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            Chapter One

         

         Abe took off his straw hat, wiped the sweat from his forehead with a bandanna, and settled the hat back on his head. Summer wasn’t the best time to be walking around on the roof of his house—especially midafternoon—but it had rained last night and a leak had sprung in it, so he had to take care of it now.

         Nothing like being woken up by a cold stream of water falling on your face in the middle of the night, he thought irritably. This on top of a bad day when two of his cows had gotten sick and needed the vet. Then his buggy had broken down on the way into town and needed a wheel replaced.

         It had been one thing after another lately, until he’d begun to feel like Job. He’d stayed up late last night going over his books, trying to figure out how he was going to pay his taxes and other expenses with milk prices continuing to fall. Well, he supposed it was better to be up here doing a roof repair in summer than in the middle of a Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, winter.

         Movement caught his eye. He watched as Bessie, one of his older dairy cows, walked slowly through the pasture, her tail twitching at flies. His gaze swept over the land spreading out around the farmhouse and barn. The dairy farm had been in the familye for generations, and like other successful Amish farms here in Lancaster County, the farmhouse had been added on to as the familye grew larger.

         The familye. It wasn’t going to get bigger if things kept going on as they were. Abe knew his eldres wondered when he’d get married and start a familye. But he was just twenty-four, and Amish couples were waiting to get married at a later age, just as he’d heard Englisch couples were these days.

         But he had recently begun dating a maedel—Lavinia Fisher, with her lovely hazel eyes and the way she had of listening to him and making him feel everything was going to work out allrecht when he spoke to her about his worries.

         Abe sighed. Later sections of the house had newer roofing, but sadly the original part of the house had a patchwork of shingles done through the years. He bent and studied the place where he figured the leaking was happening and nodded. He’d do more patching up and hope he could replace this section of roof soon.

         With a sigh, he forced himself to look away from the depressing reality of a roof long past its prime—and the expense it would be to repair it—and focused on a positive. His herd of dairy cows was healthy, except for the two yesterday. That was what he needed to remember. When it came time to replace the roof, schur, he’d have to pay for the supplies, and they didn’t come cheap. But many of the men in his community would spend the day helping him, and the women would serve them all a meal, and it would be a time to come together.

         But a frown creased his brow as he watched his herd in the pasture. What was he going to do if milk prices continued to fall?

         Who’d have ever thought people would stop drinking cow milk as much as they had? Why would anyone call something milk when it was made of almonds or rice or whatever? Milk came from cows like those in the pasture, not from nuts or grain. Why, he’d been drinking milk since he was a boppli, and look how strong and healthy he was. Drinking milk made your bones strong, helped you grow. What could be better than cow’s milk?

         He shook his head and bent to examine a shingle he figured was located right about where the leak had sprung inside the house. Schur enough, it had worked loose through all the years of bad Pennsylvania weather. He pried it off and tossed it down, then did the same with a few around it. Leaks never came from just one bad shingle.

         Working steadily, he replaced a good-sized section of shingles, then told himself he needed to stop and take a break. He straightened and pulled out the bottle of water he had in his tool belt, but it slipped from his fingers and rolled down the roof to fall to the ground below.

         He sighed and pulled off his hat to wipe away the sweat from his face again. Maybe he’d climb down the ladder and drench himself with water from the hose before he started the afternoon milking chores with Wayne, his part-time helper.

         A rumble of thunder made him look up. He realized he’d been so absorbed in his worries and his work that he hadn’t seen a storm approaching. He turned and started down toward the ladder leaning against the roof, when his foot caught on a loose shingle he hadn’t seen when he’d climbed up.

         His arms flailed as he felt himself slipping and sliding down the roof. He fell off the side and watched as the ground rushed up at him.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Lavinia saw Abe working on his roof as she drove her buggy toward his house. She frowned. She knew he’d patched it several times this past year. It had rained last night, so the fact that he was up there meant that the roof had leaked again.

         Poor Abe. Things schur seemed hard for him right now. They’d talked so often lately about how worried he was about the farm he’d taken over when his dat developed health problems.

         She pulled up in the driveway and sat there for a moment. The house looked a little sad. It needed a fresh coat of paint and some new shutters. But it wasn’t likely Abe would be painting it anytime soon. A gut roof would take precedence over things like a paint job.

         A clap of thunder startled her as she got out of the buggy and walked up the lawn. She stopped and looked up to see the clouds swarming gray and menacing above.

         A water bottle came sailing down from the roof and hit the ground with a splat.

         And then she watched in horror as Abe fell off the roof and landed in a heap just feet away from her on the front lawn.

         Lavinia screamed and rushed up to him. He lay so still, twisted on his side, one arm bent at a terrible angle. She knelt and touched shaking fingers to his throat. There, she felt it—a pulse. Weak, but it was there. She let out the breath she’d been holding. He was still alive.

         Help. She had to get help. But she didn’t own a cell phone, and even if Abe had one in his tool belt, as she knew he always did, it was underneath him now, and she didn’t dare move him to get it.

