her through the ordeal. Now she was here in Maine at last. Her life had purpose again. Nathan and the babies needed her.

			The warm night air was thick with the scents of wood smoke and pine trees, and the sound of droning insects. The sky was overcast, with the drifting clouds hiding the moon and blocking out the light from the stars. When her eyes adjusted to the dark, she could just make out the outline of the barn and corral fence across the way. Two horses stood at the fence. She saw a shadow move beside them and knew Nathan hadn’t gone to bed. She walked toward him, wondering what she was going to say. Buddy followed at her heels.

			The awkwardness of the situation had her on edge. She wanted...no, she needed to help care for her sister’s babies. They were her last and only connection to Annie. Holding Annie’s child in her arms tonight had eased the hurt Maisie carried in her heart. Only, Nathan didn’t want her here. How could she make him see it was best for all of them if she stayed?

			He didn’t seem surprised when she walked up beside him. Her head was level with his shoulder. She felt small beside him. One of the horses reached over the fence to nudge her arm. She rubbed his forehead. “Who is this?”

			“Mack.”

			“And the other one?”

			“Donald.”

			She chuckled. “You’re joking.”

			“I didn’t name them. That’s what they were called when I bought them.” His dry tone said he didn’t find it funny.

			“Someone had a good sense of humor,” she finished lamely.

			“I asked you a question earlier.”

			He was angry and bitter. She couldn’t blame him. She had been angry at Annie, too. She still had a hard time believing her sister had done such a terrible thing. Now Annie was gone before she could explain. Maisie sighed deeply. “I didn’t know my sister had plans to leave you.”

			“Do you know why she left?”

			“I don’t.” It was the truth. All Maisie had was a vague suspicion—that Annie had left to be with another man. Telling Nathan would only heap more pain on a man who was already hurting, and maybe plant a seed of doubt that the children weren’t his. Maisie couldn’t do that to him. Like her, the children were all he had left of his love for Annie.

			“How did she know to send you here?” he asked.

			“She left a message with her cell-phone number on the answering machine at the phone shack of our bishop. You had told him you were moving to New Covenant. You had given him the name of the man you planned to work for so he could contact you in case Annie came back to our community. He told me and I called her.”

			“What did she say? Did she explain herself? Did she know the harm she caused? I couldn’t even stay in Seymour.”

			“She said she would explain everything when she saw me in person. I’m sorry some people in Seymour were unfair to you.”

			“Unfair?” The single word was almost a snarl. “They thought I killed my wife. They sent the sheriff to search my property with dogs. They didn’t believe the note she left had been written by her.”

			Maisie flinched away from his anger. “None of the Amish community thought that, Nathan. We were all shocked to learn of her disappearance, especially me and Daed. It was only some of Annie’s Englisch friends who suspected foul play.” The Porters, the influential family both she and Annie had once worked for. Wealthy people who didn’t understand Amish ways even though they hired them. Maisie had married and stopped working in their home, but Annie stayed another four years, until the oldest son and his children moved away after his wife’s death. Then Annie abruptly married Nathan.

			“The Porters were the same people who stopped buying the lumber I cut. They stopped others from buying from me or hiring me to clear land. I couldn’t make a living.”

			“Edward Porter and his wife loved Annie like a daughter. She was more than a nanny to their grandchildren. She took care of their daughter-in-law while she was dying.”

			“And I loved Annie like a wife!” he shouted.

			Maisie stayed silent. Finally, he drew a deep breath. “You said the hospital told you that she had passed away. How?”

			“As I said, I had Annie’s cell-phone number. We exchanged a few phone calls while I was preparing to travel here. She wouldn’t talk about the past, only about how she hoped to make up for the pain she had caused everyone. She was excited about having twins. She wanted daughters. She said they would be as close as she and I had been.” Only they hadn’t been close enough.

			“Did she have names picked out?” His voice broke and he bowed his head. It was too dark to see his face, but she knew he was crying.

			Maisie laid a hand on his arm, fighting back her own tears. “She wanted you to name them. I know you loved her, Nathan. I know you love her children. You will give them the life she wanted for them. Gott will show you the way. Trust Him. Draw strength from His love.”

			Nathan straightened and pulled away from her hand. “Gott hasn’t done much for me lately. Go on with your story.”

			There was an edge to his voice now. Was he angry with God, as well as Annie? Maisie couldn’t have made it through the last two days without God’s comfort and the thought of holding Annie’s babies.

			Nathan needed God. He would come to see that when his grief wasn’t so sharp.

			“I hadn’t talked to my sister for over a week so I called Annie from a bus stop in Pennsylvania yesterday to let her know I was on my way. A woman who said she worked at the hospital in Portland answered the phone. She told me Annie had...died of complications following childbirth, but the babies were fine and with you. Apparently Annie was able to tell them how to contact your bishop and have him deliver a message.”

			Nathan sighed heavily. “She must have been the same woman who tried to give me the phone along with Annie’s things when I picked up the babies. I had no use for a phone. I told her to keep it. She said she would hold on to it for a while in case anyone tried to contact Annie then she would donate it to a charity. I didn’t care what she did with it.”

			“I’m grateful she answered even though the news she delivered was heartbreaking.”

			“If I’d known you were coming, I could have delayed the burial.”

