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CHAPTER 1
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As far as the eye could see, nothing but waving grass rustled in a wind that still carried a hint of winter. Brown and dry, it whispered the secrets that grew beneath its dying roots, as the sun coaxed tender green shoots of newborn grass from the snow-soaked earth.

If you looked closely, the beginning of a structure raised itself into the blue of the sky, thrust upward unfamiliarly, sharp and brown and out of place in the sea of grass, like the hull of a ship aground on the beach, the waves continuing their pounding as if the vessel had never been there.

Here, on the high prairie, the wind never ceased. Only before a storm did it become quiet, held back before it unleashed its power, multiplied by the calm, wreaking its havoc in the form of a deadly tornado or pelting hail driven by the storm’s fury.

If you looked closer still, to the left you see faint wagon tracks that had crippled the waving grasses, crushing the brittle ones with each turn of the steel band that encircled the heavy wooden wheel, the plodding horses’ hooves digging up the tender earth, erasing some of the weaker green shoots of grasses and delaying the stronger ones.

The trail curved away across the prairie until the distinct, sharp lines of the building jutted into your vision off to the right, marring the otherwise flat and serene landscape, the rough logs lashed and pegged firmly against the restless wind, and the steep pitch of a roof without lath or shingle.

The road turned down a small incline, rose slightly upward, and came to the mess of uprooted grasses, mud, and butchered logs dragged in from a place unseen. The whole scene was like a small wound on the immensity of the high prairie, smeared with wet salve. Off to the left stood a worn wagon, the dirty yellowed canvas straining against the ropes that lashed it to the bows bent into an upside-down U shape spanning one side of the wagon box to the other. It had once been a fine Conestoga wagon, but months on the road had aged it considerably.

It was the house that disturbed the blue of the sky and the waving grasses. Substantial in size, made of logs entirely, without a roof, windows, or doors, it was a structure being born nevertheless.

Two horses were tethered a distance from the wagon, the dusty harnesses slung across a steel-rimmed wheel. Granite buckets, the remains of a fire, an agate washtub and coffee pot, wooden troughs and crates, an assortment of stumps set around the campfire—all told of the human beings who traveled here to make a home in the vast and magnificent land, away from the East, from the congestion of religions and doctrines, and from brethren who bickered and fought among themselves like European starlings wearing their wide-brimmed black hats and broadfall trousers like an armor against evil worldly practices.

Mose Detweiler did not always know who was right and who was wrong. A simple, stalwart, dark-haired, sturdy man, he adhered to the doctrines of the Old Order Amish, the Christian sect founded in Switzerland by Jacob Ammann, who, in 1693, broke from the Mennonites over issues concerning excommunication and the practice of shunning.

By the twentieth century, most of the world’s Amish lived in North America, their faith growing as they raised families according to their interpretation of scripture, and the rules and regulations written in the “Mutterschprache,”—the mother tongue of the Swiss and German lands from where many Amish trace their ancestry.

The Great Depression of 1929 had hit Mose like a ton of bricks; it flattened him and took away his farm with its wonderful black loam soil of Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. Unable to make the mortgage, steep by all accounts (his father and older brother had warned), the bank that held it crumbled under the weight of a worthless dollar. Mose took to making moonshine illegally and selling it to bootleggers for a few dollars. After selling off most of the cattle and all of the sheep and pigs, what else could he do with the grain?

When the church discovered his secret, it excommunicated and shunned him. Shamed publicly, no longer able to hold up his head and look his brethren in the eye, he told his good wife, Sarah, that he was going West.

Her large brown eyes filled with the softness of tears, jewels of love and forgiveness. She said she would go, but not with ill feelings and certainly not with the curse of the ban. “You done wrong, Mose,” she said softly, placing a hand on his solid shoulder as she looked into his brown eyes, watching them soften and become liquid with love. “Now make it right.”

He hung his head, then, ashamed of his misdeed in the purity of her forgiveness. He went out, hitched up his horse and spoke to the bishop, repenting of his illegal work. He returned to the fold at peace.

So the family left, the shame of losing the farm riding with them on the high wooden seat. The many doctrines of the numerous Plain churches confused Mose, saddling him with a driving need to escape the noise and the cackling of a hen house with too many hens.

He wanted to continue in the doctrine his father had taught him, the simple belief that Jesus paid for his sins by His death on the cross. The Bible commanded a plain and peaceable way of life, and that was all. It seemed to Mose that everyone around him complicated matters, stirring controversy with the wooden paddle of heresy. He didn’t understand the endless prattle caused by dissecting Bible verses and examining them under a microscope of ill-feeling and tightfistedness. When he couldn’t breathe love among his brethren, choked on the fumes of a hundred different voices spouting as many different views, he drove away on his Conestoga wagon with the most blessed among women by his side. His Sarah. His jewel. His finest God-given possession. In the light of her love he became a better man, for he knew he was simple and didn’t comprehend many of life’s intricacies and the complexities of other men’s outspoken knowledge.

It had always been so, even in school. Quiet and subdued, he fell behind in class, suffering misery at the teacher’s rebuke and dissatisfaction with his many shortcomings. Somehow, though, he had won Sarah, a dark-haired, dark-eyed beauty from Honeybrook who placed her hand in his and never left him alone or insecure again. She was his rock, his helpmeet, and his best friend.

The journey was arduous, but they were a stoic family. Their oldest daughter, Hannah, was tall, thin, and had her mother’s brown eyes and creamy skin. But there the likeness ended. Easily riled, her full mouth frequently pouted contemptuously, a fire in her eyes like brown sparks, the least provocation setting off the shooting flames. Her adolescence was fraught with prickly ill-humor and dissatisfaction with everything and everyone around her. At fourteen she was the bane of her patient mother’s existence, the thorn in her father’s side, but the delight of her brother Manasses, known as Manny or, in Hannah’s silly chatter, simply “Man.”

Manny was twelve, dark-haired, sturdy, tall, and winsome, with eyes that were completely without guile. He adored Hannah, loved his mother, and held his father in high esteem. He was content with whatever came his way, so when the children were told of the move west, he merely nodded his head and agreed. He didn’t know what the West was, but he figured it would be all right, as long as his father thought so.