         Frantic, she jumped up and ran to the road to wave down a car. The Englisch driver slammed on the brakes, pulled over to the side of the road, and got out.

         “Are you crazy?” he yelled. “I almost hit you!”

         “Call nine-one-one!” she cried. “Abe fell off the roof!”

         Once she saw him pull out his cell phone and make the call, she ran back to Abe and knelt again beside him. He hadn’t moved and appeared to be barely breathing. Tears sprang into her eyes. His face was turned to the side and bone white.

         “They’re on their way,” the driver told her when he rushed up to her. “The dispatcher said don’t move him.”

         She nodded as she used her hands to wipe tears from her cheeks. “I haven’t moved him. I knew not to.”

         “We need to keep him warm, keep him from going into shock. I have a blanket in the car. I’ll be right back.”

         “Thank you,” she said when he returned with it. She tucked the blanket around Abe and prayed he wouldn’t leave her. This man had become too important to her these past few months.

         “He’s going to be all right,” the Englisch man said, giving her a reassuring smile.

         She shook her head and fought back panic. “He fell so far. And he hasn’t moved, hasn’t made a sound.”

         “I’ll pray for him,” he told her.

         She dragged her gaze from Abe and stared at the man. This stranger who looked to be barely in his twenties had stopped to offer not only help but also hope.

         It seemed like hours before she heard the wail of a siren.

         “Help’s here,” she told Abe. “Hold on. Don’t leave me, Abe.”

         Paramedics raced up, carrying equipment bags. Lavinia rose and backed away to give them room to work.

         “I need to get some information from you,” one told her.

         She nodded and mechanically gave him Abe’s full name, but when he asked if Abe had any medical issues she shook her head. “I don’t think he has any. He’s healthy. He’s never sick.”

         Another paramedic brought a gurney, a long plastic board, and a neck brace. They worked carefully to put the brace around Abe’s neck and a splint around the arm that was bent at such a contorted angle, then inserted the board under him.

         The process seemed to take forever, but the paramedic who’d taken the information from her explained quietly why they moved so slowly. A broken bone could tear tissue and cause internal bleeding. Moving his spine could cause permanent damage. They didn’t want to injure Abe more, he said. Numb, she nodded and tried to listen but could only hear her heart beating loudly in her ears.

         The Englisch stranger approached her and held out a business card. “I wrote my cell phone number on the back. I want you to call me if there’s any way I can help.”

         She stared at the card, then at him. He had such kind eyes. “You helped so much calling them. I don’t know what I’d have done if you hadn’t come along.”

         “Someone else would have come and helped. You take care. Your man is going to be fine.”

         “Thank you.”

         Then she was distracted as the board Abe had been placed on was laid on the gurney and then wheeled to the ambulance. When she looked up, the stranger’s car was gone.

         “Ma’am? You want to ride along with us.”

         It was a statement, not a question. She started to say she wasn’t Abe’s fraa, was just a friend who’d begun to hope she was more…but his eldres were off visiting their other sohn in Ohio, and there was no one else.

         Surely it wasn’t wrong to walk alongside the gurney and climb into the ambulance when they got Abe safely inside. She told herself that as she took a seat on the bench inside and watched as they hooked him up to all sorts of things she didn’t understand and called the hospital and said even more things she didn’t understand.

         All she knew was she had to pray harder than she’d ever done in her life.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The staff at the emergency room had more questions about Abe that she tried her best to answer. One nurse showed her to the waiting room, and when she walked inside and saw the phone, she made a beeline for it and called her mudder at her Amish arts-and-crafts shop in town.

         To her relief, her mudder picked up on the second ring. “Mamm, Abe fell off the roof! I’m at the hospital with him.”

         “Slow down. Is he going to be allrecht?”

         “I don’t know. They have him in the emergency room and they had me go to a waiting room. I’m calling you from there. Do you know how to get in touch with his eldres?”

         “I don’t have my address book here at the shop, but I can call the bishop and see if he can help.”

         “Address book?” Lavinia thought for a moment. “No, wait on that, Mamm. I’ll ask the nurses if Abe had his cell phone. He always puts it in his tool belt whenever he climbs up on the roof. If he still has it and it isn’t broken, maybe the number for his eldres would be on it.”

         “Gut thinking.”

         “It’s about time. I haven’t been able to think. He fell just as I got to his house.”

         “I’m schur it was horrible to see him fall like that.”

         “I don’t think I’ll ever forget seeing it.” She closed her eyes, shook her head. “Oh, Mamm, the buggy. Our buggy is still in front of Abe’s house. I just got in the ambulance when the paramedic said I could come with.”

         “I’ll see if I can get your dat to take care of it. I can join you at the hospital as soon as I close the shop.”

         “That would be wunderbaar. I don’t feel right leaving Abe here all by himself.”

         “I’m schur the bishop will go there as soon as I call him.”

         “Let me see if I can find a number for his eldres first and I’ll call you back.”

         “Allrecht. You call me if you need me.”

         “I will.”

         “Try to stay calm, lieb.”

         “I will. Danki, Mamm.”

         “It’ll be allrecht, Lavinia.”