			“I would like to visit her grave soon. To say my goodbyes.”

			“I’ll take you tomorrow. Then I’ll take you into town and get you a bus ticket home.”

			Startled, she shook her head. “Nee, I’m here to care for my sister’s babies. I already love them. I did from the moment I learned they were coming.”

			“I can take care of them. I want you to leave.”

			“Nathan, be reasonable. You need help.”

			He faced her with his arms crossed over his chest. The moon came out from behind the clouds, bathing his face in its cold light. “It can’t be you.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because every time I look at you... I see Annie. I don’t want you here.”

			The bitterness in his clipped words left Maisie speechless. He walked away into the darkness.

			“But they’re all I have left of her,” she whispered as a deep ache filled her chest. “Please don’t make me leave them.”

			She felt Buddy lick her fingers. He whined as if he knew she had been hurt by Nathan’s words. She dropped down to hold the big dog close and draw some comfort against the yawning hole of new grief she saw opening before her. How could she change Nathan’s mind?

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			The impatient whinny of a horse pulled Nathan out of a sound sleep. The call was repeated by a second horse, then a third. He opened his eyes and stared at the bare wooden timbers over his head. Why was he in the barn?

			He sat up and rubbed his face. Memories of the past week came flooding back and hit him like a falling tree. Annie was dead. He had her babies to care for.

			The babies! He’d left them alone! Panic pushed him to his feet. He yanked open the outside door.

			The front entrance of his cabin was open across the way. He heard the voice of a woman singing a familiar Amish hymn. His racing heart slowed as disjointed images from the previous night took shape in his mind.

			The babies weren’t alone. Annie’s sister was with them. Maisie. Annie’s twin. The need to rush and check on his children ebbed away. Seeing them meant seeing Maisie. That painful moment could wait a while longer, but he couldn’t put it off forever.

			He should have been kinder to Maisie last night. She’d lost her husband in a farming accident before he had married Annie. Maisie knew what it was to lose a spouse. She had moved in with her ailing father on his small farm afterward. Nathan never felt that she’d approved of her sister’s choice in marrying a logger with no land or expectations. He could have built a good life in Seymour. If only Annie had stayed.

			He raked his hands through his hair. His first uninterrupted night of sleep in nearly a week should have left him refreshed, but it would take more than a single night to get caught up. He yawned, closed his eyes and leaned his head against the doorjamb. He wasn’t ready to face the day. Or his new responsibilities as a parent.

			What he knew about being a father weighed less than a grain of wheat. It was something he and Annie should have shared together. He barely remembered his own daed. He’d died when Nathan was four. A logging accident, his mother had told him. He never knew exactly what happened. She was gone, too, from cancer when he was ten. Now he didn’t have anyone he could turn to for guidance. He’d never been more alone.

			One of his horses whinnied again. Judging by the height of the sun breaking over the wooded hills to the east, their morning grain was long overdue. He crossed the small room where he had lived last winter. It contained a narrow bed, a table, one chair and a wood-burning potbellied stove. He opened the connecting door that led into his barn. Constructed of logs, the building was small but snug enough to keep his animals comfortable during Maine’s long, cold winters. It needed some improvements for sure. He had planned to work on those this summer, but the arrival of the babies had put everything on hold, including his paying job.

			Donald and Mack, his caramel-brown Belgians with cream-colored manes, both had their heads over the stall gates gazing in his direction with their ears forward. They knew his arrival meant their grain was imminent. Sassy, his black buggy horse, whickered softly. She was always happy to see him even if he wasn’t dishing out food. He stopped to scratch her around the ears. She closed her eyes and leaned into his hand.

			“Sorry I’m late again, Sass. I’ll figure this out. I promise.”

			Figure out how to manage his small farm, his logging job and two fussy babies? Sure, he could do that. But first he had to put Maisie on a bus back to Missouri. He didn’t need another distraction in his chaotic life.

			He fed the horses, his milk cow and her new calf, the pigs, chickens and the ducks, then he cleaned the stalls he had neglected for the past week and gathered the eggs. When he had first arrived at this property he had dammed the small stream that cut through the corner of his pasture to form a pond, where all of the livestock could drink so he didn’t have to haul water except during the worst winter months, when it was frozen over.

			He had hoped to be able to harvest enough ice from it to fill his icehouse without making the four-mile trip down to the pond at the bishop’s place. Instead, heavy spring rains and the runoff from a section of clear-cut forest above him had resulted in a massive amount of silt flowing in. It was little more than a big mudhole now, but his animals could still drink from the deep end. He had planned to drain it and dredge it out, but that would have to wait, along with the other improvements he had hoped to make this summer.

			He washed up at the pump outside the cabin and then stared at the open front door. Maisie was still singing. Annie had had a beautiful voice. Maisie’s was slightly off-key, but not unpleasant. He didn’t hear either baby. The cat was sunning himself on the porch railing while Buddy sprawled across the doorway thumping his tail against the floorboards and licking his chops. The amazing aroma of fresh-baked bread and bacon drifted out and made Nathan’s mouth water. His empty stomach gurgled.

			There was no point in putting off this meeting any longer. He climbed to the porch and stepped over Buddy to enter the cabin. Maisie stopped singing. She gave him a tentative smile. He had to look away.

