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PART ONE


May and Oba









CHAPTER 1


ELIEZER WEAVER WAS KNOWN AS “ELI” IN HIS FAMILY AND at school. He was a dark-skinned, husky little boy who had entered first grade in the fall, a happy, robust individual with a mop of curly black hair and dark brown eyes that danced with good humor and mischief. His wide smile was quick, often revealing the gaps where he’d lost his baby teeth.


Dressed in the conventional denim broadfall trousers, brightly colored shirt, and black leather shoes, with a bowl-shaped straw hat crimping his head full of curls to his skull, he hopped and skipped his way to school, swinging his metal lunchbox until the apple rolled against his peanut butter and honey sandwich, smashing it flat.


He walked with the children from a neighboring farm; the oldest girl, Elmina, in seventh grade, was asked to look out for little Eli. He was as quick as a young colt, and as unruly, Elmina complained to her mother, who took the situation in hand and went to see Eliezer’s mother. The slight, blond May, with the huge brown eyes, invited her in, nodded her head with growing concern, and thanked the woman for bringing the matter to her attention.


Eli was properly chastised, then cuddled on his mother’s lap as she softly told him the dangers of cavorting across a country road, occasional traffic or not. He watched her earnest brown eyes with a sincere heart, a wish to do better. Until the next time.


His father was Andy Weaver, a big teddy bear of a man, with a shock of wavy brown hair and squinty, crinkling bright blue eyes. He was a large man and so in love with his slight little wife that he radiated goodness. After five years of marriage, their love had grown to include Elizabeth and Veronica, known as S’Lizzie uns S’Fronie. The S sound pronounced before the actual name was a western way of identifying the female version of the name. In the German dialect, their mother was known as S’May.


Elizabeth was tall, with a head of unruly hair like her father’s. May thought it was the most beautiful hair, a heavy, rippling mass of brown beauty, which made her smile, though she kept the joy all to herself. Vanity and praise were not what a child needed.


After five years together, Andy had been instrumental in helping May over the rough patches, the dark times that would return from time to time, leaving her haunted by her past, in doubt of her own salvation in Jesus Christ. The birth of her two daughters were her greatest joy, but coupled with the worst of the darkness afterward. She was told she had the “baby blues” and needed to take better care of herself.


And how did one go about taking care of oneself if there was a busy two-year-old in the same house with a squalling newborn, her body racked by a near constant onslaught of colic? The mother-in-law put the baby’s left elbow to her right knee, drew her up like a pretzel as her cries increased. Then she would cuddle her, pat her back, and the elusive burps would come to the surface, but only after May had broken out in a sheen of perspiration, weak and so very tired.


It was all a part of life, although Andy said there would be no more after Veronica’s cries of pain proved to nearly undo him. Eli, however, seemed to think it was his personal duty to see the household run well, in spite of the chaos after Veronica’s birth. May would find him in the kitchen, plying the broom across the floor, carrying dishes to the sink, wiping down the oilcloth table covering.


And he sang the songs he heard from his mother’s lips, the old hymns from the brown lieda buch (songbook), his head nodding, his toes tapping as he made up a lively beat in his own musician’s heart. Singing was his way of expressing the bubbling joy of his life. He got that from his father, May would always say to herself as she watched him absorb the words from any song he heard, then hear him sing them to himself as he played on the floor.


Andy was not his biological father, but he was certainly a wonderful replacement. He genuinely loved little Eli, viewed him as the one reason he was fortunate enough to have won May’s hand. He had accepted him, along with May’s checkered past, and felt himself blessed beyond reason.


LIFE IN THE small brick ranch house near the farm had been close to idyllic, until the day May had helped her sister-in-law pack their belongings for a move to neighboring Geauga County. A stack of yellowed newspaper had been handed to her from the old man along the same road, where he resided in all his eccentricities in a house not much bigger than a chicken coop, nor more attractive.


May had spread open a page, found the article about the small plane going down somewhere in the Northwest Territory, the lone survivor listed as Oba Miller. The name Obadiah Miller, his age, and place of birth were all screaming at her from the page. Almost, she had fainted, the shock of finally, at a time she least expected it, having found a clue to the whereabouts of her lost brother.