         Her mudder’s words reassured her as the stranger’s had. She hung up and found herself pulling the card from her pocket. Jason Halliday. Web Developer. Innovative Computer Solutions. There was a business address and phone number on the front, and he’d written another phone number on the back.

         She wouldn’t call him for anything, but she’d write him a thank-you note later. It was the least she could do in return for him not only stopping to help but also calming her. Offering to pray for Abe.

         A man dressed in scrubs appeared in the door. “Mrs. Stoltzfus?”

         Lavinia knew it was wrong to act like Abe’s fraa, but she had to know how Abe was. If the bishop came, she’d talk to him, tell him what she’d done, and let him handle things. But for now she had to know how Abe was doing. Be of any help to him that she could.

         “Yes.” She stood, but he waved her to her seat and sat opposite her.

         “I’m Dr. Patterson, the ER doctor. I thought I’d give you a quick run-down of your husband’s condition. I understand he fell off a two-story house?”

         She nodded.

         “He’s got some serious injuries. We’ve done a CAT scan, and he’s got some severe spinal bruising, but he didn’t break his back, so that’s good news. He’s got a concussion, and his left arm is broken. We’re doing tests to determine if he has any other injuries.”

         Her heart sank. “That sounds horrible. How can he survive all that?”

         “He’s young and healthy, and that’ll count for a lot. They’re taking him up to surgery to deal with the arm injury now. Don’t expect to hear anything for a couple hours.” He rose. “A nurse will come in as often as she can to give you an update, but this isn’t going to be quick. He may be in surgery for at least a couple of hours.”

         She gulped and nodded. “Thank you for coming to tell me. Oh, do you know if Abe had his cell phone on him? He always puts it in his tool belt when he goes up on the roof.”

         “He did have it. I’ll have a nurse bring it to you.”

         “Thank you. Thank you so much for everything.”

         “The next few hours are going to be critical, but I can assure you he’s in the best of hands.”

         He left her, and she thought, Ya, he is. Abe’s in His hands.

         A few minutes later, a nurse came in with Abe’s phone. “The doctor said you were asking about this. It was in your husband’s tool belt, just like you said. It’s cracked, but it might still work.”

         Lavinia thanked her, said a quick prayer, and then began fiddling with the phone. She didn’t own a cell phone, so she didn’t have much experience with them, but she must have done something right because it turned on. She looked in the address book. Schur enough, she found a number for Abe’s eldres.

         She took a deep breath. Time to call Waneta and Faron and tell them what happened.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Lavinia, there you are.”

         She jumped up and hugged her mudder. “Mamm! You came!”

         “I remembered Emma was helping at Hannah’s today. I called Hannah to see if she could spare her, and she said of course. Emma rushed right over. Said I should be here with you.”

         Lavinia nodded. Emma would feel that way. Her dat had had a heart attack last year and she’d sat with her mudder at the hospital.

         “How is Abe?”

         “He’s in surgery to fix the arm he broke in the fall. The doctor warned me it could take at least two, maybe three hours,” Lavinia told her, and she looked at the clock on the wall. “I don’t expect to hear anything for at least another hour. The doctor seems to think he has a gut chance of having a full recovery since he said Abe is young and healthy. But Mamm, I saw him fall off the roof. It was horrible. And he never woke up in the ambulance.”

         “We’ll pray,” Rachel said, and she clasped Lavinia’s hand as they bowed their heads.

         A nurse walked in. “Mrs. Stoltzfus? Abe is still doing well. I’ll be back when we have another update.”

         She was gone before Lavinia could ask when that would be.

         Then she realized that her mudder was staring at her thoughtfully.

         “They assumed Abe was my husband when we came in,” she explained, feeling guilty. “I didn’t stop them because I knew they wouldn’t tell me anything if I wasn’t married or related to him. He doesn’t have anyone else here.”

         She looked at the cell phone she clutched in her hands. “I called his eldres, and his dat said they’d start back as soon as they could. He and Waneta were visiting their older sohn in Ohio.”

         Rachel nodded. “Gut. I’m not going to lecture you about not telling the truth under the circumstances. And I have eyes. I can tell when two young people are more than friends.”

         Lavinia blushed.

         “I sent your dat over to help Wayne with the afternoon milking and chores,” she said. “I’ll call the bishop, and he’ll arrange for other men in the church to take care of things while Abe is in the hospital.”

         “He’ll be grateful to hear that when he wakes up.” She refused to believe he wouldn’t wake up. She had to believe he would be allrecht.

         An hour passed. Her mudder told her a funny story about John, Emma’s little bu she’d brought to work at the quilt shop that day. John was a regular fixture there and popular with the customers. After Emma had rushed over to take charge of the shop, John had entertained her while Rachel waited for a ride to the hospital.

         Lavinia knew her mudder was trying to cheer her up, and she tried to smile.

         Her mudder fixed them a cup of tea. “Did you have lunch?”

         Lavinia shook her head. “I was taking lunch over to eat with Abe since I had the afternoon off from the shop. The picnic basket is sitting in the buggy.”

         “Amos has probably discovered it and eaten everything in it.”