			“Guder mariye,” he mumbled a greeting in Pennsylvania Dutch, the language the Amish spoke among themselves.

			“Goot morning to you, too. I hope you got some sleep,” she said after an awkward pause.

			“I did. What about you?”

			Her laugh seemed forced. “I managed. They took turns fussing. As soon as I would get one quiet, the other would wake up wanting attention.”

			“I noticed that about them.” Their baskets were propped on the couch. He stepped over to look at them. They were both asleep. The cabin had rarely been this quiet since their arrival.

			Maisie walked up beside him. “Aren’t they the most beautiful babies you have ever seen?”

			He slanted a glance at her face. Her expression was a mixture of happiness and heart-rending sorrow as she gazed at his children. He almost laid his hand on her shoulder to comfort her but thought better of it.

			“I’ll get Sassy hitched to the buggy. The trip to Fort Craig takes about an hour.”

			“I was hoping you would reconsider, Nathan.”

			He hardened his heart against her pleading look. “I haven’t.”

			She sighed and turned away from him. “Then have some breakfast before your dog snitches more of it. He’s not very well trained. He took three strips of bacon off the plate on the counter before I could stop him.” She scowled at Buddy, who was doing his best to look innocent.

			“He’s a stray. I reckon he still worries about where his next meal is coming from.”

			“I know the feeling,” she muttered.

			Nathan frowned at her. “What?”

			“Nothing. Sit down. Kaffi?”

			“Sure.”

			He took a seat and pulled a slice of warm bread from the plate in the center of the table. The butter melted as he spread it. Maisie filled his white mug with piping-hot coffee, then put the pot back on the stove and brought a plate of bacon and scrambled eggs to the table. She sat down across from him. He kept his eyes closed, said a silent blessing, then picked up his fork.

			The eggs were perfectly done and fluffy. The bacon was exactly the way he liked it—not too crisp. The bread was moist and delicious. He took a tentative sip from his mug. It was the best coffee he’d had in months.

			He remembered the first breakfast Annie had made for him the day after their wedding. The bacon was burned, the eggs runny and the coffee weak. None of that mattered when she smiled at him. He would have happily eaten charcoal.

			He grinned at the recollection. “Remember when—” He looked up and it hit him that it wasn’t Annie across from him.

			Maisie tipped her head to the side. “Remember what?”

			“Never mind.” He choked down the rest of the meal and shoved back from the table. He had to get out of the house so he could breathe. He had his hand on the doorknob when Maisie spoke.

			“Nathan, wait. Please. Don’t make me leave. I’m begging you. Let me care for my sister’s babies. They are the only family I have left.”

			He stood stock-still. “Jacob is gone?”

			“Ja. Daed passed away three months ago.”

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I liked your father.”

			“He liked you, too,” she said softly. “I don’t have family to go back to in Missouri. I had to sell the farm to pay our debts.”

			He couldn’t let sympathy for her loss soften his resolve. He didn’t want her here. “You have friends, the members of your church. They’ll take care of you.”

			“I know, but they aren’t family.”

			“I’m sorry. I won’t change my mind.” The thought of seeing Annie every time he looked at Maisie was more than he could bear. “Be ready to leave in five minutes.” He didn’t look at her again. His mind was made up.

			He hitched Sassy and drove his buggy to the front door. Maisie came out with the twins. He helped settle their baskets on the front seat. She went back inside and returned with her suitcase and a brown paper bag. He stowed her suitcase in the back and nodded toward the bag. “What’s that?”

			“Formula, diapers, burp rags, clean clothes in case they spit up. You said it was an hour trip so two hours there and back. I’m sure they’ll need to be fed and changed before you get them home.”

			“Right.”

			She had brought all the things he should have thought of but hadn’t. He opened the passenger-side door and helped her in. He closed the door and one of the babies started to fuss. She spoke quietly and gently rocked the basket. The baby settled.

			He knew she’d never had children of her own. She and Annie had been the only kinder in their family. How did Maisie know so much about taking care of infants? Were women born knowing what to do?

			He rubbed his palms on his pant legs. He might not know everything about caring for babies, but he would figure it out. The same way he solved every problem in his life. By trial and error. And by never making the same mistake twice.

			“You will stop at the cemetery so I can say my goodbye?” she asked hesitantly.

			He had forgotten her request. He glanced toward the small rise behind the house. “She’s here.”

			Maisie’s eyes filled with tears as she pressed her fingers to her lips. “Where?”

			“I’ll show you.”

			She got out. He took the baby’s baskets in each hand. “This way.”

			He walked up the hill carrying his sleeping infants to a small clearing, where a simple white cross and a mound of dirt marked Annie’s final resting place. Maisie sank to the grass beside the grave and laid her hands on the freshly turned earth. She sat in silence with her head bowed.

			The morning sun beat down on Nathan’s shoulders as he stood behind her. It must have been ten minutes before she sat back and folded her hands in her lap. It struck him that Maisie had always been quieter than Annie, who never could sit still. Maisie had a sereneness about her that Annie had lacked. He found it comforting.

			

			Maisie glanced around and smiled sadly. “It’s a lovely spot. It overlooks the cabin. That was a nice thought.”

			“I’m sorry you came all this way for nothing.”