With shaking hands and a mouth gone dry, she had managed to convey the strange phenomenon of finding the article, stumbled home to spread the page on the table for Andy to see, and then spent months trying to get in contact with her brother, the last remaining member of her family.


He had been in a hospital in the city of Toronto, Canada, but seemingly vanished after months in a doctor’s care. Finally, on the advice of the kindly bishop, they traveled over a thousand miles, found the hospital, gathered all the information possible, and after a fruitless week of spending all their savings for food and lodging, finally found Oba in a rehabilitation center on the city’s outskirts.


She would never forget the moment they were shown to his room. She found a small cubicle, with one window, where he sat in his wheelchair, gazing out over the city, his shoulders hunched like an old, old man, his elbows resting on the arms, his hands dangling toward his knees.


She felt Andy’s hand on her shoulder and looked up at him gratefully before saying hoarsely, “Oba?”


He stiffened.


They waited as one hand dropped to the wheel, turned the chair around. She would never forget the old, pale, ravaged face of her brother, the eyes so dark with pain and despair, the bitterness having taken away every spark of life or hope.


“Oba?” she said again, holding out both hands, entreating him to accept her, to recognize the fact they were here, had come so far, gone through so much in order to find him.


“It’s you,” he said softly. “May.”


Andy released her, and she flew to him, threw her arms around his too thin frame and held him as if she would never part with the poor thin person he had become. Her face was disfigured with the years of sorrow rising to the surface, tears of relief and suffering, of remembering and wondering and hoping against the crushing obstacles in her way. She cried, sobbed on his shoulder, then knelt in front of him and put both hands to his face, gazed deeply into the dark eyes so much like her own.


“Oba. Oba. Oh, Oba,” she whispered brokenly.


“Yeah, it’s me.” The voice was dry, grating, but there was not a shadow of emotion. Nothing.


May stayed on her knees, her hands going to the top of his thigh, then gasped. “Oh Oba . . .”


There was only one whole leg. One shoe. The opposite leg was simply gone, about mid-thigh, where the leg of his trousers was folded back, empty. She searched his dark eyes, shivered at the dead cold stare emanating from the depth of his gaze. His perfect features were twisted with disdain, his mouth a cold, hard sneer. It was the expression she remembered after the worst of Melvin Amstutz’s whippings.


“How’d you find me?”


He looked down at her, but it was as if his eyes saw nothing—they only served the purpose of being in his face. That beloved face, May thought. No matter how hard or cold, he’s here. In this room with me. May was crying softly, so he looked to Andy. One sharp look, knifelike in its unfair appraisal.


Andy stepped forward, extended a hand, his blue eyes wet with the tears that mirrored his wife’s intense emotion. “I’m Andy. May’s husband.”


A mere nod, the hand ignored. Andy let it swing to his side, then stuck both hands in his pockets. Oba’s cold gaze swung to May.


“So you got married? Surprised you’re Amish.” He wiped the back of his hand across his mouth and sneered, one corner of his mouth lifted.


May got to her feet, her eyes never leaving the beloved face. “I did get married.” She reached for Andy’s hand, leaned against the strength of his arm. “This is my husband, Andrew Weaver. We have three children.” She didn’t say anything about Eli’s biological father. That would have to come later. “Tell me about your leg.”


“What is there to say? They cut it off. Thought I would lose the other one, but it seems to be usable. Plane wreck.”


May nodded, took a deep breath. “Yes, Oba, that’s how I found out about you.”


LOOKING BACK, THERE had been false starts and stops along the way, but in the end, they persuaded him to come live with them in the small ranch house. At first he had been belligerent and refused to go, not wanting to come within miles of the Amish community. But what was the alternative? Andy was skilled at persuasion, and he made the decision as easy as possibly for Oba. No, he did not have to join the church. How he lived was his own choice. No, he did not have to be seen or acknowledged by anyone in Ohio, least of all the relatives who had spurned him, packed him off to Arkansas to be mistreated by the hands of a cruel uncle.


“Just come stay with us,” Andy had pleaded. “We want you.”