         She managed to smile. “Knowing Daed, I’m schur he has.”

         “Mrs. Stoltzfus?” A doctor appeared in the doorway. He was dressed in scrubs like the other doctor but pulled off a mask as he entered the room.

         “Yes?”

         He sat in the chair opposite her, looking very tired. “I’m Dr. Hamilton, head of surgery.”

         “Hello. This is my mother, Rachel Fisher.”

         The doctor nodded at her. “Your husband came through the surgery and he’s in recovery now. We had three main areas of concern when he was admitted: a concussion, some spinal injury, and a broken arm. The orthopedic surgeon has set the arm. His back isn’t broken, but there’s some bruising and severe swelling we’re going to be watching for the next few days.” He took a breath and met Lavinia’s gaze. “I don’t want to alarm you, but we’re concerned about the head injury and—”

         “Are you saying he’s in a coma?”

         His tired face took on an expression of compassion. “No. Right now he’s in recovery and hasn’t woken up from the anesthesia. We won’t know the full effects of the head injury until the anesthesia has worn off. But in layman’s terms, a coma means a patient is unresponsive, not reacting to voices and activity around him. It’s often a way for the brain to sort of take a rest when it’s been severely injured or shocked.” He waited a moment, then continued. “I also need to talk to you about his spinal injury. He may experience some paralysis.”

         “Paralysis?” Her blood ran cold. “Abe is paralyzed?”

         “We don’t know if he is or if it’d be permanent,” he said quickly. “But I need to warn you that when Abe wakes, he’ll be concerned if he can’t move his legs.”

         It was all too much to absorb. Her heart felt like it was going to beat out of her chest and she felt cold. So cold. She heard her mudder asking questions and tried to calm herself. How would Abe feel when he woke and couldn’t move? How would he take care of his dairy farm if he couldn’t walk?

         “It’s important to stay positive and wait for his body to recover from the shock of the fall,” the doctor said. “And the surgery. He’ll be in our intensive care unit for a time, and we’ll monitor him carefully.”

         “When can I see him?”

         “A nurse will come for you soon. You can see him for a few minutes. Then I suggest you go home.” He rubbed a hand over his face. “This is going to be a long journey, and you’ll need your rest. I don’t expect your husband to wake until morning. Do you have any questions?”

         She shook her head.

         “I know it’s a lot to take in and it’s scary. But in most cases the paralysis is temporary. His body needs time to recover from the shock of the fall and the surgery. If you have any questions or concerns, call the hospital and they’ll put you in touch with me.”

         “Thank you, Doctor.”

         He nodded and left them.

         “Well, as he said, it’s a lot to take in,” Rachel said quietly. “But God has His hand on Abe and knows what He’s doing.”

         Lavinia didn’t feel schur of that at the moment, but she stayed silent. Abe was still here and she had to focus on that.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The nurse who led her to the room in the intensive care unit tried to prepare her, but it was still a shock to see Abe. His face was as white as a sheet, with one arm in a bulky cast and suspended by a pulley above the bed. Machines beeped and flashed on each side of the bed. A line blipped on one, showing his heartbeat, but even when she stepped closer, she could barely see his chest rise and fall.

         “Talk to him. Let him know you’re here,” the nurse encouraged her as they stepped closer to the bed. “We know that patients can hear us, and sometimes a familiar voice can help them wake from unconsciousness. Stay positive in what you say. He needs your encouragement.”

         She turned to a rolling cart that held a laptop and typed something into it, then left the room.

         Lavinia picked up Abe’s hand—the one that didn’t have a cast on it—and held it. She leaned down. “Abe, it’s Lavinia. Do you hear me? The doctors tell me you’re going to be allrecht. Will you wake up and talk to me?”

         But he didn’t open his eyes, and if he heard her, the blipping on the heart monitor didn’t show any sign of reaction.

         “Abe? They won’t let me stay but a few minutes. Please wake up for me.” She glanced over at the doorway to make schur they were alone. “They might not let me stay if they find out we’re not married.”

         She sighed. It was probably unrealistic to think he’d wake to the sound of her voice. Not after all he’d been through. The surgeon had told her he’d probably not wake until morning. Still, she squeezed his hand hard and willed him to wake, to let her know he was in there working hard to come back.

         There. Was it her imagination? Did she feel something? She stared at their hands. It wasn’t her imagination that she felt a faint pressure, was it?

         The nurse came back into the room, glanced at the machines, then gave her a sympathetic look. “I know it looks scary. But he’s doing well.”

         “I was hoping he would wake up. The doctor said he wouldn’t until morning, but…” She trailed off.

         The nurse smiled and nodded. “But you still hoped. You should go home, get some rest, and come back tomorrow.”

         Lavinia gave Abe’s hand a last squeeze. “I’ll be back bright and early in the morning,” she told him. “So you have a nice sleep, and I’ll see you then.”

         She walked back to the waiting room and sank into a seat next to her mudder. “Abe didn’t wake up while I was there.”

         Tears welled up, and she threw herself into her mudder’s arms. “Oh, Mamm, he looks so awful. I’m so scared.”

