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PRAISE FOR LIGHTS ON THE MOUNTAIN


“It is a great satisfaction to read this book and feel how deeply I may ponder it and find no effort lacking. All the threads are fully spun, all woven together. It is a well-made whole.”


—MELINDA JOHNSON, author of Shepherding Sam


“Tuggle has a wonderfully poetic voice that makes this story as deep and rich as the ancient ground beneath the characters’ feet. It is a delight to the senses in the way she grounds us in the sights, sounds, and scents of the Pennsylvania mountains, and a refreshment for the spirit in the way she shows us the spiritual reality existing within and around the physical world.”


—BEV COOKE, author of Royal Monastic and Keeper of the Light


“A wise and warm exploration of the bonds of farm life, faith, and the saving grace of family.”


—MICHAEL HEATON, author of the Minister of Culture column, The Plain Dealer


“Jess leads a quiet country life, but one interrupted by catastrophe. An early experience of the divine marks him, but he spends years learning to appreciate it, years in which those he loves, faithful and otherwise, shape his way of being in the world. Being with him is at once comfortable and challenging, but the rhythms of a farm life and the warmth of the men and women who live it, beautifully imagined, allow us a certain refreshment and even, perhaps, moments of light.”


—M. BERRY, Missouri State University


“Lights on the Mountain has no unnecessary or trite characters. All, especially Jess, are given the time needed to discover and enter into the deep peace that comes from finding the solid ground chosen for them by their Lord. Truly the sign of a good book. I was quite disappointed to reach the end.”


—REV. MOTHER MAGDALENA


“This novel glows with a quiet beauty. The characters live. The love stories transcend any romance novel I’ve ever read, while remaining rooted in Pennsylvania soil. Gorgeously written, the very turns of phrase help readers see the world in new ways. Tuggle may well have birthed a new genre, a decidedly American Eastern Orthodox literary fiction.”


—LESLIE BAYNES, Associate Professor of New Testament, Missouri State University


“Like a Russian nesting doll, except every layer is richer, the deeper you go. Gorgeous prose, complicated characterization, and a barely evident sense of provident grace combine to make this a book that forces you to stop, listen to the silences between words, and glory in the beauty hidden there. A book to return to again and again.”


—NICHOLAS KOTAR, author of The Song of the Sirin and the Raven Son series
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Get thee out of thy country,


and from thy kindred,


and from thy father’s house,


unto a land that I will show thee.


—GENESIS 12:1 (KJV)


Dawn and resurrection are synonymous.


—VICTOR HUGO


To earth hast Thou come down O Master, to save Adam; and not finding him on earth, Thou hast descended into hell, seeking him there.


—LAMENTATIONS OF HOLY SATURDAY




For my husband, who is proof that a good man is not so very hard to find and to the nuns




IT WAS FOREORDAINED. That’s what Gracie’s mama would claim when all that was to take place had taken place. And though Darya Morozov was a religious woman, sure of many things Jess Hazel considered too uncertain to be certain, there were times. Maybe a beam of October sun would come slipping through the window and set Galina’s hair on fire. Or David Busco would go limping home from Muddy Creek in a red blaze of dusk, fish basket heavy with trout. Times when Jess would remember Kerry Mountain transfigured at dawn, a lesser Sinai of the Allegheny Plateau, and be obliged to admit that Gracie’s mama might be right. There was, after all, no proof she wasn’t.


Perhaps it all was in some unfathomable way meant to happen as it did. For as Darya put it: How else does the tall, tall man with the sober jaw and the eyes planted so deep find the girl who can see the promise of harvest in them? Unless she believes, as Gracie did, that farmers may also be saints and mountain-dwelling fools, holy.




PART ONE
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Hazel Valley


Prospect, Pennsylvania


May 1, 1952


5:53 AM


WHEN JESS HAZEL LEFT the warmth of the house that morning of the Light and trudged down the hill to the barn, he did it with unusual reluctance. He was in a dark mood, tired to the bone after another long night of poor sleep. The conversation between his parents, low and tense and punctuated by his mother’s sobs, had gone so late it was early by the time it ended. How early, he did not know. If he had risen to check the time, Clyde and Millie would have known he was lying awake in the room above theirs, every nerve stretched tight. What he did know was that by 5:30, when he’d left his bed unrested, all sound had ceased. And he knew that down in the kitchen, the percolator, which should have been working at a pot of coffee strong enough to get him through chores, was as cold and silent as the house. Seeing it, he had crept back upstairs to finish dressing in the dark, cursing the bed across from his own. Cursing the absence of his only brother in it.