Hannah threw a royal fit until Mose sent her firmly to her room with no supper. As she laid on her bed listening to her stomach growl, she vowed never to become a vanilla pudding like her mother—no backbone, no will, no nothing. She did not want to leave Lancaster County no matter how poor they were. Her father could get a job at the harness shop or the butcher shop or any place. She wanted to stay here with her friends Rebecca, Annie, and Katie. What was out West besides nothing? She guessed they’d all be dead by the time they got to the Mississippi River, and if they weren’t, they’d all be drowned shortly thereafter.

Eight-year-old Mary was dark-haired as well, but her wavy tresses were shot through with golden strands. Her eyes were light hazel, her skin pale with a dusting of earth-colored freckles as delicate as stardust. Mary was an astounding-looking child who skipped blithely through life, turning heads with her adorable smile. She carried her sheer unspoiled air of goodwill like an essence. At her young age, the West was a good place filled with bluebirds and colorful butterflies, fascinating bugs, and warm bunnies.

Mary persuaded six-year-old Eli, short, stocky, and dark-eyed with a thatch of thick black hair that always stood away from his cowlick like a mild explosion. He had inherited the same wild gene as his sister Hannah, so he was given to bursts of anger over slight irritations. Talkative, he voiced his childish opinions forcefully. As an infant he had yelled with colic day and night, aging his parents with relentless crying as his stomach churned with gas and indigestion, his feedings coming back up with the force of a water spigot. He fell down an entire flight of stairs at eight months, bumping his forehead until a blue-black egg formed like a frightening growth. His cowlick stood straight up and never laid back down.

Relatives cried, hugged, sized up the wagon, and shook their heads. “Why don’t you take the train?” one of them asked. But Mose was determined and Sarah was submissive. Eager to see the world, they trusted that the money would last and the Mississippi would be crossable. God would provide, and they’d be on their way with His blessing.

And they were blessed.

They made good time with the heavy horses suited for travel, the endurance bred into them. The hardest part was the cold weather, when the snows blasted them with tiresome fury. When a roaring campfire was not enough, they settled into a small clapboard house for a few months before moving on.

Sarah’s lovely face had become gaunt and pale. She was short with the children, her hands riddled and crosshatched with chilblains. It was when she hid her eyes from her husband’s searching gaze that he decided the cold and the monotony of days on the wagon seat were too much. So they stopped in western Indiana, in the forsaken little town of Salem, and took up residence in the other half of Mrs. Ida Ferguson’s town house, built in 1848 by her husband’s own hands, may he rest in peace. Hannah told Manny that Mr. Ferguson couldn’t be resting too peacefully the way he slapped this cheap house together, then went and died and left his widow to stuff things like sheep’s wool in the cracks.

Ida was short and buxom, a white apron encircling the vast circumference of her stomach. She wore it low and snug, leaving her hips to sprout like two appendages on either side, a resting place for her balled up fists, shoved snug by the weight of her lumpy elbows, scattered with blue veins and purple moles. Her nose was round and loose like a manatee, her mouth wobbly with relaxed skin, her eyes pinpricks of brilliant blue that fired good humor.

She put them up in the “harvesters’ quarters,” as she called the two rooms downstairs and two upstairs. It was drafty, the nails studded with frost like pristine mold, the rooms bare except for the minimum of necessities, the rough board floors scattered with bits and pieces of linoleum, frayed and cracked around the edges like a flapping, hazardous doily.

But there was a roof over their heads, and a rusty dysfunctional coal stove that was either red hot or barely producing heat, nothing in between. Their humble home was a source of comfort, a spot of warmth out of the wind and the constant smell of dirty wool, limp flannels, and unwashed bodies.

The first week in Salem, Sarah washed clothes in Ida’s wringer washer and hung them on racks around the stove where they steamed with the good smell of lye soap and powdered detergent. She swept and scrubbed, lifted the derelict linoleum and swept underneath. She washed windows with vinegar water, ironed clothes, and soaked their white head coverings, which were now yellow and flattened from being stored in trunks and leather satchels.

They ate soup and fried meat, pots of oatmeal, and cornmeal pudding called corn pone. Sarah’s cheeks were again pink, and her eyes soft and dark. She cleaned and cooked and slept in a bed with Mose by her side, like civilized folks, she said, not unkindly.

Ida visited every day, eyed Sarah’s burgeoning figure, and asked how soon. Sarah’s face flamed, and she kept her eyes downcast. “Not yet,” she mumbled in a reply that barely made it past her lips. Ida watched her face, the spreading suffusion of color, patted her cheek, and said she hadn’t meant to be nosy.

Hannah drew her eyebrows down and opened her mouth, but that was as far as it went. Her father kicked her beneath the table, his eyes sizzling with rebuke. These things were not spoken of, certainly not by a brash fourteen-year-old.

Ida missed all of this; her good humor rode on the wings of the blushing Sarah, so sweet, so grateful to have this house. Poor dear. What a journey! Why they had not taken the train was beyond her; but then, it was none of her business. She went home and baked them a molasses cake with crumb topping, opened a jar of preserved peaches, and took it over for their dessert. She sat on a chair by the stove and ate a large portion herself.

She cried when they left too soon, mopping her streaming eyes as she wished them Godspeed. She prayed fervently for Sarah every night before she went to bed.

The return of the cold, the flat monotony of the land, snatched the color from Sarah’s face, turning her eyes dull and tired, like an unpolished rock. Her mouth was set in a straight line, her nose white and pinched, her eyes never leaving the brown, flapping haunches of the horses. It was only when spring arrived that she came back to life, the scent of new grass and south breezes filling her with hope.

Mose marveled at the land, the sheer, unbelievable magic of the empty space, immeasurable sky, and the distance from one line of cottonwoods to another. There was an occasional ranch, a cluster of houses, sometimes a small town, but mostly there was the endless sea of grass, the road before them, and the flat sky that turned from gray to blue and back to gray again.

Cold rains were the worst, draining their spirits, and sapping goodwill and energy. Roaring campfires dried out the worst of the discomfort, but dampness remained for days, leaving the children sneezing and coughing fitfully during the night.

Sarah wondered vaguely what would become of them out here in this wild, treeless land. Not one other Amish person to be with, to attend church with, to hold quiltings and hymn sings with, and no visitors to invite to your table. Would they all drift away, like miniscule seeds from a dandelion head, blown about by the winds of the world?