         Her mudder held her and patted her back. “Shh, don’t cry, lieb. He’ll be allrecht. You’ll see.”

         Lavinia felt limp when the storm of weeping stopped. But she refused to leave when her mudder urged her to do as the doctor said and go home to rest. She just couldn’t leave Abe. She couldn’t.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Abe heard Lavinia talking to him as if she was at the other end of a very long tunnel. She kept urging him to open his eyes and talk to her, but it felt like he was being held someplace strange. He felt light, floating.

         Her voice drifted away and he slept.

         He heard her again, louder, more insistent, but a weight held his eyes shut. Couldn’t she see it? He tried to move, and his body screamed as if it was broken in a million pieces. He gasped and tried to speak, but the pain was too huge.

         “Help me! I hurt!” he yelled. Then he heard a weak wail no louder than a boppli’s.

         But he felt someone pat his arm, and then he felt a blessed numbness. He fell into it and slept.

         He woke to the sound of machines beeping and an antiseptic smell he recognized. The smell was familiar. He’d been a boisterous bu and been to the ER with his mudder often enough to know it. He was in the hospital.

         That meant he was alive. He opened his eyes, and the bright light made him shut them quickly before trying again.

         “Look who’s awake,” a woman said.

         Abe turned his head and winced at the shaft of pain the movement sent through it. The woman was dressed in scrubs and had a stethoscope around her neck. He watched her fingers fly across the keyboard of a laptop.

         She stopped typing and looked at him. “How are you feeling?”

         “Like I fell off a roof.” His voice sounded rusty, as if he hadn’t used it in a long time.

         She chuckled. “Nice to see you have a sense of humor.” She studied the machine next to his bed. “BP’s good. How’s your pain? On a measure of one to ten.”

         “Twenty.”

         She adjusted something on a plastic tube that ran into one hand, and the numbness swept over him again.

         The next time he woke, the light was dimmer. He wondered what time it was and turned his head, looking for a clock. This time it didn’t hurt so bad. One o’clock. But was that a.m. or p.m.? One wall of the room was all glass with a sliding door. He knew that meant he was in the intensive care unit because he’d visited a friend there once. If only a nurse or doctor would walk past, he could wave to them and get them to come in….

         His gaze swept back, and as it did, he saw one of his arms suspended above the bed by a pulley. It was encased in plaster with just the tips of his fingers sticking out. Allrecht, a broken arm. That wasn’t such a bad price to pay for falling off a roof. And the whopper of a headache.

         He frowned. But there was something else that didn’t feel right. He felt weighed down by more than the cast on his arm. When he shifted, he couldn’t feel his legs. He tried again, figuring the blanket covering him might be weighing his legs down…but he couldn’t move them at all.

         Terrified, he felt around for the call button for the nurse, but couldn’t find it. Panicked, he raised his head to look for it and was on the verge of calling out when someone walked into the room.

         “Lavinia!”

         “Ya. Abe, it’s gut to see you awake!” She moved closer to stand beside the bed.

         “I can’t feel my legs! Lavinia, I can’t feel my legs!”

         She picked up his hand and stroked it. “The doctor said you might have some paralysis, but he thinks it’s temporary.”

         “The doctor. Where’s the call button?” He twisted his head on the pillow. “Help me get the nurse in here, have her call the doctor. I need to talk to him.”

         “I will. But you need to calm down,” she said, and he saw her glance toward one of the machines next to the bed.

         She found the call button, but before she could press it, a nurse hurried into the room.

         “I need to talk to the doctor!” he blurted out. “I can’t feel my legs!”

         “I told him the doctor thinks it’s temporary, but I don’t think he believes me,” Lavinia told the nurse.

         “I’ll have him paged,” the nurse told him. “He’s doing rounds right now so it shouldn’t take long. Try to calm down. Your BP is going up.”

         Lavinia pulled a chair up beside the bed and took a seat. “Abe, look at me. I wouldn’t lie to you.”

         “But what if it isn’t temporary?” His free hand clutched the sheets. “What if…?”

         “Abe, please, try not to worry.”

         The nurse returned. “The doctor’s been paged and should be here soon. Is there anything I can get you for now?”

         “No. Thanks,” he added when he realized he sounded curt.

         She turned to Lavinia. “Can I get you some coffee?”

         “No, thanks.”

         Abe looked at Lavinia. “Thank you for coming. Just before you walked in, I was wondering if it was one in the morning or afternoon. I guess it must be afternoon.”

         She nodded. “Abe, I called your eldres last night. One of the ER nurses found your cell phone in your tool belt. It was cracked but it worked.” She pulled it out of her purse and handed it to him. “Anyway, your dat said they would start home this morning.”

         “Seems like the phone fared better than me,” he muttered as he stared at it. The display was a spiderweb of splintery cracks, but when he hit the last number she’d called, he found she was right about it working. He set it aside as a doctor walked into the room.

         “Mr. Stoltzfus. I’m Dr. Hamilton, head of surgery. I was one of the surgeons who operated on you last night.”

         “It took more than one?”