The Fourth of July would mark a year since Walter had up and joined the Marines, got himself shipped off to Parris Island for basic training and from there to Korea, to help solve that peck of trouble. Jess missed him with the pain of a phantom limb. Two years and three months between them, but he and Walter were as close as twins. So close, they were, in fact, that Jess sometimes pondered, as he was inclined to do all life’s hidden things, the strength of their bond. A pure gift, he would most often decide, after considering awhile. What else could it be, when they were as different as dawn from dusk and hardly looked like kin?


He and Walter resembled one another so little, in fact, that at the drunken send-off shindig Walter’s friends had thrown—a bonfire gathering of folks who (if you didn’t count Mike and Sully Latona) were all strangers to Jess—not one person had taken them for brothers. Likeable, easygoing Walter had the dark Cherokee eyes and the small, light frame of their mother’s folks. Jess was six feet and seven inches, taller than any man in the valley, even their father. And as if the curse of absurd height had not already marked him as the peculiar son, nature had also given Jess a wiry bramble of hair, black as a crow’s wing, and sunken eyes of the palest gray. “Hungry,” a canny old woman selling lemonade at the county fair had once said of his eyes, “like a young Lincoln,” after which he had started casting them mostly downward.


He made his way around the barn to the milking shed behind, mud sucking at his boots. Storms in the south had brought to the valley warm winds and an early thaw. He thought of climbing up to the loft and knocking back in the hay as Walter used to do, he was that weary. But it would never work and he knew it. When Walter had slept in the loft, Jess had always been tending to the herd. Left to wait, the cows would complain in voices loud enough to bring an irritated Clyde. Also, it was Thursday. Pat Badger would be pulling down the lane soon, wanting milk for the weekend. Not the sort of man you asked to stand by and watch you dig sleep out of your eyes.


Sage. That was how Jess’s mother, Millie, described Pat. A single word, spoken as though she held an egg on her tongue, was somehow always closer to the point than Jess could get working with full sentences. Pat did take a keener, wider, more generous view of the world than most anyone else Jess knew. In fact, on another morning when Jess wasn’t so cross, he might have sought counsel, asked the sage old farrier to see what he couldn’t, which was how a fellow was supposed to live with any pleasure now that Walter wasn’t going to come sliding into the milking shed of an evening, late as the dickens and cheerfully unrepentant. No working wisdom out of Pat today, though. Jess had no patience for it. The man had to be tapped like a great old tree, and the sap ran very slow.


The horses had heard him coming down the hill. Big Jake thumped on the stall door with his hoof and Maggie called out, shrill and insistent, demanding Jess stop by the tack room and dip his hand into the potbellied jar on the shelf. He ignored the pair. They knew full well Millie’s ginger snaps were only given out in exchange for work. Some days they begged for them anyway. He ducked to miss the doorframe as he entered the milking shed and slipped quietly inside. The bawling of the cows only made him more eager for the peace the work of milking would bring. He set down the sanitizing buckets and began filling the troughs with fodder. When all was in readiness, he opened the lower door, letting in the noisy, complaining herd. The boss cow entered first. He greeted her as he always did, with a gentle slap on the rump. As she passed, he gazed over the bony crests of her hips to the valley stretched long and slender below the barn. Where the thin light caught the dew, the grass sparkled and glinted, as if the pasture had a sugar glaze.


So often at this hour, when the sun still hid behind the wall of Kerry Mountain, when the valley lay wrapped in the pale gray shadows of earliest dawn, Jess felt the thrill of a watcher, stealing in to witness a hidden, mystic rite. It pleased him to think that however old and practiced the ritual was now, it hadn’t always been. A gawky young first night had once had to learn this graceful way of making an exit, of taking proper leave of the world, smoothly handing it off to the day.