She watched her husband’s smooth, untroubled face, thought of the small amount of dollars left in her cache, and wondered how they would survive. Must she go willingly, without question, hiding all her fears of the future? To second guess their decision now would serve no other purpose but to bring him down to the level of her pessimism.

Who would help her birth the baby? Who would know they had even arrived, let alone existed, needing help? Was there no kindly soul anywhere close? She felt her heart tightening, her stomach contracting, her pulse gaining speed. Her breathing became light and quick, and nausea rose in her throat.

“Mose.” Her voice was quick and breathy.

He looked at her, shocked, his eyes widening. “Not already?”

“Oh, no. No. But, who will help when my time comes?”

Relieved, Mose laughed a genuine laugh filled with good spirits and calm. He put his arm around her shoulders and drew her against him, rubbing the palm of his hand up and down the sleeve of her coat. “Ach, my darling Sarah, don’t worry. I’ll find someone.”

When they finally rolled to a stop one day in April on the small rise close to the line of cottonwoods and box elders, with a creek winding among them, full and wide, overflowing its banks in the wet springtime, it was like a miracle, a mirage, something you believed you saw but that would disappear before you had a chance to touch the bark of those trees or the rippling water.

They set up camp and walked the property lines. Mose got out the documents as if they were sacred, read them aloud slowly, mispronouncing the words, but Sarah knew what it meant. They would homestead these one hundred acres. At the end of five years, they would be the owners of this wild and foreign land. Sarah scratched the red rash on her forearm, squinted into the late afternoon, and stopped her rising panic as she turned her body from east to west, then north to south. A trail, a roof, a rider, please God.

Her face calm, unruffled, she walked to the wooden stake that sectioned off their acres and began to shake uncontrollably. Grateful for her long skirt and the fullness of the gathered fabric, she gripped each elbow in the palms of her hands and held them, crushing her arms against her stomach as tremors of the unknown shook her.

All around was only the untamed land and the enormous sky with a white cold sun lending its half light. The wind moaned and blew ceaselessly, ruffling the ends of the brown, dead grass, pushing the faraway trees into a crooked, swaying dance. Brown birds, the color of the grass, wheeled across the sky at breakneck speed, squawking a shrill, short note before disappearing into the restless grass. There were no crows or vultures, no deer, only the incessant calling of the numerous prairie hens. A gopher stood on its hind legs and gripped its front legs in front of itself like a reverent little minister beginning a soul-searching sermon.

The wind spoke to Sarah of longing in a restless attack of homesickness so real it felt physical, as if a giant hand gripped her heart and squeezed. She lowered her head as hot tears squeezed from her eyes, trembled on her lashes, and dripped onto her stomach. When she turned her head to one side, the tears splashed on the wooden stake. Some fell into the thick brown grass, anointing the soil of North Dakota, her home, her place to live for the rest of her days on earth.

It was Hannah who marched down to the creek bed and swung an axe alongside her father. Her fierce energy finally had a productive outlet after months of travel. Her eyes flashed with renewed interest. She hacked and whacked and rode one of the horses to pull the logs to the site where their house would be built, her smooth white legs exposed until Sarah ran gasping in horror with a pair of Manny’s trousers and told her to wear them; they weren’t completely savage just yet. Hannah looked at her mother with narrowed eyes, asking who there was to see. No use putting on the constricting trousers.

Sarah spoke levelly, without anger. “Put them on. Get down off that horse and put them on.”

The flash of rebellion from Hannah’s eyes staggered Sarah. What was this? Resolutely she went to the horse’s bridle, faced Hannah’s anger, and repeated her order without taking her eyes off her daughter’s.

Hannah was the first to look away, followed by a slumping of her broad shoulders. One leg swung over, a quick slide, and she landed on her feet like a cat. Springing up, she took a few steps, grabbed the trousers from her mother’s grasp, held the offending garment up, hiked up her skirts and stepped into them, holding her skirts with her chin as she buttoned the waistband. Lifting the broadfall, she buttoned it without speaking.

Sarah held onto the bridle and stroked the faithful horse, still working after all those miles. For the first time she thanked God for the isolation, her daughter displaying an utter lack of discretion.

Turning, Hannah stood back, gathered herself again, so cat-like, Sarah thought. Hannah leaped, slung a leg over, grasped the reins and turned her head. The horse wheeled in response to the jerked left rein and galloped off in a spray of mud and wet grass.

Sarah lifted a hand to her forehead to shade her eyes and watched Hannah go until she disappeared into a hollow. That was the thing about this flat land, the deception of it. It wasn’t as flat as it appeared; only the grasses waving in the restless wind looked even. Sarah shuddered without knowing why. She returned to the camp by the Conestoga wagon and continued her ironing.

She had set up her ironing board between two stumps, so she lowered herself to sit and iron. The sadiron was no longer hot. She attached the handle, placed it on the red coals and loosened the handle to let it heat up. Mary looked up from the book she was reading, smiling sweetly at her mother before returning to her concentration.

Sarah sighed and watched the light playing on Mary’s gold-streaked head. Why did she bother ironing? There was no one to see, no one to care whether their clothes were wrinkled or soiled, or if they wore none at all.

She snorted, a derisive sound, surprising herself. Oh, this was only the beginning of having to think differently, of stepping outside her well-structured life. No longer would she be able to wash on Monday, iron on Tuesday, plant and harvest and go to church and visit relatives and live among decent, God-fearing folks who lived together in unity. Well, mostly. How well she knew the unhappiness of her Mose, how the long and complicated talk of his peers bothered him, unsettled his simple way of life and his uncluttered thoughts. She knew too that he loved everyone and never thought ill of one person, in spite of not agreeing with him. Rufus Bontrager was the worst. Loud, obnoxious, cutting into other men’s conversations to set them right with his own high opinion of himself, he rankled everyone’s good humor. Mose always said he was loud, yes. And yes, a mite grosfeelich. But Rufus knew how to shoe a horse. He had a gentle hand in spite of his brute strength. When they lost their farm, he was the first to extend sympathy and shod both horses without charge.

Mose would never forget that act of kindness. And yet, he couldn’t stay in Lancaster County. Ah, there was the mystery for Sarah. Would she ever understand his reasoning for going out and buying that still and making whiskey illegally to sell to disreputable men? The shame that followed, the women’s unhidden pity as they let her pass along the row of benches in church.