         He nodded. “Dr. Morrison set your arm. How are you feeling?”

         Abe glanced at Lavinia.

         “I can step out,” she said quickly.

         “No, it’s all right.” He looked at the doctor. “I’m scared. I can’t move my legs.”

         “I think it’s temporary,” the doctor said. “We’ll be running some tests. I want you to try to relax and let your body heal. It’s been through a lot.”

         He pulled some little tool from his pocket, pushed the sheet back from Abe’s legs, then ran it across one of Abe’s feet. Abe frowned when he didn’t feel anything. Then the doctor performed the same test on his legs. Abe still didn’t feel anything. He barely noticed when Lavinia slipped out of the room as the doctor moved the tool up his legs and asked questions.

         She slipped back in again behind the nurse pushing her rolling cart with a laptop. The nurse stood beside the doctor and waited for him to finish his examination. When the doctor turned to her, she typed the instructions the doctor fired at her rapidly, nodding and asking him questions.

         Abe frowned as he studied Lavinia while the two talked. He thought it looked like she’d been crying, but when she realized he was staring at her, she wouldn’t meet his eyes.

         “You’ll be poked and prodded plenty starting tomorrow, so get some rest,” the doctor advised. “I have to go finish my rounds now. See you tomorrow then, Mr. and Mrs. Stoltzfus.”

         Abe nodded. “Thanks, Doctor.” He watched the doctor leave the room, and then he turned to Lavinia, looking puzzled. “Did I land on my head? I don’t remember us getting married.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Lavinia stared at him. She was relieved he was awake and obviously not suffering from all the things she had imagined a head injury could cause.

         And she could tell that even despite all he’d gone through, that humor she loved about him seemed to still be there. There might be a look of puzzlement on that handsome face of his, but she heard the teasing tone in his voice.

         So she called on the drama skills she’d perfected in schul plays and worked up tears and made her lips tremble. “You don’t?”

         That threw him off balance. He stared at her, looking uncertain. “I—nee.”

         She laughed and then sobered and felt her lips tremble for real. “We’re not. I lied yesterday. The paramedics assumed I was your fraa, and it was the only way I could come with you in the ambulance and be here until I could call your eldres.”

         “Then I owe you my thanks.”

         “I don’t want your thanks. We’re friends. You’d have done the same for me if I’d been hurt and my familye was out of town.”

         She stood and paced the room, then turned to look at him. “I didn’t know what else to do. Now I’m going to have to confess to what I’ve done.”

         “Perhaps you could wait to do that.”

         “Wait?”

         He nodded, then winced as the movement brought pain. “I want you to be able to visit. If your not being a member of my familye means you can’t visit, maybe you could wait on that confession.”

         She stared at him for a long moment. “Do you want me to come see you?”

         “I do.” He yawned and looked like he was having trouble staying awake.

         A nurse came to the door and tapped the watch on her wrist. Lavinia nodded. She turned to tell Abe that she had to leave for a while, but he’d already fallen asleep.

         She walked over and picked up her purse, which she’d set beside the chair, but she couldn’t resist going back to the bed and stroking the thick mahogany-colored hair back from Abe’s strong, handsome face. It was something she’d always wanted to do.

         With a sigh, she drew her hand back, walked out of the room, and made her way to the waiting room. She’d have time for one more visit before she had to go to work.

         “Lavinia! There you are!” Waneta Stoltzfus rushed in, followed by her mann, Faron, who was moving slower and leaning heavily on a cane. “We got here as quickly as we could!”

         She stood. “Abe will be happy to see you. He woke up this morning and he’s talking normally. The doctor seemed very encouraged.”

         Waneta’s round face was drawn and pale. She took a deep breath. “We stopped in here before we went to the nurse’s station, since you said you’d be here.”

         “Abe’s still in the ICU, and they’re only allowing short visits right now. Just fifteen minutes.” She paused, bit her lip. “Abe was feeling very discouraged about not being able to feel his legs when he woke up.”

         Waneta swayed, but when Faron wrapped his arm around her waist, she insisted he sit down before she would take a seat.

         “We talked about this on the way here,” he murmured to his fraa as Lavinia rushed to get her a cup of water from the cooler in the corner of the room.

         “I wanted it to be a bad dream,” Waneta said, taking the cup from Lavinia and sipping.

         “He’s doing so much better than I expected,” Lavinia assured her.

         She didn’t tell the woman she’d been afraid Abe wouldn’t wake. Waneta didn’t need to hear it. Abe’s eldres were older than her own, in their sixties, and Faron had become frail the last couple years after being diagnosed with multiple sclerosis.

         “Give yourself a few minutes to catch your breath, and then I’ll take you to the nurse’s station. When you see Abe, I think you’ll feel better.”

         “Danki, Lavinia.” Waneta patted her hand. “Abe was so lucky you were there to get him help. Who knows how long he might have lain there until someone came by.” She glanced at her mann. “Just like his dat did before his MS, climbing up on the roof without having someone near. Always thinking he can do everything by himself.”

         “Now, Waneta, I never fell off the roof, did I?” he asked with a grin.