It was just as this rite was ending that the light appeared. Before his eyes it shaped itself into a slender golden column, a beam such as he’d only seen once in his life, and that was in a picture on the wall of a neighbor’s house. Long gone now, that family had been of some small religious sect looked at askance by valley folks, who were too taken up with eking a living from Prospect’s rocky hills to worry over the exact day and hour of the second coming of Christ. It was to be a pretty rosy event, though, evidently, for the picture Jess had seen showed a blue-eyed, gentle-looking Jesus, riding barefoot out of heaven on a shining beam of light. Only that beam, as he remembered it, had pointed toward earth. This light shot up from the mountain peak—a single, radiant, upwardly moving stream that, once it reached the sky (a sky now in bright, blinding glow), seemed to rend the fabric of it and continue on, as if seeking a destination beyond the visible world.


“Glory,” Jess said, a word that echoed around the quiet valley as unexpected as the light.


Glory. Not a word he used, customarily. It was the right one, though, for now that he had spoken it, the light appeared to shimmer, gleaming a darker, richer gold against the yellow brightness of the sky.


It began to dance.


And while it danced—the entire amber-lit length of it quivering in a holy, grace-filled shimmy—Jess watched, keeping as still as he could manage. His legs were trembling, his heart beat hard against his ribs, causing his breaths to grow short and quick, and his palms had begun to sweat. But he had a strong urge to stay put, to keep silent and wait. For what, he would never be able with any certainty to say. A pronouncement of some kind, perhaps. The song of an otherworldly choir. Whatever it was never materialized.


The feeling of expecting it would be with him a long, long time.


“Shekinah Light.”


At the sound of his father’s voice, Jess turned and saw Clyde coming out of the shed, watched as he ducked his head for the overhang, crossed in two strides the path between them, and came to stand next to Jess. Shoulder to shoulder, they gazed at the scene. The dance was over. The light was fading now, but still visible as it hovered above the mountain.


“I’ve never seen it, mind,” Clyde said, in the same flat voice he used to mention a possibility of rain, “only heard. God himself, the old folks used to say it was, paying some lucky devil a visit. It’s a sun pillar. Just ice crystals way up in the atmosphere, reflecting the light of the rising sun.”


From the corner of his eye, Jess checked his father’s face, measuring his expression against the cut of his statement. He wished to find a hint of wonder in those level gray eyes, just the barest flicker of awe, but the man was gone. Clyde was inside the milking shed already, affectionately cussing the cows as he locked them in the stanchions. Soon the shed got quiet. His father had begun the washing. A scrupulous bathing of all the udders while the water in the sanitizing buckets was still hot and the cows were going contentedly at their fodder.


The yolk-colored sun was well above the peak now and the beam was fading, almost gone. This was all right with Jess, for the spell was broken anyhow. He turned and went into the shed, bending his long legs and ducking his head as he entered, just as his father had done. The two had not received their height from Edward Hazel, Clyde’s great-grandfather, who had built the house and barn. Nor had it come from Raleigh, Edward’s son, who later built the long, low-slung milking shed—an odd decision for the time, and one that had surely caused people to wonder if he had lost all good Hazel sense. There were farms now in their part of Pennsylvania, the western part, that were specialized, but not then. In those days farms existed mostly to sustain themselves, and only when that end was certain did they profit on the excess.


It was Raleigh’s shed that had fated all Hazels to be dairymen. Jess knew it was because Clyde never let his sons forget: “Do you see how important your actions are?”


Jess had to smile, thinking of this, for he could almost hear his brother’s voice. Walter was asking him to recall the time Clyde had got on the subject during morning chores.


Jess and Walter had just got the milking underway when Walter mentioned he was going to need the outhouse soon. He had no more finished saying it when their father walked in. Seeing the look on Clyde’s face, Jess had taken a firmer grip on the teats of his cow and sat straighter on his stool, for his father hated to see him slouch. And as always, he had worried for his brother, who never worried a straw for himself. He’d been so glad that Walter had not left his chores and gone up the hill, as he had said he might. Clyde stood like a tree in the door. Some worry, either past or future, had been gnawing at him that morning, for he began in the usual way—abruptly, as if Walter and Jess had been in on his thoughts, helping him stir the stew.


“You boys just have no idea how your every move affects the family.”


At that, Walter had snickered—softly, so only Jess could hear.


“It’s time you two started using more care, got some direction before going and doing a thing. Especially you, Walter, as the oldest.” Clyde stepped inside, positioning himself so he could see both Jess and Walter, each seated at the side of his own cow.


Jess could not see Walter’s expression, but had no doubt it was as innocent as a baby’s.