			She gazed up at him. His figure against the blue sky was blurred by her unshed tears. “I wish you’d let me stay. Annie wanted me here. She knew how much work two babies could be.”

			“I’ll manage.” He avoided looking at her.

			She got to her feet and dusted off her hands. “Of course you will. My daed used to say you were a problem solver. A man who would think on something before he acted.”

			He finally glanced at her. “What did your daed say about Annie leaving me?”

			Maisie bowed her head. “He was ashamed, hurt, confused. He rarely spoke about it.”

			Nathan stared into the distance. “Did he think I drove her away?”

			Maisie laid her hand on his sleeve. “Nee, he did not. Nor did I.”

			She hoped that Nathan believed her because she spoke the truth. Nathan had adored Annie. She knew that.

			He shrugged off her hand. “How did Jacob die?”

			She clenched her fingers together in her lap. “His heart gave out. I think Annie’s leaving took away his will to live. If only she had written. He forgave her. I had to tell her about it when I spoke to her on the phone. I think she took comfort in knowing that.” Maisie had hated breaking the news to Annie about their father’s death over the phone. She hadn’t shared how their father’s last days had been spent calling out for Annie and begging to see her.

			“Have you forgiven her?” Nathan asked.

			“Of course. She was my sister. No matter how poorly she behaved, I loved her.”

			“We should get going.”

			They walked back to the buggy, where he settled her and the babies again. He got in on the driver’s side and turned the horse to head down the lane. They rode in silence for the first few minutes until his rutted lane met a narrow, paved roadway. It was Maisie who spoke up first. “What is it that you do now, Nathan?”

			“The same thing I have always done.”

			“Logging? Do you have your own business again?”

			“Nee, I’m a feller for Arthur Davis. He runs most of the lumber camps in this area.”

			“What exactly is a feller?”

			“I’m the man who cuts down trees with a chain saw. I’ve also worked as a choker, the fellow who hooks cables to the logs so they can be hauled out.”

			“Is it dangerous work?”

			“It can be.”

			“It must give you peace of mind knowing that your children will be cared for by your Amish community if anything should happen to you.”

			“I haven’t joined the church here. My job often takes me into the backcountry for weeks on end.”

			“That will have to change now that you have children to look after.”

			“I know that,” he snapped. She fell silent.

			Nathan’s daughter began to fuss. Maisie picked the child up. She glanced at Nathan’s stoic face and tried not to take his rudeness personally. He was suffering and she didn’t know how to help him. She patted the baby’s back. “I was wondering if you had chosen names yet. I hate to leave without knowing what to call my niece and nephew. I’ll want to write to them and send cards at Christmas and such.”

			“I haven’t thought about it.”

			“Your daughter looks like Annie. Maybe you could name her after her mother.”

			“Nee.” There was no compromise in his tone.

			“Well, after your mother, then. What was her name?”

			“Charity.” His tone softened.

			“Charity. I like that. It suits her.” Maisie hugged the little girl tightly. At least now she would have a name to add to her prayers.

			“It’s as good as any,” Nathan muttered, but Maisie heard the catch in his voice.

			She smiled at the baby trying to get her fist in her mouth. “Hello, Charity Weaver. I’m so very glad I got to meet you.”

			Nathan glanced at her. “I could call the boy Jacob, after your father, if that’s okay with you?”

			Maisie swallowed against the lump that formed in her throat. “I’d like that. I think Annie would have, too.”

			“I’d rather not talk about her.”

			“I know you are angry, Nathan. None of this is fair, but she was returning to you.”

			“Why was she coming back? Why did she leave in the first place? Why did she marry me if she didn’t love me?”

			“I wish I had answers for you.”

			“I wish you did, too.”

			They rode in silence until they came to the outskirts of a settlement a half hour later. Off to one side was a school where several dozen Amish children were playing at recess. Most of the children stopped what they were doing to wave. Maisie waved back. “Is this New Covenant?”

			“It is.”

			“So this is where your children will go to school.”

			“I guess they will someday.”

			“They will be school-aged before you know it.” Maisie looked back at the building as Nathan drove on down the highway. She would be able to imagine the children going up the steps on their first day of school when that day came, playing on the swings, laughing with the other children.

			She brushed aside the tears that gathered in her eyes. At least she’d had the chance to hold them and love them, if only for a few hours. It was small consolation compared to the magnitude of her loss, but she was grateful, anyway.

			Jacob began to fuss in his basket. Maisie laid Charity down and picked up the bag she’d brought with the formula. She opened a bottle and began to feed him. Before he was finished, Charity began crying. Maisie looked at Nathan. “Pull over, please.”

			“Why?”

			“I can’t feed two babies at once. I need you to take Jacob.”

			Nathan turned off the road into a driveway. A large yellow dog came loping toward them, barking excitedly. An Amish woman tending to her flower garden straightened. She walked over, pulling off her gloves as she came.

			“Quiet, Sadie Sue. You’ll scare the horse.” The dog fell silent but stayed at the woman’s heels as she approached the buggy on Maisie’s side. “Can I help you?” she asked with a friendly smile.

			Maisie handed Jacob to Nathan and picked up Charity. “They both decided they want to eat at the same time. I don’t have enough hands.”