         “Nee, or who knows how bad your MS would be now?” she said with a shake of her head. She took a deep breath and tossed the paper cup in the wastepaper basket. “Let’s go see our sohn.”

         Lavinia sat on the chair next to her and took her hand. “Waneta, I don’t want you to be alarmed when you see Abe. He got banged up quite a bit, and it was a bit of a shock for me to see him the first time. And when he woke, he was so scared when he couldn’t feel his legs. But we have to hold out hope for him. We need to remind him the doctor feels it’s temporary.”

         Waneta met her gaze levelly. “I understand, dear one. But I think as a mudder, this is kind of what I expected for years while raising a rambunctious bu.” She gave Faron a tremulous smile. “He’d tell you that. It’s just a lot later than I thought it would happen.”

         She got to her feet. “And I do believe the paralysis is temporary. I’ve been praying hard since you called us, and I do believe God listens.”

         Lavinia stood and hugged her. “I do as well.”

         She walked with them to the nurse’s station, watching the way Waneta matched Faron’s slower pace. She saw them exchange a loving look as they approached the station and thought how wunderbaar it must be to have a partner to face life with.

         “These are Abe’s parents, Waneta and Faron Stoltzfus,” she told the nurse.

         She beamed at them. “Nice to meet you. Abe’s woken up several times this morning, and the doctor’s very encouraged. Let me take you in to see him. I’m afraid we have to limit visits to fifteen minutes, and no more than two of you at a time.”

         “I’ll wait for you,” Lavinia told them.

         She returned to the waiting room and called her mudder to tell her she was going to be a little late. “Abe’s eldres just got here. I’d like to stay a little while longer to talk to them.”

         “No problem,” her mudder told her. “It’s a little slow at the shop. I’m glad they got there safely. You stay with them and take care of anything they need. I know Faron’s not in the best of shape with his MS. The stress of hearing about Abe and the bus ride can’t have been easy on him. Let me know if you feel you need to stay at the hospital the rest of the day.”

         “Danki, Mamm.”

         After she hung up, Lavinia fixed herself a cup of hot tea and sat waiting for Abe’s eldres to return.

         When they came back into the room, Lavinia’s heart sank. They looked older somehow. Waneta’s lips were trembling, and she barely made it into the room before she burst into tears.

         Lavinia snatched up the box of tissues from a nearby table and rushed over to her.

         “I didn’t cry when I saw him,” Waneta sobbed. She took a handful of tissues and mopped at the tears streaming from her eyes. “I was afraid I would upset him. But I didn’t cry.”

         “You did gut,” Faron told her as he patted her hand.

         When she saw him begin to weave on his feet, Lavinia quickly urged him to sit down.

         “Can I get you some coffee?” she asked.

         They nodded, so Lavinia went to the machine on the beverage table and poured it.

         “Waneta? Sugar? Cream?”

         “Two sugars, just a little cream.”

         “Black, danki,” Faron told her.

         The coffee seemed to revive them a little.

         “When’s the last time you two ate?” she asked them.

         Waneta shrugged. “Our schwardochder packed us some sandwiches and coffee for the trip,” she said vaguely.

         Her mudder had told her to take care of them. She knew what she needed to do. But before she could, a nurse stuck her head in the door and looked at Lavinia.

         “Mrs. Stoltzfus? I wanted you to know that we’re taking your husband for some tests. He’ll be gone from his room for a while.”

         “Thank you.”

         She watched the woman hurry away, then looked at Waneta and Faron. Their gazes were avid on her. “It’s a long story. Well, maybe not that long,” she amended. “Let’s go get something to eat in the cafeteria.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         “We won’t be gone long,” Susan, his nurse, assured him as she pushed his bed down the hall. “Then you can see your family again.”

         He frowned. While he’d been glad to see them, it had been so hard to watch them try to hide how scared they were when they walked into his hospital room.

         “So, your mother said she and your father have been out of town visiting relatives,” Susan went on cheerfully, nodding at other staff as she passed them. “It’s nice to get away this time of year when it’s so hot.”

         He remembered how hot it had been fixing the roof before he fell off. And summer was far from over.

         But he wouldn’t be climbing up on that roof anytime soon. He knew Wayne and other men in the community would be taking care of his farm while he was in the hospital. But what about after he got out? The doctor said he thought that the paralysis was probably temporary, but feeling hadn’t come back yet. And even when it did, how long would it take for his broken arm to heal? Just how long could others take over his responsibilities, especially when it was the busiest time of year for farmers as harvest neared?

         The nurse stopped at an elevator and they waited. “Sorry it’s taking so long,” she said. “It’s always slower in the daytime when more staff and visitors are using them.”

         “It’s not like I have anywhere to go.”

         She nodded sympathetically. “It’s hard being down when you’re active. You’re a dairy farmer, right? Bet that’s a lot of work.”

         “It is.”

         The elevator doors slid open with a pinging noise. “Here we go.”

         They went down several floors, and when they exited the elevator, she took him into a section labeled MRI Diagnostic. There, two male technicians helped transfer him to a machine that reminded him of a tunnel. He was strapped in and told he had to lie still. He wanted to ask them if they were joking, but he could see they weren’t.