“In fact, Walter,” Clyde said, “before you go to make another move, I want you to see me first. Let me consider it awhile.”


Walter always had his wits about him. Even as a boy of thirteen. He had held back from replying, letting the tension build, the only sounds in the shed being those made by the cows—tails whipping up to swat flies, the quiet slap and swish of thick wet tongues washing down the feed trough—and just when Jess didn’t think he could take it another second, Walter had said, in a voice as straight as string, “Say I did want to make a move, Father. Wanted it bad. How much time would you need to consider? I mean, just how long is a while?”


Jess was used to such jokes, being generally the butt of them. If he could have seen the insolent glint in his brother’s eyes, the telltale sign that Walter’s lithe brain was working at a jest, he might have been ready. But he couldn’t see the glint, couldn’t see Walter at all, and when the question came, delivered with perfect, comic soberness, Jess had to fake a coughing fit to cover his laughter. He was sober, now, remembering his father’s red face. You just never knew if Clyde would grin and ask to be let in on the joke, allowing Walter’s humor to settle light on them all, or turn and stride away, causing chores to proceed in silence so thick you could cut it with a knife. That morning it had been the latter.


He fetched a milking stool and set it absently under a cow. Lord, how he missed that way Walter had of dealing with Clyde. Though he could not change his mood—not even Millie could do that—Walter could always find a way to alkalize it, a thing Jess had no talent for. He leaned in, resting his head against the cow’s warm side, closing his eyes. He saw again the beautiful, shimmying light and heard his father’s voice, mocking an innocent faith. He felt cheated. As a youngster he had often wished to have a swarthy complexion and a governor put on his shooting frame, so he might be mistaken for one of his friend Mike’s many siblings. The Latona family was large and loud and unabashedly religious. They were good Sicilian Catholics who baptized their fat, dark babies and confirmed their daughters and took their sons to the priest for a blessing before sending them off to war. Clyde was a pacifist, of course, a remnant of his Quaker past. He didn’t hold to war. But Walter had gone to be a soldier regardless. And Jess couldn’t help thinking things might be different if he’d done it with a blessing. Anyway, how could anyone be sure God wasn’t here, milling about the valley?


No doubt his father was right. Clyde always was. The beam of light probably was an extraordinary reflection of the everyday sun, but did that mean it couldn’t also be more? It might also be a kind of ladder, the means for God to get down to this patch of soil Hazels had been working since old Penn first claimed these woods and set things back to the way they used to be.


Jess realized, of course, that the farm didn’t compare to stopping over at the Latona house, where a divine visitor might at least be recognized, everyone talking at once and Rita yelling from the kitchen that He should wipe His feet on the mat. But the Hazels were decent folks. They worked hard. Surely that counted for something. Things wouldn’t need to be exactly normal either (Jess had no wish to be greedy), just as much like the old life as could be managed, under the circumstances. Walter was gone. And in the last several weeks, Mother’s letters to him had brought no reply, only a new uncertainty. It lay over the valley now, thick as a winter fog. The Hazel family, fortress of steadiness and reliability, had proved as vulnerable as any other. That couldn’t be put right. Jess yawned and reached for the near teats of his cow. But some sort of cosmic resetting of the farm’s clock to a regular cycle of work and rest might be a start toward pretending it could be.
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Kerry Mountain


Prospect, Pennsylvania


May 1, 1952


5:56 AM


ELI ZOOK RAN HIS HANDS THROUGH HIS HAIR, rose from the chair he had been occupying off and on since dusk the day before, and walked stiffly across the room to the window. Sunlight had begun to filter through the curtain, and he wanted to slide it back along the rod and let it in. The night was done at last, if the trouble it had ushered in was not. It seemed an especially bright, bold ray that sliced through the dingy pane, instantly bathing the room in light. But then, mornings came sudden to this peak, he had learned. No gradual lightening of the eastern sky. No soft, downy light hatching out from the wing of the horizon. There was only this sun, full-grown and robust. He sighed, an ache for home swelling his chest. How he yearned to be there again, if only once, to see the quiet approach of dawn, to watch the slow retreat of the shadows from the fields. An Amish sun knew how to arrive in good Plain order.


He lowered the lamp’s wick, snuffing the flame, and gazed down at the girl in the bed. She lay still with eyes closed, drawing quiet breaths. It was the muscles flexing at the hinge of her jaw that told him she was tensed. She was ready.