			“Twins. How wunderbar.” The woman leaned on the door to look inside. “Boys or girls?”

			Maisie glanced at Nathan, who seemed intent on ignoring the woman as he got Jacob to finish his bottle. “One of each,” Maisie said.

			“I’m Bethany Shetler. I don’t believe we’ve met. You must be new to the New Covenant area.”

			“I’m only visiting. I’m Maisie Schrock. This is my brother-in-law, Nathan Weaver.” She nodded to Nathan, who still didn’t speak.

			“I believe my husband, Michael, mentioned meeting Nathan not long ago. You have the place out beyond the Arnett farm, don’t you?”

			“I do.”

			“We haven’t seen you at our church services yet.”

			“That’s because I haven’t attended one,” Nathan said sharply.

			Bethany’s smile faded. “I see. You are welcome anytime. And you, Maisie, if you are still here on Sunday next.”

			“He’s done with his bottle,” Nathan said, settling the baby in his basket again. “We need to get going.”

			Maisie smiled at the friendly woman and waved goodbye as Nathan turned the buggy onto the highway again.

			Neither of them spoke until the outskirts of Fort Craig came into view. On one side of the highway, Maisie noticed several Amish men putting together a small shed on a lot with a half dozen similar buildings.

			“Is that an Amish-owned business?” she asked.

			“It belongs to Bishop Schultz. He sells garden sheds and such on the side. He’s a potato farmer, like most of us. He has a farm near New Covenant.”

			“It looks like a prosperous business.” She took note of several buildings in various stages of completion. One in particular caught her attention. “Is that a little house?”

			“The Englisch call them tiny homes. Some new fad, I reckon. The bus station is just there.”

			“Where?”

			“In that shopping center.”

			Her bus driver had dropped her at the New Covenant corner yesterday, so she hadn’t been to the one in Fort Craig before. There was a small sign at a convenience store with gas pumps just off the highway. Nathan pulled in and stopped. She got out with one of the babies. Nathan took the other and her suitcase. They gathered a few curious stares from the patrons in the store as they went in.

			Nathan headed to a desk at the end of the room. There wasn’t an attendant. A man behind the main counter looked his way. “Be with you folks in a minute.”

			He finished ringing up a customer and came over. “How can I help you?”

			Nathan nodded toward Maisie without looking at her. “My sister-in-law needs a ticket to Seymour, Missouri.”

			“One way or round trip?” The man sat behind the computer and began typing.

			“One way,” Nathan said. “How much?”

			“It’ll take me a few minutes to figure the best way to get you there, ma’am.”

			Nathan finally looked at her. “Do you have enough money for food on the trip?”

			“Ja.” Annie had sent money for a round-trip fare. Maisie had spent only part of it getting to Maine.

			“Goodbye, then.” Nathan put her suitcase on the floor and took Charity’s basket from her. He headed for the door. Maisie reached for him. She wasn’t ready to say goodbye to the children yet.

			“Sir, there isn’t a bus going south until Friday afternoon,” the ticket agent said quickly, stopping Nathan in his tracks.

			“Are you sure?” Maisie asked, her hopes rising.

			“Positive. There’s a bus going south on Friday afternoons and Monday mornings.”

			Maisie grinned, almost giddy with relief. She didn’t have to leave today. It was only Tuesday. She would have three days to spend with the babies. She glanced at Nathan. He was glaring at her.

			Maisie didn’t care. She had until Friday to prove to him how much easier his life would be with her help. She glanced at his unyielding expression again. Would that be enough time?

		
	
		
			Chapter Three

			“This was a wasted morning.” Nathan tossed Maisie’s suitcase into the back seat of the buggy and climbed in front beside her. She ignored his sour look. She didn’t have to leave today. God was good to her.

			“Next time I’ll stop at the phone shack and call to make sure there is a bus before I drive for a two-hour round trip.”

			“It doesn’t have to be wasted.” She was smiling at the babies, not the least bit upset with the turn of events. She couldn’t have been happier.

			“What do you mean?” he snapped.

			“Is there a fabric store in town?”

			“Are you joking? You want to make a new dress while you’re here?”

			Her smile vanished as she turned in the seat to glare at him. “This may not have occurred to you, Nathan Weaver, but your children are in need of clothing.”

			He leaned away from the anger in her eyes.

			“What are you talking about?”

			“They will soon outgrow the little T-shirts that seem to be all you have for them. I will gladly spend my extra time in Maine sewing for them so they will be comfortable long into the winter months.”

			She took a deep breath. “I know you are not happy that I will be here until Friday. I’m thrilled that I can spend a few more days with the children, but believe me when I say I am not thrilled to spend that time watching you pout. I can’t help that I look like Annie. If you think I’m going to wear a sack over my head to appease you, I won’t. You will just have to bear that disappointment.”

			She crossed her arms tightly over her chest and turned away to stare out the side of the buggy. None of it was her fault and he was acting as if it was.

			“I don’t want you to wear a sack over your head,” he said at last.

			He waited for her to say something. She didn’t.

			“I’m sorry.” He opened the door to get out.

			“Where are you going?” she asked in a voice that trembled.

			“Into the store to see if they know where the closest fabric shop is. And I don’t pout.”

			“You had me fooled.”