         “What kind of music do you like?” one asked, and then he frowned. “Sorry, are you allowed music?”

         “We sing hymns.”

         “Hmm. How about I put on some Christian music? It’ll help you relax.”

         “Sure.”

         The music wasn’t familiar, and it didn’t really help him relax, but it did seem to tune out the weird sound the machine made.

         The test seemed to take forever. He wondered what Lavinia and his eldres were doing. He felt guilty for the time everyone was spending on him. If he got back to being himself, he was going to find some way to repay Lavinia, his eldres, his helper Wayne, and the church members for all the time and the worry.

         At last, the music and the machine noises stopped, and the technicians transferred him back to his hospital bed. Then he had to wait for the nurse to come for him.

         “So sorry, we had an emergency on the floor,” she said when she rushed in. “I bet you can’t wait to get back in your room and have some lunch.”

         “It’s no problem.”

         She pushed the bed toward the elevator. “I know the food’s probably not as good as what you’re used to, but we try. And maybe I can stretch your visit with your family a little longer to make it up to you.”

         “Thanks.” He yawned.

         “So how’d you do?”

         “Okay. Fell asleep for the last part of it.”

         “I couldn’t do it the time I had to have one. Too claustrophobic.”

         The elevator opened and she pushed the bed inside. The doors closed and the elevator began moving.

         “You keep doing as well as you are, and we’ll lose you to a regular unit in no time.”

         He wanted to ask her how long he’d be here, but the nurses always answered his questions with, “Ask the doctor.” He hoped that was because it was hospital policy for them not to answer such questions and not because they didn’t want to discourage him by telling him he’d be with them a long time.

         Susan chatted easily as she pushed the bed from the elevator toward his room. He didn’t know where she got her boundless energy and optimism. It didn’t seem to flag, even through twelve-hour shifts of caring for seriously ill or injured people like him.

         “Now, let’s get you all hooked up again, and then you choose: quick visit with your family or lunch first?”

         “Family.”

         She beamed. “I knew you’d say that.” She worked quickly to attach the monitors to the machines that blinked and beeped, then hurried out of the room.

         A few minutes later, his eldres walked in. Abe thought they looked a little better than they had earlier. He wanted to ask where Lavinia was but figured it would sound rude—as if he wasn’t happy to see them.

         “So how was your test?” his mudder wanted to know. “I hope they didn’t stick a bunch of needles in you.”

         “Nee, just put me in this big machine that made strange noises. I still managed to fall asleep for part of it.”

         “Rest is what you need so your body can heal,” she told him.

         “Bu used to spend too much time sleeping,” his dat said with a snort as he sat down on a chair by the bed.

         Abe thought his dat looked thinner and frailer than he had when he and his mudder left for their trip. He felt a stab of guilt thinking how hard the bus trip must have been on him.

         “That was years ago when he was a teenager, Faron,” Waneta responded as she brushed Abe’s hair back from his forehead. “Can I get you anything?”

         “Just hand me that cup of water, please?”

         “Schur.”

         She insisted on holding the cup while he sipped from the straw. He wanted to tell her that his hands worked fine—or at least one of them did. It was his legs that weren’t cooperating.

         He glanced at the doorway when he heard a cart being pushed past the room. It was loaded with lunch trays.

         Waneta noticed his gaze shift from the cup. “Lavinia insisted on taking us down to the cafeteria and buying us lunch.”

         “That was nice.”

         “Ya. That was right after the nurse came in and called her Mrs. Stoltzfus,” Faron said.

         Abe choked on a mouthful of water and reddened. His mudder moved the cup away from him and frowned in concern. “You allrecht?”

         He took a deep breath. “Ya. About that.”

         “Don’t tease the bu, Faron,” Waneta admonished as she used a tissue to dab at the water on Abe’s chin.

         “But it’s fun,” he muttered as he met Abe’s gaze.

         “Don’t mind your dat. Lavinia explained everything.” Waneta glanced at the clock, then walked over to Faron and held out her hand. “We need to go.”

         “We just got here.”

         “Nurse said fifteen minutes, and it’s been fifteen minutes. We can come back in a little while.”

         Faron got to his feet and patted Abe’s hand before walking out of the room.

         A few minutes later, Lavinia stuck her head in the door. “I thought I’d just come say hi before I go to work.”

         She had to go to work. Of course she couldn’t sit around all day just so she could come in for the short visits the hospital was allowing. He felt his spirits plummet. “Come in.”

         “I got you something to keep you company,” she said as she walked up to his bed and handed him a small bag from the hospital gift shop.

         He reached into it and pulled out a black-and-white-spotted stuffed cow with a silly grin on its face. The tag on her collar proclaimed she was Molly Moo Cow.

         A laugh escaped him as he stared at it. “Looks a little like Bessie.”

         “I thought so, too.”

         “Can you stay a few minutes? Molly’s great, but she’s not as gut as a visit with a fraa.”

         Lavinia blushed as she sat down in the chair beside the bed. “About that.”
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