Oba refused, and Andy and May eventually went home without him, but they didn’t give up. May continued to write him letters telling him of the children, describing what his room in their home would be like if he came, telling him how glad she was to have found him.


Oba considered returning to the wilderness, but had no stomach for it. The Zusacks had come to visit him a couple of times. Sam was a silent ghost of her old self, and Brad and Rain spouted off about the love of Christ and the redemption of his soul, but he remained firmly entrenched in his deep, dark pit of hopelessness and anger. More than ever, now that the leg was gone. He was sure Sam didn’t want half a man, and neither did anyone else, so he shook his head and told them all to get lost. He wanted to die, like a horse or a dog, be wiped off the face of the Earth and know nothing afterward.


He sat alone, sullen, mocking those around him. He got into arguments, refused any suggestion of a prosthesis, and swung around the grounds and down lengthy hallways on wooden crutches, the solid thump a warning to everyone in his path. Anyone brave enough to make overtures was almost always turned away either by a lack of interest or an angry rebuttal sending the hapless newcomer scurrying.


In less than four years, he had aged beyond reason, fully entrenched in a dark world of unhappiness, a bitterness so thick it surrounded him like an electrical charge. His rehabilitation long completed, he barely escaped admittance to the psychiatric ward of the tall cement block building next door, also known as the mental institution, the nut house. He had nowhere to go, no relatives, no friends, and no purpose in life other than clinging to his hateful attitude toward God and every human being on the face of the Earth.


Until May arrived.


It was eight and one-half months later when May and Andy returned to Toronto, and this time Oba gave in, partially. He was going with them for a visit. An indefinite stay. He’d go back to California maybe. But he would not stay with them.


The long ride home to Ohio was a nightmare of obscenities, refusal to cooperate, a stream of snide remarks or black silence. Almost, May felt the beginning of fear. Had they bitten off more than they could handle? Was Oba so far gone there could be no redemption?


May placed her trust in God alone, knowing that since He had graciously led her to Oba, He would provide for the remainder of the journey. God would not promise an easy ride, but He would be worthy of her trust.


And so Oba was put up in the spare bedroom with a comfortable double bed, a chenille bedspread in a shade of blue, two dressers, a small desk, cozy rugs, and sheer white curtains that blew in the early summer breeze, the scent of new-mown hay that made his throat tighten with remembering of his past. He remembered every road, the brick house, Simon Weaver’s farm. Everything. For two months he stayed mostly holed up in his room as he kept a firm grip on his bitter feelings. Andy and May stayed true to their promise and had no visitors, did not impose restrictions, allowed him to eat and sleep without interference. He never asked questions, answered when he was spoken to, but only when he felt like it. He watched the children with dark, brooding eyes, asked no questions, and never offered a sign of friendliness.


Eli, in his winsome way, tried his best. He hovered, asked childish questions, brought books to be read, a box of crayons and a tablet, but was always turned away. May explained Oba’s behavior as best she could, so after a few weeks, Eli continued to watch Oba but left him to himself, like an extra piece of furniture no one thought about anymore.


May tried. She explained Eli, told Oba the story of her relationship with Clinton Brown and her eventual leaving of the Amstutz farm. Yes, he remembered Clinton. Arpachshad’s brother. What did they call him? Drink? Yeah, Drink. He fished all the time. Fell in. Oba almost smiled when May laughed gleefully.


Sometimes, he would have a mostly one-sided conversation with Andy, on his good days, usually in the evening out in the backyard with the family when the heat of the day dissipated to the time when dew fell, the sun slid below the horizon, and a comfortable breeze cleansed the air. But that was as far as anyone attempted to draw him out.


On one summer evening, May had made a pudding with heavy cream, Knox gelatin, eggs, sugar, and a buttery graham cracker crust, which she kept in the Servel ice box until it was very cold and refreshing. She cut it in squares and proudly dropped slices of luscious Red Haven peaches on top, with another dollop of whipped cream. She placed six small plates on a tray, carried it out to the backyard, and announced the dessert in merry tones.


“Graham cracker fluff, guys!”


Andy leaped to his feet, took the tray, set it on the picnic table, then bent to kiss May’s cheek.


“You are the best wife in the world,” he whispered in her ear.