			His eyes narrowed, but he didn’t say anything. When he returned to the buggy, he got in and picked up the lines. “There’s one down the street.”

			He drove into the parking lot in front of a shop called Sew Fine. Maisie got out without a word to him.

			Inside the door, she was greeted with the smell and sight of stacks of new fabric in a rainbow of colors and prints, button displays, craft items, a bin of quilt square bundles and an elderly clerk who nodded. “Welcome. Just shout if you can’t find something.”

			“Cotton and flannels?”

			“End of aisle two, deary.”

			Maisie picked up a red plastic shopping basket from the stack by the cash register and headed to the back of the store. She paused to look at a solid, royal-blue polyester bolt and walked on. She wasn’t shopping for herself. The bolts of flannel were jammed in together at the end of the display. Red plaid seemed to be the most popular, but she chose a few pastel colors. She carried them to the front and left them with the clerk to cut while she went in search of thread and ribbons to make the drawstring closures.

			She rounded the end of the aisle and came face-to-face with her sister. Maisie stopped in shock. “Annie?”

			She reached out and realized and instant later that she was seeing her own reflection in a full-length mirror on the wall beside ready-made scarves and shawls. It was heartbreaking to see her sister and realize she wasn’t real. Tears gathered in Maisie’s eyes. She had seldom seen herself in a large mirror. The only one at home had been a small oval one in the bathroom, where her father shaved.

			She would never come face-to-face with Annie again. Maisie pressed her hand to her heart. This must be how Nathan saw her. As a painful, unreal reflection of Annie. No wonder he didn’t want her to stay.

			

			Out in the buggy, Nathan glanced at the babies and prayed they would stay asleep until Maisie returned. His headache was back. He closed his eyes and leaned his head against the side window. Nothing was going right today. Why hadn’t he thought about clothes for the children? They’d need bigger beds soon, too. They couldn’t stay in the small Moses baskets the nurses at the hospital had given him. It was all so complicated. Annie should be here to take care of these things.

			Twenty minutes later Maisie opened the back door and put several packages on the seat, then she got in front. She appeared subdued. He straightened and cleared his throat. “Now where?”

			“A grocery store, if you don’t mind. We need more formula and your cupboards are almost bare.”

			“I wasn’t expecting to feed company.” He slapped the lines against Sassy’s rump to get her moving. Why did he find Maisie so irritating? Annie had never irritated him. She had been easy to get along with. If they had quarreled, he might have understood her leaving, but they never did. Not once. It made her running away that much harder to understand.

			He headed Sassy out of town. He passed the local market without stopping. Let Maisie assume he didn’t care what she wanted. When they passed the last of the houses along the highway, he glanced at her set face and decided it wasn’t worth the energy it took to stay angry with her.

			“Mr. Meriwether has a grocery in New Covenant. His prices are a little higher, but he’s good to the local Amish who want to sell items at his place. I like to give him my business. In case you were wondering why I didn’t turn in at the market back there.”

			“I was,” she admitted softly.

			“But you were afraid I’d snap your head off if you asked.”

			“Something like that.” She cast a sidelong glance his way.

			He allowed his sour mood to soften. She shouldn’t be afraid of him. “I’ll try to be less irritated during your remaining days.”

			A tiny smile tugged at the corner of her lips. “I shall do my best to be less annoying.”

			As if that was possible. He rubbed the back of his neck with one hand.

			Maisie gave him a long look. “Headache?”

			He nodded. “Ja, I get them when I’m short on sleep.”

			“Would you like me to drive? You can lie down on the back seat. The fabric bundles will make a decent pillow.”

			He glanced at her and saw concern in her eyes. For him. Guilt rushed in to push aside his aggravation. He was trying to get rid of her, and she was worried about his comfort. He shook his head. “I’ll be fine, but danki.”

			“As you wish.” She turned away.

			When they arrived at the Meriwether Market, he pulled in and stopped. “Let me give you some money.” He pulled out his wallet.

			Her chin came up. “I have enough. I don’t wish to be a burden.”

			“I will pay for what the babies and you need while you are here. Keep in mind I only have a small icebox, so don’t get a lot of perishable items.”

			“Of course.” She took his money, got out and entered the store.

			Nathan massaged his neck again. His headache hadn’t let up. It probably wouldn’t go away until Maisie left.

			Charity began to fuss. He reached over and gently rocked the basket as he had seen Maisie do. Thankfully, his daughter quieted. He wondered how long it would be before both babies slept through the night. A few weeks? Surely not more than that. He had been so overwhelmed during the first few days with them that he hadn’t had time to consider what he was going to do about work.

			He would need to find someone to take care of them eventually. Arthur Davis had been good about giving him time off. He had offered Nathan a month’s leave, but without pay, since the other feller on the crew was experienced enough to handle the extra workload alone. Nathan hated to ask for more time, but he might have to if he couldn’t find someone quickly.

			He rubbed his tense neck again. Having Maisie to help would have worked, if only she wasn’t the spitting image of Annie. He didn’t need the added pain.

			Charity squirmed in her sleep. Maisie’s suggestion for his daughter’s name had been a good one, though. His mother would have loved having babies to spoil. God had taken her and Annie much too soon. The Lord hadn’t shown Nathan Weaver much mercy in his life.