Fresh shame washed over her, remembrance as painful as daggers. Her Mose. In the end, though, she reasoned a sensible answer to herself, that desperate men did desperate things. Mose was just trying to save the farm and his good reputation. The hurt settled into her bones, evened out, faded, but stayed, like an arthritis only time could cure.

She missed going to church the most. The easy chatter of the women, the admiring of babies, young mothers bending to tie their little girls’ head coverings, stashing their shawls and bonnets on tables or benches provided. Shaking hands, bending forward to give and receive the holy kiss, their traditional way of greeting one another. She could still feel the papery softness of Grandmother Miller’s loose cheeks, the smell of starch from her covering, the wide strings beneath the soft, loose folds of her neck.

She lifted the sadiron and resumed ironing. A chill rushed up her spine as the grasses swayed and bent. The campfire hissed, crackled, threw sparks as the flames flared up by the wind.

Soon the chilly winds would stop. Soon the warm sun would win. Sarah became quiet inside herself knowing her time would be here then. They must find someone, somewhere. The quick panic that rose within her was successfully pushed back by her whispered prayers. She believed God was out here with them. She couldn’t believe otherwise or she’d be swept away by her fear, her lack of trust in Mose, whom she had promised to obey, to love, to care for.

She put the ironing aside, shrugged on a light coat, and asked Mary if she would like to accompany her to the creek bed to watch her father cut down trees. Mary eagerly rose to her feet, grasping her mother’s hand and looking up into her face as they set off down the path made by the horses dragging logs up from the creek.

Soon it would be time for their evening meal, the preparations still unfamiliar after all these months on the road. Sarah could never feel as efficient or in control as she had back in her own kitchen. Now she always reverted to soups or stews or cornmeal mush. A campfire was an unhandy thing in spite of the grate and the iron rod set up between two sturdy posts to hold the blackened kettle above the fire.

Sarah squeezed Mary’s hand and smiled down at her. “Soon we’ll have a house, Mary!”

“Yes, we will. Dat said we will.”

Ah, to be young. To trust with that childish, doubt-free trust that erased every worry. Sarah only hoped—with a doubt-ridden hope speckled with fear—that they would have a house and beds to sleep in by the time the baby arrived.

She thought of Abraham and Laban’s flocks of sheep. The Old Testament described them as pure white or speckled with color—the impure ones. If she put her faith beside her small daughter’s, her own sheep would be the ones spangled heavily with the impurity of brown spots.


CHAPTER 2
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The walk through the heavy grass left Sarah surprisingly breathless, considering they were headed slightly downhill. Mary chattered by her side, sometimes racing foolishly after small brown birds she had no chance of catching. Running back to Sarah, bent over, her tongue hanging like a winded puppy, she waved her arms up and down in exaggerated effort.

Sarah laughed, the sound almost frightening in its unnatural, hoarse explosion. Mary laughed with her without noticing any change in the sweet mother she knew and loved. For this, Sarah was deeply grateful. She had to do better, to find a place deep within herself and draw on this source for strength and courage. Lifting her head, Sarah vowed to rise above the most difficult situation without allowing Mose or the children to see her inner struggle. There was a word for that, a Dutch word, but she could not remember it.

They came to the group of trees where the grasses thinned and the wide creek wound its way among them. At the far end there were the patient horses, tethered to each other, heads hanging straight in the quiet repose of a sleeping animal. There were five logs, straight ones, cut and ready to be hauled to the house, a pile of twigs, thin branches and brush, and another tree laying along the creek. At one end, Mose lifted the axe and brought it down precisely into the whitish crevice where it had struck many times before. Hannah whacked away at another tree in short, swift strikes, her face red with exertion, working twice as hard as Mose but accomplishing little except wearing herself out.

Manny was hacking small branches off the fallen trees, dragging them to the brush pile and walking with a sense of newfound purpose, his old gray hat brim flopping over one eye, torn away from the crown, and his dark hair spilling out like extra stuffing.

He caught sight of his mother, waved and grinned and called out to them before continuing his work. Mose stopped, wiped his face and turned, his face creasing with pleasure at the sight of his lovely Sarah and Mary. Hannah stopped, scowled, turned her back, and resumed her senseless whacking.

Mose laid down his axe and stepped away from his work to greet them. Dressed in patched denim broadfall trousers, an old blue chambray work shirt, the sleeves rolled above his elbows, the muscular arms straining every seam, he never appeared more handsome to Sarah. Gladness lit up her face, evincing radiance from within. The light drew Mose and had drawn him since he was young. “Sarah! So you came to see what we’re doing? Good for you. And my best Mary.”

He laughed as he kissed Sarah’s cheek, one arm about her waist, drawing her close. She smiled up at him, their souls united in their searching gaze, seeking, finding, content for all the ages, being together, bound by their love.

When did she first think of Eli? Who spoke of him first? Mary or Mose? Was it herself? She could only remember the yawning pit of realization that Eli was not here with Mose.

“I thought he was with you.” She was never sure who said the words first but knew instantly that something was terribly wrong.

Sarah’s hands went to her mouth. Her brown eyes searched her husband’s face as if she could gain entry to a reassurance in the depth of his brown eyes. “Where is he?” she whispered hoarsely.

“Wasn’t he with you at all this morning? This afternoon?” Mose’s voice was quick, firm.

“No. No.” Sarah shook her head and pointed a shaking finger at Mose. “I thought he was with you.”

“He wanted to come with me but I told him no. He was to stay with you.”

Sarah’s first thought was to run. She wanted to flee the terrible specter of a missing child on this immense prairie with its hidden hollows and swells, the grass waist high in some places.

With the realization that Eli was lost—she could not run from this fact—came the knowledge of hope, of bare spots where he could gauge his surroundings. She became rational, pushed back the panic, searched Mose’s eyes.

“He can’t be too far. Did he not come with you at all?” she asked, her mouth becoming dry with her accelerated breathing. She licked her lips, tried to swallow.

“When I told him to stay, he was headed to the wagon. After that, I can’t remember seeing him.” His brown eyes filled with tears as his brow furrowed. He turned to the four directions, shading his eyes, searching the far-flung reaches of this strange and mysterious land.

Mary’s eyes became troubled, large and round with concern. “Mam, he told me he was going rabbit hunting.”

Sarah looked at Mary and grasped her shoulders with hands like claws, clamping down until she winced, shook herself away, and began crying.