She looked up at him, and they exchanged a sweet longing.


Oba did not miss the magnitude of the moment. He lowered his eyes but felt the stirring of his own longing, his own desire to experience the same happiness, and just as suddenly, squelched the uncomfortable feeling with the safety of his customary bitterness.


He knew no one would want him, and he didn’t want anyone, either. The closest thing to love he had ever experienced was the beautiful girl of the North woods, Sam. The one and only girl he had ever truly wanted. But as all things in his life, it was not to be.


“This is so good,” Andy said, beaming at his wife.


“Thank you, kind sir.”


May’s eyes twinkled as she looked up from feeding little Fronie, a miniature version of herself, the blond hair braided into submission like a crown around her delicate head. Eli was pushing the peach slices to the side of his plate, spooning the whipped cream into his mouth. Oba watched as Eli looked first to his father, then his mother, before flicking his peach slices into the grass beneath the picnic table. He looked straight at Oba, a long honest look, before arching one eyebrow expertly, as if daring him to tattle.


Almost, Oba smiled. He allowed his eyes to crinkle the tiniest bit for only a short moment.


“Eli, hurry up. Finish your pudding,” Lizzie called from the end of the bench, leaning forward to see his face.


“Why?”


“We need to play horse. I’ll be Clara, okay? You be the horse.”


“Yeah! Sure!”


Eli gobbled the pudding, leaned back, and swung his legs off the bench, then ran off with Lizzie on his heels. Andy watched them go, then pushed back his plate, sighing contentedly before commenting on the children’s constant energy.


“Remember playing horse, Oba?” May asked anxiously. He had been in one of his darkest moods all day, which served to bring May a sense of failure, of foreboding.


“Yeah.”


But he clearly did not want to be questioned or included in a conversation, so May’s eyes swept over him before she sighed and put Fronie on the grass with a spoon to play with, smoothed the pleats of her white apron, and turned to Andy, giving him a bright smile.


IT WAS ON a hot Sunday afternoon, the time of day when most folks are resting in a breezy spot outdoors, or finding the coolest spot in the house to stretch out on the couch, when the rattle of steel wheels on gravel awoke Andy from his semi-sleeping beneath the maple tree in the backyard. May was putting Fronie to bed, and Oba sat in his wheelchair on the lawn, reading a book he had no interest in but had picked up out of boredom.


The open, roofless courting buggy was occupied by a lone woman. Oba watched the horse. He didn’t know much about horses, but that looked like a good one. He thought May had promised him there would be no visitors.


Andy got to his feet, strode across the lawn, extended a hand, and shook the woman’s hand. Hard, from what Oba could tell. She turned to tie her horse, then dusted her hands by clapping them together, drawing up the corner of her brilliant lime green apron, and wiping them well.


The screen door was thrown open, and May appeared, both arms extended, rushing to greet an obviously dear friend. He could only hear snatches of their conversation and shrank back in his wheelchair wishing himself invisible.


“Oba!” May called out.


He looked up.


“Do you mind if Clara joins us for a while? I know we promised no visitors, but she’s practically family.”


Oba shrugged, leaving the air empty of an answer.


They walked toward him. The woman had the reddest hair he’d ever seen and a dress the color of pond slime. She had a figure like a stick and was ugly as all get-out.


She reached him, stood directly in front of him, and placed her hands on her barely existent hips.


“Can’t you talk?”


Oba waved a hand, as if to get rid of an annoying insect. He would not meet her eye.


“You know, you need to straighten up, fella. After all Andy and May have done for you, you’re still acting like a spoiled brat.”


Oba looked up, shocked. No one talked to him that way. No one. He would have slugged anyone who dared approach him in that fearless manner if he could have reached them. Andy cleared his throat uncomfortably. May looked devastated.


“My name is Clara Yoder. I’m the one your sister lived with before and after Eli was born. She talked about you.”


“Is that right?” Oba’s voice was hoarse.


“That’s right. What happened to your leg?”


“I’m sure you’ve heard.”


“Yeah. May told me. I was trying to start a conversation is all.”


“You can stop now.”