			Jacob stirred. Nathan rocked him until he settled. It wasn’t so hard to care for them now that he knew what to do. Nathan sat back feeling pleased with himself. Then Charity started crying.

			

			“I have heard that your goods are overpriced. Now I see that’s true.” Maisie kept a close watch on the cash register’s rising total. She would show Nathan she knew how to manage money. She was a thrifty shopper.

			“My prices are fair.” The middle-aged man scowled at her as he rang up the container of powdered formula.

			“This is at least a dollar higher than the last place I saw the same formula.”

			“There was a coupon for it in this week’s newspaper. If you have one of those, I’ll take a dollar off what you have here.”

			“I’m afraid I didn’t see the newspaper. I’m newly arrived.” She smiled at him. “Couldn’t you give me the discount, anyway? The twins are going to need a lot of formula over the next few months.”

			He brightened at the prospect of future sales. “Twins, you say. What a blessing. All right, I will give you the discount. Keep an eye on my ads in the newspaper. You’ll find some good bargains, I promise.”

			“Danki, you’re very kind. The last place I lived the Amish women would travel together once a month to shop at a large discount store even though it was twenty miles away. Do the Amish women in this community do that?”

			“I’ve not heard of it.” His frown came back.

			“Perhaps I’ll suggest it.” She cast a sidelong glance his way to gauge his reaction.

			He finished scanning her items. “I’m going to deduct five percent from the total. That’s my way of welcoming you to the community.”

			She smiled broadly. “That’s very generous of you.”

			And a good way to appease a troublesome customer.

			“Well, folks are glad to have the Amish moving in here. My grandparents were potato farmers back in the day. They worked the land with horses the way you folks do. The old ways shouldn’t disappear. Why, I can remember riding bareback on Grandpa’s plow horse. His name was Dusty, which was exactly the way the seat of my pants looked when I got off of him.”

			Maisie grinned as she handed over her money. “Happy memories are cherished gifts from Gott.”

			“They are indeed.” He counted out her change and picked up two of the bags. “Let me help you out with these.”

			“Danki.”

			The moment they stepped out the door, Maisie heard the babies crying.

			Mr. Meriwether chuckled. “It sounds as if you’ll need some of that formula right quick. I’ll put these sacks in the back for you.” He opened the door and nodded to Nathan. “Your missus knows how to drive a good bargain. I was afraid I was going to have to pay her to take these groceries off my hands.”

			“I’m his sister-in-law and thank you again for the help, Mr. Meriwether.”

			The man left and Maisie opened the front door of the buggy. Nathan had a babe in each arm, trying to soothe them. A worried frown creased his brow. “I can’t believe they are hungry already. Is something else wrong with them?”

			“The long ride in the buggy may have upset them, but it’s been almost three hours since we stopped to feed them. That’s about normal. Let me have Charity. I’ll change her and then you can feed her while I take care of Jacob. These are for you.” She opened a bottle of aspirin and shook two into her hand, then laid a bottle of water on the seat.

			He handed the babe to her and she dropped the pills into his free hand. He quickly tossed them in his mouth and took a swig of water. “Danki. How do you know they aren’t sick?”

			She laid the back of her hand against Charity’s forehead. “She doesn’t have a fever. I’m sure a dry diaper and a bottle will stop the fussing.”

			That turned out to be the case. Once both babies were changed and fed, Maisie held one in each arm, enjoying the time to cuddle them as Nathan drove toward home.

			“How is it that you know so much about babies?” he asked.

			“I worked as a nanny for an Englisch family.” Annie had worked in the same house as a maid.

			“The Porters.” Nathan’s tone conveyed his lingering dislike of the wealthy family that had caused him so much trouble. Edward Porter, the head of the family, had treated Nathan poorly.

			“Gavin Porter, the son, had two children. His wife was sickly. I took care of her baby and two-year-old son until I left to get married.”

			Annie had stayed on and taken over Maisie’s duties with the children. Gavin and Annie became close. Maisie had worried about her sister’s attachment. She suspected Annie was in love with Gavin. Because he was a married man and Annie had already taken her baptismal vows, any romantic relationship between them was strictly forbidden. Then Maisie’s husband died suddenly in an accident, leaving her with the farm to run. Between the farm work and their father’s failing health, Maisie had been too busy to do or say anything about her concerns.

			After Gavin’s wife passed away, he moved with the children to New York. Then Annie suddenly married Nathan, a newcomer, an Amish logger she’d known only a few months. Annie’s assurance that she had fallen madly in love didn’t ring true to Maisie. She thought her sister was marrying Nathan help her get over Gavin. To prove she hadn’t been in love with him.

			“I’m surprised the Porters hired someone without experience as their nanny.”

			“When I was younger, I worked as a mother’s helper for our neighbor after she had two of her children. She gave me a reference.”

			“Old man Porter took the word of an Amish frau? That’s not like him.”

			“It was Gavin who hired me.” Maisie had enjoyed taking care of the children. When she married, she thought she would have babes of her own, but that wasn’t God’s plan for her.

			She gazed at the beautiful babies sleeping quietly in her arms and her heart grew warm with tenderness. It was astonishing how quickly she had grown to love them. Three days wasn’t much time to prove her worth to Nathan, but the idea of leaving Annie’s babies was too painful to contemplate.