Her last cry still rang in his ears, but Eli was listening now for another sound. It was not unfamiliar, the noise downstairs. Knuckles against wood. An insistent muffled pounding. But it had been a long while since he’d heard it. Maria cried out again and struggled to sit up. Her dark eyes were open now and fastened on his face. Eli turned and came back to stand by the bed. He bent to her, arranging the pillows and rolled-up quilts so they supported her back. All of this he did with a measure of caution. At the peak of a pain she was like a wounded dog and flinched at his touch. In its wake, though, she would turn to him as she might to a husband or lover, glazed eyes seeking his. Then she would stretch out her hand and clutch at his sleeve, muttering to him, tears gathered like drops of dew on the tips of her eyelashes. Whether her words cursed or blessed, Eli did not know. She suffered in her language, not his. When she was quiet again, he wiped her brow with the cloth he had been using to moisten her parched tongue and cool her cheeks, listening the while to the knocking downstairs as it grew louder, more insistent. And when it did not cease, he pressed the cloth into her hand and backed by inches from the room, severing her gaze with the bedroom door.


The kitchen was dark still, the one window in it opened west, and he had left the lamp upstairs. He opened the door and peered out. The wide shadow on the other side of the screen spoke, a deep male voice.


“Everything all right in there?”


“Yah.”


“You sure, mister? I’m not saying you’d lie, but I’m pretty familiar with the sound of a female in distress.”


“Yah? You a doctor?”


“Not a doctor. A farrier. On my way down to the Hazel place for milk. My Peggy wants it fresh and Jesse, that’s Clyde’s youngest, will milk right into the pail for me. Doesn’t come any fresher than that, I tell her, ’less you’re a suckling calf. Anyhow, I got a queer urge to come up this way, saw you had a horse tethered out by your shed. Either there’s a panicked mare upstairs, or your woman is getting close. You got help, or no?”


“Nah.”


“You want any?”


Eli hesitated, just as the girl cried out again. The man was not waiting for an answer now. He jerked the screen door open and plowed through it, brushing Eli aside with ease. Once he was inside the kitchen, he stopped and stood still with head cocked, as if listening for the long scream that floated down directly from above. Even as it pierced the air, he was turning on his heel in that direction. The floorboards groaned as he lumbered into the hallway, tossing his hat and coat aside as he went, and vanished.


Eli went to the table and sank into a chair. For three days, he had struggled and worked to rein in his thoughts, threatening every minute to bolt. How he had managed to keep vigil with Maria all last night, he did not know. He only knew he was drained of all such power now, so frail feeling and limp in his limbs, as if the days and nights had been spent in a hot high fever that at last was broken.


The farrier had found the room. The big raw voice turned gentle as a midwife’s as he first consoled her, then questioned. Her answers, when she found the breath, told Eli that she had decided already to put her trust in the man. He wondered if her mutterings had been prayers and she believed the man to be heaven sent.


Eli listened as the farrier’s voice became a low, encouraging rumble. They were a team now in earnest. Listening, his head grew heavy. Maria had, after all, no more need of him. The little help he could give her, clumsy words and clumsier ministrations, was useless now that the big farrier had come. And there was no use in fretting, worrying whether the man was the sort who would talk. It was too late for that. And somehow Eli had a strange certainty he wasn’t. Each of these thoughts eased his mind a little, and yet a little more, until he stopped fighting his weariness altogether. Making a cradle of his arms, he lowered his head into it, the sound of her laboring soothing him, like the fury of a storm way off in the distance.


He woke to the weight of a hand lying firm on his shoulder. He looked up to see that sunlight slanted through the kitchen window. A man stood over him, as big and broad as an upright ox, judgment glinting in his clear blue eyes.


“Don’t exactly seem like you’ve been wearing the floor out down here.” The man took his hand from Eli’s shoulder and crossed one arm over the other, muscles straining against the fabric of his gray cotton shirt. Blood stained his turned-up sleeves. His expression was hard. “I’ve got four boys. And each time I slept nary a wink. Not until a babe was stowed safe in his mother’s arms.”