“Tell me, where did he go?” Sarah ground out between clenched teeth.

Mary shrugged, sobbing now, her soft heart shattered by her mother. A kind of hysteria gripped her. Sarah began talking, moving away, moving back, babbling incoherently. The thought of their Eli, so short and stocky and manly, reduced to shrill cries of terror without knowing where he was and how he would find his family—it was almost more than her heart could bear.

He was her child, her baby. For six years he had been the youngest, the only one she had to cuddle and love, and now they had brought this innocent child to this terrifying, grasping prairie, this strange restless, treeless land of no mercy. A great sea of grass that was capable of swallowing children.

Mose came up with a plan. He told Hannah and Manny to stay together and keep calling, never losing sight of the treetops. Hannah listened to her father’s words, her head bent to keep her emotions hidden, before saying that the whole plan was senseless on foot. Why not ride the horses? So Mose allowed it, watching both of the older children mount their horses and ride off up a small grade, the grass coming to their boot tops. Dimly they heard them calling, “Eli! E—li!” as the prairie and the sky swallowed them whole.

It was then that Sarah began sobbing—dry, harsh sounds of a mother’s despair when a child is lost. Mose turned to take her in his arms, the sounds from her twisted face a form of torture to him.

“Don’t, Sarah, my Sarah. Please don’t. We’ll find him. He’s a tough little chap. We won’t let him die. You and Mary go back to the house now and build a roaring fire. Maybe he’ll see the smoke and find his way home. I’ll start walking in the direction God lays on my heart. I’ll see where He leads me by my prayers. Now go, my precious Sarah, put your faith in God. He’ll take us through this valley.”

He reached into his trouser pocket for a worn, wrinkled square of cotton fabric, lifted her chin and wiped her cheeks tenderly, searching the closed lids of her anguished eyes as if he could see through them and find his Sarah beneath them. As it was, the pain on her face became mirrored on his own. His smooth, untroubled features were now drawn, as lines appeared on his forehead and he became one with his heartbroken wife.

“Go now,” he said gently, as he placed a kiss on her forehead. She stumbled away, the grasp of Mary’s hand the only thing that kept her from falling. Mary was wide-eyed, serious, but too young to absorb the significance of a lost child in a strange land.

When Sarah looked up through streaming eyes that squinted painfully against the afternoon light, the prairie and the sky above appeared clouded in menace. The whole circumference of her world was ripe with portent.

They would not find six-year-old Eli. He had already been gone at least eight hours without returning, which meant he had gone too far to find his way back. These wide, harsh grating grasses never stopped their whispering, their rasping against each other. Their unstable movement deceived the eye with the appearance of sameness, and yet the height and depth was not similar at all. What if Eli stumbled onto a lowland, a swamp with mud underfoot and grasses above his head? He could wander for days in circles, never being found until it was too late.

The thought was too bitter, she could not tolerate the suffering of her small, squat son, the mighty one, the temper that flared like Hannah’s. She kicked the red coals of the campfire, scattering the ashes, threw a handful of small wood pieces on top and watched it flare up. Dry-eyed with fear, she carried larger pieces of wood, rolling them expertly on top of the flames, watching the thick white smoke reach upward.

Oh, Eli, see this smoke. Look in this direction wherever you are. Taking a deep breath, she steadied herself, stood straight and searched the horizon, the far reaches of this endless land that contained nothing but grass. She shivered, hostility like goose bumps on her spine.

She had blindly followed Mose to this forsaken country, trusting his judgment, leaving her own will behind like clouds of dust curling from beneath those sturdy Conestoga wagon wheels. Here they were, cursed, fer-flucht. It was his disobedience to God with that insanity, that whiskey stilling. God is not mocked. What a man soweth, thus must he reap.

Oh, but he had repented though. Yes, he had, and truly. What had the bishop said? Though your sins are scarlet, I will make them white as snow. Clean like sheep’s wool. Who was to know God’s ways?

She threw another chunk of wood on the fire and watched the thick smoke curl, lift off, spreading upward, and on up. Look down on my offering, Lord. Accept it graciously the way you did for Abel all those many years ago. Accept my desperation, Lord, and return my son to me.

The sun’s light was dimming now as it began its ascent into the waving grass. A chill crept across Sarah’s arms and she shivered again. Darkness would come, inevitably. A darkness so black it would crush her if Eli was not found. She bit down on her lower lip, her teeth beginning to chatter with the new fear of day’s end. She would not sleep, ever, until they found Eli.

But darkness came and with it a separation from any source of human comfort. Her husband and two oldest children were gone, for all she knew they were lost too, never to return. She paced the perimeter of the camp, tried to scale the walls of the house for a view of the darkness around her. Anything except to sit by the wagon and the half-built house with Mary quietly watching her with hazel eyes and helplessness.

Sarah could not comfort her daughter; she could not comfort herself. She felt cold toward Mary, a strange removal of feeling. She did not want Mary to see her like this. She wanted only Eli. To see his black hair sprouting from his hat, his open, laughing mouth, his snapping brown eyes, so alive, so eager and full of ideas, so restless in all of his imaginings.

Mary’s whimpering about hunger brought a deep shame, a scramble to set things right. A slice of cold corn pone, some beans warmed by the fire. Sarah sat with her while she ate, an arm around the thin little waist. She assured Mary they would bring Eli back, and told her to put on her warm nightdress. Sarah tucked the girl into her bed in the wagon, with difficulty now, but she managed. Since the hour was much later than her accustomed bedtime, Mary breathed lightly, tucked her hands beneath her cheek and fell asleep almost as soon as Sarah pulled up the heavy woolen blankets.

Alone now, Sarah began pacing again, her hands clutched tightly over her stomach, causing a weird, rocking gait, but there was no one to see, no one to care. She cried then, loud, agonized wails until she was spent. She lay down on a blanket by the fire. Fear and doubt mixed with her heroic efforts at prayer. She could not concentrate. Her anxiety scrambled every coherent word until she gave up and lay there prostrate on her bedroll, a mere speck in this alien, unforgiving land. I just am, she thought. I am only one person. God knows where I am, and He’ll just have to take over. I can’t pray, my bones have turned to ashes, and my strength is gone. I have no will. It’s all right to give up, isn’t it?

She thought of her own mother so far away, so unreachable, as if she no longer lived on the same earth but had spun off into the sky to some other world.