“What if I don’t want to? What if I’m curious about a lot of things? I remember you. What were you, ten, twelve when you were taken to Arkansas?”


“None of your business.” His words were raw with contempt, the ever prevalent animosity with which he viewed the world.


“Why, sure it’s my business. I have no intention of staying away from May here just because you’re scared of people or whatever. So get used to me. Besides, looks like you need all the help you can get, and in case you haven’t noticed, May’s got her hands full with three kids.”


Oba’s mouth literally hung open in disbelief. He caught himself and closed it.


When there was no reply forthcoming, Clara lifted her chin in the direction of the amputated leg. “Can you walk?”


He turned his back and twisted his shoulders in his chair, purposely.


“Is that an acquired skill, ignoring people?” she asked.


In one lightning move, he turned, glared at her with eyes sparking dark scorn, and let loose a string of horrible language, punctuated by a fist pounded on the arm of the flimsy lawn chair.


May flinched and Andy shifted his weight uncomfortably, but both of them held their peace.


Clara laughed.


Oba kept his eyes on her, waited for the flinching, the shriveling embarrassment sure to follow, the signal that he would be left alone.


“Whew!” she said and laughed again. “That, my dear boy, is some salty language.”


Oba’s best weapon of defense was to withhold answers. People who tried to be friendly normally floundered pretty quickly if you left the air empty of normal conversation deemed necessary by folks who talked way too much. So he said nothing.


Ignoring the stiff silence, she sat down on the grass in front of him, arranging herself in the most unladylike manner he could possibly think of. No Amish woman wearing skirts sat cross-legged.


“So, if you can’t talk or walk, life must be pretty dull, huh?”


“Why don’t you get lost?” Oba growled.


He reached down to release the brake on his wheelchair, put both hands on the wheels, and pushed himself backward.


Andy sprang forward to help him, May bustling along by his side.


“Where you going?” Clara called.


“Away from you.”


“Really? Looks like that’s pretty rough going there. You know what you need? A motor, a gas engine, mounted on that thing. Either that, or an artificial leg. What are they called?”


She hadn’t planned on an answer, so when none was forthcoming, she took it in stride, turning to watch the anxious Andy and May flutter and hover like mother hens. She shook her head.


Eli walked up to her and sat down, cross-legged, imitating her perfectly.


“Now you made Uncle Oba mad,” he said soberly.


“Uncle Oba needs to grow up, Eli,” she said, ruffling the dark curls on his head.


“You like my hair, don’t you?”


“I love your hair. It looks so stiff, but it’s so soft.”


“My hair is different from all the other children’s.”


“Right. Same here. No one I know has hair this color, or a thousand freckles like me.”


Eli nodded solemnly. “My skin is darker.”


“I love your skin color. It’s like maple syrup. Or honey.”


“That’s what Mam says.” He gazed up at Clara wistfully. “Did anyone make fun of your freckles in school?”


“Of course they did. Children can be mean, sometimes. Although, I don’t believe they are cruel on purpose. They often say what they think without realizing they’re being hurtful. Why? Do the children make fun of you?”


“No. Hardly ever. Just sometimes they’ll say I look toasted. I don’t look like burnt toast, right?”


“Certainly not. They used to call me Sour Milk. Or Speckles.”


Eli lifted his face and howled with genuine laughter, his white teeth lined up perfectly, like corn kernels.


Clara looked down at him and winked. “So we’re buddies, right? We don’t let anyone push us around.”


“Uncle Oba will.”


“I’m not afraid of Uncle Oba. Your parents need to stop babying him. He could easily walk and live a normal life, and I’m not going to stop until he does.”


Eli shook his head. “Boy, oh boy.”


“Yep, that’s right. Boy, oh boy.”


She got to her feet to help May with the tray of mint tea she was carrying, smiled into her friend’s eyes, surprised to see the spark of disapproval. Boy, oh boy.