Eli rubbed a hand over his eyes, his brain fogged with weariness. The man seemed real enough. But why was he here? Why did he stand in Eli’s kitchen talking of boys, and of his wife giving birth? Then he remembered that Maria was in labor. And that her labor had collided with one of his spells. It was over now, the spell—it had run a short course all on its own (Maria too focused on her own pain to quiet him with a song). The fair that had set up twirling and hawking inside his head had closed down, departed at last. But he didn’t hope for rest. There was none of that to be had. For his sort of weary, sleep must always suffice. Even as the man stood over him and the stained sleeves and the terrible quiet upstairs pricked needle-sharp at the edges of his mind, his lethargy returned, sudden and powerful. His head was a burden, his neck too flimsy to support the weight of it. He had only one thought, one desire, and that was to lay it back down in the comforting circle of his arms. If only the man wasn’t still there, still talking.


“It was a fight,” the farrier was saying. “One the bitty thing meant to win. She came feet first, eyes open, looking straight into mine. Little hoot-owl eyes. Wiselike. If you know what I mean.” He peered at Eli, his blue eyes narrowed, then shrugged. “Gave me a queer, queer feeling, that’s all I know,” he said. “That same feeling got me up here this morning. Could be punchy, I guess, but it doesn’t seem now like stopping at your place was my idea at all. I’m going.” He rolled down his sleeves, unmindful of the stains, and put on his coat. He glanced around the kitchen, looking for his cap, still lying on the floor by the stairs where he had tossed it. He picked it up and set it on his head, settling it low on his brow. “You want me to go by Doc Bloom’s and have him come look in on them?”


Eli roused. “No doctor,” he said.


The man looked hard at him again, blue eyes sharp. Then he shrugged, spreading his hands.


“Your business, mister. I’m aware you’uns got your own ways of doing.” His gaze went then to Eli’s suspenders, flicked over the homespun shirt and buttoned fly, and Eli knew that this farrier was a man who did not judge, unless it was correctly. “That pride won’t serve you near so well out here among us English, though. I’ll warn you that. The girl is weak. Weaker than she ought to be. She hadn’t the strength to bring a child into this world on her own. If the little ’un hadn’t a been so all-fired ready and I hadn’t happened by the way I did, I believe you’d be passing a grim morning. But she sings the same tune as you. No doctor.” He opened the door and stepped onto the porch. “I don’t hold to pressing folks against their will,” he said, through the screen. “So, I’m not pressing, just advising. You ought to get Doc Bloom.”


“The first thing you said was the right one,” Eli said, getting up from the table. He locked the screen door, snapping the brass hook into its eye. “It is my business.”


“Don’t worry, mister. I’ve said my piece,” the farrier said. “A more generous piece, folks will tell you, than I’m used to parceling out.” He turned to go. At the step he halted and turned back. “That’s a pretty trotter you’ve got tied up out there,” he said. “Ten-year-old, I’m guessing, though she could as easily be twelve. How long since she foundered?”


“Last week.”


“Well you did right, tethering. Keep her off that rich grass. At least until I can get back up here. No feed either. Sweet or otherwise. Hay and plenty of clean fresh water, that’s all. You won’t mind, I guess, me stopping off in the next day or two and seeing to her feet?”


“Yah. I don’t mind.”


“Good. So long, then.”


Once again, the man stopped at the step, turned around, and came back to the door.


“Come pretty near to forgetting my manners. Congratulations, Mr….”


“Zook. Eli Zook.”


“Pat Badger.” The man grinned, his expression turning friendly. “I’d ask you to unlock that screen and shake hands, but I fear it would seem like backing up, seeing as we’ve been pretty well acquainted already by circumstance. Don’t know what it signifies, Mr. Zook, a child choosing this day to get born. But it does seem fitting, someway, for that fey-eyed one upstairs. As I said before, congratulations. She’s a fine posy for your basket.”
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JESS WAS ALONE IN THE BARN, working over Maggie’s tack, when Pat Badger finally eased in, looking tired but pleased. The farrier’s wide chest was caved in a way Jess knew well—that good, spent-shouldered slump of a man who has just finished some hard but satisfying work. He had seen Clyde look that way, generally when a calf he’d given up for dead slipped alive into the world and began to try out its legs.


“We’ve stripped all the cows, Pat,” Jess said. “And Father’s gone out to the Amish already with the milk.”


“And what am I to do then?”


Jess grinned.