“Shick dich, Sarah.”

How often had she heard the command as a child to behave herself? Yes, that was what she would do. She would accept the situation, give up her own will to God, and if He chose to take Eli to heaven, then so be it. At this thought, fresh tears squeezed from beneath her closed eyes, and she knew she wasn’t close to accepting Eli’s loss.

The night wore on, the half-moon lending its ghostly light, the stars blinking around it like silent listeners awaiting the outcome, offering their tiny pinpricks of light and comfort. The stars seemed close, a part of another world that looked out for people on earth, folks like her and Mose and the children, alone on the North Dakota prairie.

Sarah sat up, straining to see, to hear. There was only black night and silence. Even the wind had stilled. There was no swaying, no movement, no scurrying creatures. Only the silence laden with the knowledge that Eli had wandered off, that her husband and children were out there somewhere with the only two horses they owned, their only source of survival. That, the bags of seed, and the rain and the sun to coax them into germination.

She got up and tended to the fire once more. She thought it was useless to build it so fiercely if the dark sky swallowed the smoke without helping, the way the daylight would illuminate it. And yet she threw chunks of wood on the embers simply for the need to move, to do something.

She didn’t know what time it was, too afraid of the time on the face of the clock in the wagon. One o’clock? Two? Would the time make a difference in her agonized waiting? Surely that was not a streak of dawn to the east. Please don’t let it be the dawn. If they were out all night long and returned at daylight without Eli, she could see no way of being able to accept it, to comprehend with the settling of the horrible fact that her son was still missing.

She sat up. The earth spun, slanted on its axis, while a deep blackness engulfed her as the weakness spread through her limbs. Then—a smear of light on the prairie as if a star had fallen into the grass and shattered. There. Someone had extinguished it. A hand went to her chest to still her heart’s pounding. Her eyes watered from intensely straining to see, to make the light appear. Perhaps it was only a giant lightning bug. No. There. There it was again.

She got to her feet, clumsily, whimpering now. It was a light. It was. It came on, closer. Voices. Real voices. Like a statue she stood, one hand clamped to still her heart, the other to her mouth to stop the trembling sounds that came from her throat.

There were horses. Ah, yes. There was Pete, with Mose. And Dan following with two riders. Hannah and Manasses. Manny. Somehow, this moment seemed too holy to call him Manny.

Was that a dark bundle across Mose’s saddle? Sarah stood, straining to see, then took a few steps forward, her hand outstretched, reaching, hoping.

The horses and riders stumbled into the circle of light, the flickering fire illuminating the spent horses and the slump of the weary riders’ shoulders. Mose called out, a quick high cry, in a foreign tone of voice she had never heard before.

Ah, yes. There was a hefty bundle across Mose’s lap. Now Sarah could see the outline of a gray and rumpled hat, the shape of her missing son, her husband’s strong arms around him. They came to a stop. Sarah reached Mose before he had a chance to dismount, her hands grabbing, claw like, her arms outstretched, muffled sounds no one understood coming from her open mouth without stopping until Mose had lowered her son into her arms. He was half asleep, filthy dirty, his hair stuck to the brim of his hat. When Sarah crushed him to her chest and rained tearful kisses on his face, he began to protest, turning away, spluttering and waving his arms.

“Eli. Eli. Eli.” Over and over Sarah said his name, unaware of Mose or the other children’s vigil.

“I’m all right, Mam. Stop it!” Eli protested hoarsely.

The horses were taken away by a dry-eyed indignant Hannah muttering to herself, a reluctant Manny following, having rather enjoyed the theatrics of his brother’s return.

Sarah collapsed on a stump by the fire, her energy drained away by the enormity of her relief, the deflation of loss replaced by a sense of wonder and the dawning realization that Almighty God had heard her pitiful doubt-filled cries and had taken mercy. She could barely stay on the stump, her arms like water now, liquid, without substance. And yet she gathered her son to her breast, the rough wool of his coat a luxury, the softest fur imaginable.

“Eli, where were you? Where?” she asked, both laughing and crying. Mose sank to his knees, his arms going around his wife and son, his brown eyes searching Sarah’s face, lit only by the fading embers of the fire.

But Eli didn’t answer. He had fallen asleep. They laughed then, her and Mose, with a sound of bell-like joy, an exultation. A miracle. Their son had been returned to them. Together, they undressed him, washed his grimy face and hands, put him to bed beside the still sleeping Mary. Then Mose told Sarah his story.

They had ridden in wide circles around the creek bed. Keeping the treetops as their center they circled farther and farther, always calling, until their throats were parched by their hoarse cries. Darkness fell and hope with it. Mose could not understand why he had no guidance, no inner light. He asked God over and over, he explained. Stumbling around the seemingly endless prairie, only the North Star lending its light to keep their bearings, the horses became too weary to go on. Hannah complained about the senseless riding without an idea where Eli may have gone. Manny wanted to go back, rest, and resume the search in the morning. Mose could not face Sarah with empty arms and crush her with disappointment. So they kept riding.

It was Mose that ran his horse into the strand of barbed wire. Pete stopped, then shied away from the cutting of the sharp barbs, almost unseating Mose, but a cry went up from Hannah who immediately recognized the significance of a fence. Follow it and they’d find folks, other human beings in this forsaken place. She meant godforsaken but couldn’t say it, having had her mouth slapped for it earlier and sent to the back of the wagon to ride with the horse feed—like a sack of oats.

They rode and rode, always by sight of the fence looming to their left. Sometimes, the prairie rose gently; sometimes it dipped down, but never very far or very steeply.

They found the outbuildings first. Black silhouettes, stark and unwelcoming in the dark, star-pricked night. Cattle stood around the barn like dark ghostly humps. A raucous barking rattled Hannah badly. There had to be five or six of them, all wolves or half-wolf. She fell back, holding Dan until Mose rode ahead. By the sound of them, they’d slay the horses and have them for dessert.

On they rode, past the corner post, beside an old wagon parked in waist-high grass, the dogs appearing like a dark sea of moving bodies, roaring and growling, leaping but never touching. Hannah wanted to turn her horse and get out of there but Mose said no, not before they spoke to someone.

They didn’t have long to wait. There was the slam of a door, a shout of command, and the dogs’ barking was extinguished like magic. A figure appeared carrying a lantern with a small orange flame burning inside the glass chimney, surrounded by tin and held by a thin metal handle. The opposite hand carried a rifle, long and low, the dark figure revealed only from the waist down.