CHAPTER 2


IT WAS SO HOT THE FOLLOWING WEEK, NO ONE FELT COMFORTABLE from the early morning hours to late at night, tossing and turning on sweat-soaked sheets till exhaustion finally sent them into a restless slumber. Every morning the sun rose, a fierce, orange orb of pulsing heat, the atmosphere brassy with shimmering heat waves, the limp leaves barely stirred by a merciful breeze. Andy searched the sky for signs of rain. His blue eyes squinted as he searched the horizon, licked a forefinger, and held it aloft to find the direction of a breeze, searching hopefully for an eastern air. He watched the chest-high cornstalks turn into parched, curled leaves, the deep green color turning olive-hued in the heat of the day. The wide steel-wheeled wagons created a thick cloud of dust, the horses’ wide hooves stirring up little puffs of it as well. The grass by the fencerows turned brown with a thick coating of it; the window screens in the windows turned gray as the dirt clung to every available surface.


May carried the galvanized watering can from the rinse tubs to the garden, patiently saving the cucumber stalks, the heavy growth of lima bean bushes that would not produce beans without moisture.


Eli walked beside her, carrying a small bucket, the water spilling against his patched denim trousers, one arm extended to balance the weight. He watched his mother carefully, then imitated her exactly, bending his back so the water would soak around the plants without being wasted.


May glanced wearily at the thermometer tacked to the clothesline pole and sighed audibly to find the mercury creeping toward ninety degrees, so early in the forenoon. The heat and lack of rain was wearing on everyone’s good humor, especially Oba, who refused any form of work or entertainment. He sat and brooded without sufficient activity to keep his mind or body occupied, pushing May to her wit’s end.


Elizabeth, the brave little soul, was doing her best to talk to him in the shade of the front porch, prattling nervously as she pushed the porch swing with one foot, barely able to cling to the seat as she did so.


“Did you have breakfast?” she asked in her lisping voice.


“No.”


“Do you want some? Mam let us have corn flakes because it’s so hot. Do you want corn flakes?”


“No.”


“Are you sure? Corn flakes are better than oatmeal.”


“Are they?”


“Yes, they are.” She considered Oba’s face, the way his blond hair hung into his eyes, hiding the deep brown or any expression that might have formed there. “You need a haircut,” she observed.


Oba said nothing but shook the bangs out of his eyes as he watched Andy walking across the field from the farm. His shirt seemed to be dark with perspiration already, his step measured and slower than his normal energetic stride. He let himself through the gate, then walked up to the porch, lifted his straw hat, and threw it down before running a hand through his hair.


“Good morning, Oba,” he said, flopping on the porch swing as he lifted Lizzie on his lap. He looked down at her upturned face, kissed the top of her head, and smiled at her, the smile lingering till it included Oba. There was no response, but Andy was used to that.


“You want to ride along to town? I broke the shaft on the mower engine.”


“You know I won’t ride in a buggy.”


“I’ll get a driver.”


“Nah.”


“Why not? You can’t sit on this porch all day.”


“Why can’t I?”


“Well, I guess you can. As long as you’re contented that way.”


“Do I have a choice?”


“According to Clara, you do.”


“Who’s Clara? Oh, her. I can’t stand that woman. If she ever comes around here again, I am out of here. I mean it.”


“She’s alright, Oba. Really.” Andy squinted his eyes, laughed his good-natured laugh, and went to find May, seeing if she needed anything in town.


Oba watched the bluebirds in the pear tree, twittering and hopping around each other. He knew they’d already raised a pair of babies, knew when they’d flown and where they came to look for mealworms. He also knew which barn cat had robbed the robin’s nest, devoured the poor pink baby robins, leaving the anxious parents fluttering over the empty nest, their children murdered by the evil prowling cat. It didn’t seem fair, the way the mother robin had spared nothing, sitting in the cold spring rain and wind, hatching her babies, just so the cat could climb the small pine tree and devour them.


He felt no pity for the robins, just a burning desire to get revenge on the cat. He didn’t know if he was capable of pity but knew the anger that welled up in him quite easily. If he had a shotgun, he’d lie in wait for that cat. He didn’t care that it was Andy’s best mouser.


It was so hot. So humid. His leg ached. What they called phantom pain. As if the rest of the leg were still there, and the air around it still held the pain of being crushed. Why was he still here? Why hadn’t he died with Alpheus and Jonas?