			She would show Nathan that she was the perfect nanny for his children. She rocked gently with the swaying of the buggy watching their changing expressions in their sleep, feeling them stretch and snuggle inside their blankets. Even when her arms grew tired, she didn’t put them down. Every moment with them was precious.

			“How soon will they start sleeping through the night?” Nathan asked, glancing in her direction.

			“When they are five or six months old.”

			“That can’t be right.”

			“I’m afraid it is.”

			He looked so disappointed that she felt sorry for him. She decided not to tell him about colic, teething, croup or any of the other reasons parents of new babies lost sleep. Today didn’t seem to be the day to add to his worries.

			When they finally arrived back at his cabin, he got out of the buggy, came around to her side and opened her door. She grimaced when she tried to move. “I’m sorry, can you take Jacob? I’m afraid my arms have fallen asleep.”

			“You should’ve put them down sooner.” He leaned close to gently lift the baby from her arms.

			“I didn’t want to miss a minute of holding them while I’m able. They are so beautiful. Truly a gift from Gott.”

			He paused with his gaze fixed on his son’s face. He stroked the baby’s cheek with one finger. “They are wonderful. I wish their mother was here to see how much they’ve changed in just a few days’ time.”

			“So do I, but it was Gott’s will.” She shook her arm to clear the pins and needles, then stepped out of the buggy. Nathan took her elbow to steady her. Warmth spread from his hand up her arm. Her gaze flew to his face. A troubled expression clouded his eyes.

			He stepped away abruptly. “Go inside. I’ll bring the baskets.”

			Maisie did as he asked. She waited in the kitchen until he set the baskets on the table. She laid Charity in one and he placed Jacob in the other. Then he stood back and slipped his hands into his pockets.

			“Oh, I almost forgot,” Maisie said. “Here is your change.” She pulled the money out of her purse.

			Nathan took the bills, counted them and slipped them in his wallet. “You didn’t use much. Did you spend your own money?”

			“Nee. I was able to find some bargains. I’m careful with money.” She took off her black traveling bonnet and laid it on the counter.

			“Mr. Meriwether said as much. I thought it was just flattery.”

			Nathan went outside and returned a few minutes later with her purchases. He set them on the counter without looking at her. “I must see to Sassy. Then I have work in the barn. Don’t bother fixing me anything to eat.”

			“You can’t go hungry because I’m here. I’ll fix you something now.”

			“I said, don’t bother,” he snapped and left again. Maisie sank onto the kitchen chair. How could she prove her worth if he couldn’t stay in the same room with her?

			“Annie, you really hurt that man. Each time he looks at me I see the anguish in his eyes. You wanted me to be here, but you’ve made it impossible for me to stay.”

			She leaned forward to look at the sleeping babies. “I’ll take good care of your kinder for as long as I’m able.”

			Maisie heard the sounds of a chain saw and an axe throughout the afternoon. Nathan didn’t come in again until it was nearly dark. She’d kept a pot of stew warm on the stove for him, but the canned meat and vegetables were overdone and mushy by the time he showed up. He stopped to kiss each of the sleeping babies and then went out again. She fed the stew to Buddy.

			The next morning, Nathan came in, poured himself a cup of coffee and went back out. Maisie ate some of the scrambled eggs she had made and gave the rest to Buddy and the cat. Nathan’s animals would soon be fat at this rate. It wasn’t long before she heard the chain saw again. Later, the banging of a hammer came from beyond the barn.

			Just after noon, the sound of a vehicle coming up the lane prompted her to go to the door and look out. A brown pickup pulled into the small farmyard and stopped. She saw the words Davis Lumber Company on the truck door in white letters. A burly Englisch man in his midfifties got out. He wore faded jeans held up with suspenders, a blue plaid shirt and a brown baseball cap with the same company name stitched in white letters across the front.

			He caught sight of her and pulled off his cap. “Afternoon, ma’am. I’m Arthur Davis. I’m looking for Nathan.”

			“I’m his sister-in-law, Maisie Schrock. I think Nathan is in the barn.”

			The man tipped his head slightly. “I don’t recall Nathan saying he had any family.”

			“His wife was my sister.”

			“Then I’m sure sorry for your loss.”

			“Thank you.”

			“But I’m mighty glad to see he has someone to help with the babies.”

			“Would you like to come in for some coffee? I was just about to put on a pot.”

			“No thanks. I’ll just go speak to Nathan.” Mr. Davis started to turn away, but Nathan was already coming in their direction.

			“I wasn’t expecting you, Mr. Davis. What can I do for you?”

			“There’s been an accident at the Three Ponds camp. Ricky Burris broke his leg when a widow-maker came down on him.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that. Is he going to be okay?”

			“The doc said he’d be off at least two months. With your situation, I was already short one feller and now I’ve got none. Could you see your way to come back to work starting on Monday? I know it’s short notice. I wouldn’t ask, but the lumber is already contracted for and I can’t get behind schedule.”

			Nathan stared at his feet. He scuffed the toe of one boot through the gravel. “Things aren’t settled here.”

			“I know it’s bad timing on my part, and I hate to say it, but I’m gonna have to hire two new fellers to get this project in on time if you aren’t willing to return to work.
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