“State yer business. If’n yer cattle rustlers, I kin tell you right quick that if’n you don’t leave this here propitty straightaway, ye’ll be peppered wi’ gunshot.”

“No, no,” Mose called out, his voice gravelly with exhaustion.

“Wal, what you here fer?”

“We lost our son, a little fellow named Eli. We’re probably nine or ten miles away homesteading government land. Name’s Mose Detweiler from Pennsylvania.”

The bobbing lantern came to a halt, hoisted by one arm, it showed a grimy denim overcoat, a battered brown Stetson pulled low over a thin face, eyes barely visible, a moustache like a plastered-on chipmunk tail, a thin, scraggly gray beard, and a face like overcooked ponhaus. Silence spread through the night, thick and uncomfortable.

“Wal, I’d say we gotcher son. Little fellow, stocky on ‘is feet, he is.” Mose couldn’t speak, afraid to show weakness in the face of this unknown character. He swallowed, felt the tears, and swallowed again.

The house was behind the barn, rising like an unkempt monster in a sea of mud. Lights glowed from the windows though, and somewhere was Eli. Somewhere behind those crooked walls with rectangular yellow eyes, perhaps his son would be safe and sound.

And he was. He didn’t cry, only blinked and blinked again. The lean woman sitting beside him was stringy and mean-looking like her husband, as if all the years on this harsh land had honed them into this toughness. But she smiled, said “Howdy,” and that was most important.

Their names were Hod and Abby Jenkins. Lived on this here place all our lives, spoken proudly. Had three sons. Hod out riding, he said, checkin’ cows. Stumbled on the sleeping li’l guy. Scared ’im, so he did.

They would come visiting. There was a road, a pattern of dirt roads. They had missed them all. Ranches dotted this land now. Surprised they could still get a grant to homestead. They’d be over, they said.

Mose’s voice was an endless stream of rich gold oil that poured into the loneliness of Sarah’s soul. There were people! Dirt roads! Even if it was nine or ten miles, that was a jaunt compared to the months and months of weary travel they had just come through.

Sarah had not realized she felt so alone until she knew they had neighbors. Real human beings. Flesh and blood. Someone to talk to, share lives, stories, find out about weather, crops, what could be done, what was profitable and what wasn’t.

Here she was, holding her beloved son, delivered to her by God’s own hand, the promise of folks living around them. People who built fences and lived in houses would come visiting.

Sarah breathed deeply, her eyes taking in the sweep of dark prairie, the sky above them, dark and starlit, the moon wan and impotent now, sliding toward dawn. The chill of fear and foreboding left with Mose’s words, replaced by a warmer, more welcoming atmosphere, an air of hope, a breeze of anticipation. Perhaps it would be possible to feel content here, flourish even. Who knew?

Suddenly bone weary, her head drooped, her arms fell away from her stomach, as she tried to get to her feet. Mose came to her rescue, then held her lightly, too weary to think of further conversation. Hannah and Manny returned, spoke a few words before retiring to their bedrolls, arranging themselves into a comfortable position before nodding off.

Mose and Sarah knelt by the wagon, side by side, bowed their heads in silent prayer as each one silently spoke their gratitude to God. They retired for the night, rolling the heavy sheep’s wool blankets on the canvas, drawing down the sides that allowed them a small amount of privacy beneath the wagon, still grateful, and immeasurably drained of strength.

Mose snored almost immediately. Only a minute had elapsed before the comforting sound of his breathing told her he was asleep.

Oh, she was blessed. Blessed beyond anything she deserved. Blessed among women. She reached over and stroked her husband’s shoulder, then drew closer for the warmth of him, and shivered once before slumber overtook her.

In the waning hours of night, prairie dogs slept in the rich soil of their tunnels dug beneath the heavy growth of prairie grass. Rabbits tucked their twitching brown noses into their forepaws and rested, their ears flat along their silky backs. The firelight died down until only a few red embers glowed into the dawn of a new day.


CHAPTER 3

[image: images]

It was the cry of a meadowlark that woke Sarah, or some other familiar bird from Pennsylvania, she thought, without being fully awake. The sun was already high in the sky, which made her throw back the blankets and leap to her feet, thinking of the washing and the cleaning.

It was only after she stood on her feet, her hair scraggly, her dress rumpled and mud stained, the cold spring air sharp on her face, that she remembered where she was, how she had gotten there, the whole scene before her eyes a reminder of the shadow of hopelessness that had threatened to envelop her and choke life’s breath from her body.

Squaring her shoulders, she took a deep breath and winced as ragged pains shot across her ribs. Ah, yes. This too, to be dealt with. Well, Mose had found someone, as he promised he would, so they were not alone.

She poured water into the coffeepot, set it on the rack above the fire, poured some into an agate bowl, grabbed a bar of Castile soap, and began to wash. She combed her hair, winced at the snarls, then twisted them along the side of her head. Using the very tip of the comb, she drew a straight line down the center of her head, divided the dark hair and twisted each side into a long roll before coiling first one, then the other, to the back of her head. She inserted steel hairpins with a quick, practiced precision. Satisfied, she placed a black scarf on her head, tied it beneath the thick, dark coil, and then began to prepare breakfast.

She shook her head a bit, thinking of her wasser bank back home. The kitchen cupboards lined along one wall, the deep sink where she placed her dishpans, the spot where the drain cover allowed the dirty water to drain out, the days she spent there, baking and cooking, and the wood-filled cooking range with the smooth cast iron top she cleaned with a piece of emery board until it gleamed like a polished mirror.

No use thinking about that. All she wanted was a roof over her head and four sturdy walls that kept out the night sounds. She hoped for the cleanliness of a floor, even if it was made of rough wood.

Her heart leaped at the thought of the possibility of a frolic. Inviting all the neighbors for miles around to have a day of building, erecting a house or a barn in a few days, the whole place swarming with straw-hatted and suspendered men, like a new hive of worker bees.

The sun’s light dulled, the light fading out as if night were falling. Astounded, she lifted her head and saw a gray bank of clouds building up in the west. It was only midmorning but something was brewing, like a pot of coffee that had been percolating too long.