“I reckon you could go by the supermarket on your way home and get some store-bought. Pour it into Peggy’s pail and see if she’s the wiser.”


“Oh, she’d be the wiser,” Pat said, dryly. “And if she wasn’t, her cats would be. She’s got six now, you know, all Siamese. Petty, tattling creatures.”


He turned and went into the cooler, where he knew he would find Peggy’s milk. When he had filled his pail, he came back and leaned against the tack room door, watching Jess. Pat never lingered. Jess decided the farrier must have something on his mind and stayed quiet, kneading soap into the collar seams with his thumb, a little self-consciously now. He often watched Pat at this work, but he could not recall that it had ever been the other way around. The rag, which had been slipping smoothly over the collar before, began under Pat’s keen gaze to drag and catch until at last Jess lost his rhythm altogether. He set the collar aside.


“What’s the day brought you so far, Pat?”


“Miracles, mostly,” Pat said, with a slow, broad grin. “And some burden,” he added, turning sober. “One doesn’t come without the other, you know.”


“I don’t know,” Jess said. “Burdens, I’ve got some experience with. Miracles, not so much. Although, now that you mention it, I thought I had one on the line this morning. Turned out to be a trick of the sun.”


“It was a wonder of a dawn, wasn’t it?” Pat said. The grin returned, wider than before. “‘He is beautiful and radiant with great splendor. Of You, Most High, he bears the likeness.’”


“I’ve heard that,” Jess said. “Or I should say, I’ve read it. On a plaque at Latona’s Deli. It’s a prayer, isn’t it? By some saint or other. But you’re not Catholic.”


“It’s a hymn. And no, I’m not Catholic. But neither was the man who first sang it out. Not the way I see it. Attach the word to a fellow like Francis of Assisi, and it becomes a tag in his ear. Before, he was free as God. Now, because of the tag, he’s owned by men who sift his every word and deed through their soft white hands. Wheat, they say. Or chaff. But for them, it’s the sifting that’s important.”


While he talked, Jess listened, curious. There was an odd spark in Pat’s eye today. And he had never known the man to bring forth so many words at once without pause.


“Peggy’s Presbyterian, isn’t she?”


“Methodist, but that’s splitting hairs. Hand me those reins, Jesse. I hate to be idle.”


When he had passed the reins and a soaped rag over to Pat, Jess picked up the collar and went back to kneading the leather into the suppleness that lent it strength. They sat for a while then in comfortable silence, Jess stealing occasional envious glances at Pat’s huge hands, working soap over the reins with absentminded ease, like a hoary old fiddler rosining his bow.


“Do Methodists have saints?” he said, after a few minutes.


Pat chuckled. “Lord, no. Peg’d have your scalp for suggesting it. They’ve just got good Bible-believing folks in her church.” He shook his head. “But there’s plenty of sifting goes on.”


“Are you one of those?”


“What? A Bible believer?”


“Yes.”


“Well, now,” Pat said, with a sideways glance at Jess, his hands still going at the reins, “I generally view that as a trick question. Most folks who ask it have got reasons other than curiosity, which tends to incline me not to answer. But you aren’t asking what they are. I know that. And I don’t mind admitting to you,” he glanced around the barn, as if his wife might somehow be listening, “that there are Scriptures I hold very dear. Especially the Psalms. All on earth that strikes me as good or wearies my soul nigh to death once also moved an ancient scribe, and he set it down in words. That, to me, is a marvelous thing. And I don’t take it lightly.” Pat paused, looking up from his work. “What about you, Jesse? Are you a Bible man?”


“I guess not. Mother’s kin were foot-washers back in Kentucky. She keeps the old Jenkins Bible on a shelf in the front room. Walter and I used to take it down and look at it sometimes when we were kids. He knew where to find the parts Mother would never have let us read if it was any other book. Kings, one and two. Song of Solomon. The two of us had some pretty good times with those. But I’ve never much read it on my own.”


Jess happened to look toward the barn door just then and gave a guilty start. There was his father, coming through it. He had made awfully good time, getting to the cheese factory at New Wilmington and back already. Jess’s cheeks burned. He didn’t like to think his father might have heard him asking what Clyde would consider silly, womanish questions of the family farrier. Pat’s expression had turned sober. He handed the halter to Jess and stood up. “I need a word, Clyde. If you’ve got time,” he said.
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