Well, if it was going to rain, she had better alert Mose and try to stay dry somehow with a canvas stretched between poles for a makeshift shelter. She rubbed her back when she straightened and searched her surroundings, with no trace of her husband.

As she sliced the boiled, congealed cornmeal mush, Hannah rose, disheveled and mud splattered. She stretched as far as she could reach then eyed the fast disappearing sun, the half-finished house, the weak morning fire out in the open, her mother’s back rubbing, and her burgeoning figure. She snorted, stamping one foot.

“Mam, you know a storm is brewing,” she said, pulling out hairpins and running her fingers through her thick, black tresses, spreading them around her face and shoulders.

“Yes. I believe there is a storm coming.” Sarah stopped slicing the mush and turned to look at her oldest daughter. “Up already? I thought you’d sleep later, having been up all night.”

“Yeah, well, we found him. We have neighbors too. They definitely aren’t like us. Not Amish, that’s for sure.”

Sarah eyed her sternly. “What do you mean?”

“Well, after the wolf pack stopped braying, he carried a rifle to greet us and meant to use it if we were cattle rustlers. What’s a rustler?”

“I suppose a thief. What else?” Sarah answered. “Now get your hair combed, Hannah. Your father will be here soon.”

Hannah obeyed, and Sarah turned back to frying mush. Sarah thought wistfully of the brown hens in the whitewashed chicken coop with the fenced-in yard surrounding it. Gathering the warm, brown eggs in the rubber-coated wire basket, washing them carefully, cracking them in the black cast iron skillet and watching the clear whites set to a white deliciousness surrounding the yellow yolk, like the sun in a pale patch of sky. She swallowed, her mouth watering for the taste of an egg. And freshly baked bread, yeast bread, white and so soft with the light brown buttery crust. She felt faint with hunger and longing then thought it may have only been the night’s emotional chaos taking its toll on her well-being.

Fried cornmeal mush with a side of cooked navy beans; that was all they had. Hannah shook salt over her helping of beans, frowned as she scooped them into her mouth, and said she didn’t care if she never saw another bean as long as she lived and that she was going to shoot a bunch of rabbits and prairie hens. At least they’d have meat and gravy.

Mose laughed outright and said she’d best help get the house finished. He looked worriedly at the changing color of the sky and asked Sarah if she needed a shelter before the rain came.

“Well, what do you think? Should we just stay in the wagon?” Hannah pursed her lips as she listened to her parents. Always asking Dat, always following, going along with what he thought best. It drove her crazy. Didn’t Mam ever have a will of her own? Not a thought in her head, other than what Dat thought? Gee. She was never getting married if she was expected to give her husband everything, including the contents of her head.

Take this whole catastrophe. Plopping his family down in the middle of a gigantic haystack, no thought for where he would get lumber or glass windows or shingles, just slapping logs into the form of a house, as if he knew what he was doing. She could not imagine that log dwelling keeping out the rain or the cold, the way he was going at it.

Hannah knew her place, though. She knew she could not say everything she thought and that about three-fourths of her thoughts were like seeds on unproductive ground: they withered before they took root and turned into words. Manny told her she needed to keep more of them to herself. It was not necessary to say everything she thought.

Well, maybe so, but Dat was going to need help with that building unless he came up with a better plan. What was he going to use for a roof? She’d bet he hadn’t thought that far, or perhaps he’d prayed that a roof would fall out of the sky and land on top of the walls.

Hannah scraped her plate clean, fishing the last bean from the side of her bowl. The sky turned gray, but a soft white gray, so perhaps the day would turn out cloudy, without sun, and no cold rain would fall.

Dat seemed in no hurry to accomplish anything, so Hannah wandered off to check on the horses. The wind was picking up. She noticed a sharp edge to every breeze, bending the grasses, ruffling them with gusts.

She lifted her eyes to the sky, taking in the shifting clouds. The now strange yellow light turned even the gray clouds a sickening color. Like vomit. The yellow light washed across the brown grass, turning it into a dark and sinister sea of ever-changing shadows.

It was late March, so surely this strange light and these churning, roiling clouds that erased the morning sun would not be the harbinger of snow. Or one of the Midwestern blizzards she had read about in her history book at the school she attended back home in Lampeter Township.

Hannah’s large brown eyes took in the changing light, the bank of clouds. She wrapped her hands around her waist, her shoulders squared, wide and muscular on a tall, thin frame, her feet planted wide, leaning against the wind. She was defiance, strength, her unwashed hair in loose coils that stayed in spite of the growing gale.

As she stood and watched, the air took on a new chill in a few minutes. She shivered and wrapped her thin coat closer. Her calculating thoughts took stock of their situation. A sweep of prairie as far as she could see. The horses on their hobbles. The small pile of firewood, the fire out in the open, her mother bent over it. The only shelter, or some form of obstruction, was the four walls of the house, the stark rafters jutting into the sky, the Conestoga wagon with its worn flapping canvas.

Sitting ducks, that’s what we are, she thought. Genuine sitting ducks. Greenhorns from the East who don’t know anything about this high prairie and the weather that can wipe us all off the earth. Dat has so much faith. He’ll just turn all soft and reverent, lift his face to the sky and place his trust in God alone, thinking He’ll preserve us, and if our time is up, we’ll go to our eternal home. Oh, I know how he thinks. Well, maybe I’m not willing to leave this earth quite yet.

With that, she stalked back to the camp and stood before Mose, who was eating his breakfast, hungrily slicing his cornmeal mush with his knife, a serene smile on his face, the welcoming light in his eyes as he watched Hannah’s approach.

“Good morning, Hannah. Have you slept well?”

“Yes. Dat. Did you watch the sky this morning? Do you sense the wind?”

Mose finished chewing, swallowed, and then smiled. “Yes, Hannah, I did. I believe we’re in for some hard rain.”

“What about snow? It’s only the end of March. We are not prepared to survive a winter blizzard, the way they arrive here in the West.”

“Oh, I don’t believe we’ll have snow. The weather has favored us so far this spring. Our house will soon be finished.”

Sarah sat on the stump, her plate balanced on her narrow lap, and looked from Hannah to Mose and back again. As usual, the decision was up to Mose. “I figure we’d better hitch up the horses and move out, find the Jenkins’ place right quick. We can’t survive snow and wind if it’s a bad storm,” Hannah said forcefully, spreading her arms, her hands palms up in a pleading gesture.
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