His previous life in the wilderness seemed like an alien world now. It was so distant. And yet that world still contained the girl he could not have. Sam. Well, it was for the best. She could never have accepted his moods; Lord knew May could barely put up with him.


He hated Ohio, resented the horse hitched to those stupid surreys. Why would anyone drive a horse and buggy? He had no plans of attempting any such tomfoolery. Although he’d never be able to drive a car with only one foot. That red-haired thing could keep on talking about a prosthesis all she wanted; he was having no part of it. It was bad enough, being cross-hatched with vicious scars across his back, and now being only half a man with one leg. And so his thoughts rambled on, mostly based on himself, the cruelty of life, of fate, the unending blackness of a life without hope.


He was so immersed in his thoughts, he did not hear the crunch of metal wheels on gravel until he looked up and saw the dreaded courting buggy flashing in the sun, some half-crazed horse lunging into the collar at an alarming speed.


It was her alright, hauling back on the reins like an idiot, trying to stop the headlong dash with very little room to spare. Besides having that abominable red hair, she was as crazy as a bat. He turned his chair, ready to push into the house and out of sight. The last thing he needed was another conversation with her.


He pounded on the screen door, which brought Eli, his own personal doorkeeper, his deep brown eyes alight, a smile on his face as he opened the door and held it. Oba could have done this himself, but Eli seemed to thrive on helping him whenever he needed it.


He settled his chair at the kitchen table, his back turned to the door.


“Hey, are you here? May!”


“I’m here.” May turned from her sewing machine, a smile on her face as she greeted her friend.


Elizabeth and Veronica looked up from their play, and Clara bent to hug them both.


“S’Lizzie uns S’Fronie!” she chortled. “My two best girls. And how are you, Eli?”


“I’m making a sparrow trap, Clara. Dat said if I catch sparrows, he’ll give me one penny every time I get one.”


“Hey! That’s good.” She turned to Oba. “And how are you?”


He glared at her.


“You still don’t like me, huh? Well, get used to me, Mister Obadiah Miller, because I’m not done with you yet. I have a number for you to call. This is a doctor in Cleveland. He specializes in artificial limbs. Prosthesis. I want you to go there.”


“Those things cost a fortune,” he growled. “Who’s going to pay for it?”


“We’ll figure that out later.”


“I told you I won’t strap some clumsy thing to my leg.”


“Yes. I believe you told me.” She paused. “I am hoping we can come to an agreement. Before you think of making the trip to Cleveland, I want to see you on crutches. Leave this house. Come on down to my horse farm. You need to take an interest in something other than yourself.”


May poured glasses of cold mint tea, the set of her shoulders giving away the tension she felt. Oba was like a gun with the safety off; it simply was unsafe to meddle in his own world of loss and self pity. She knew Clara was fearless, but with Oba, she was afraid she would overstep her boundaries.


“Tea, anyone?” she chirped, trying to lighten the sizzling static emanating from Oba.


“Thanks, May. This weather is like a desert. I’m always thirsty.” She sat down, too close to Oba for his comfort, lifted the glass of tea, and drank thirstily, then set the glass down with a forthright Ahh. “You make the best tea, May.”


“It’s a mixture. Spearmint, peppermint, and apple.”


Oba narrowed his eyes, scrutinizing Clara. Didn’t the woman have a self-conscious bone in her body? Her arms were tanned, but riddled with freckles in spite of it. He’d never seen skin like hers. You’d think she might want to cover up more than she did. Even the neckline of her dress was open, the straight pins placed down too far for all those freckles, plus the color of her dress was a screaming magenta, a pinkish red that did nothing to tone down her red hair.


He had never seen anyone like Clara. He wondered vaguely if she was normal, or if a little something was missing.


“So, what do you think, Oba?” She turned to face him and gave him the full benefit of her yellow-green eyes, alight with interest. Not a trace of shyness or self-consciousness, only a frank, forthright appraisal.


That nose, he thought. Caught off guard, he shrugged, before lowering his eyebrows and shaking his head.


“Oh, come on now,” she said.


She had no intention of backing down or giving up, and he had no intention of accompanying her anywhere, to any hospital or horse farm. He had no desire to let her blab on and on about how much she knew about horses, when he himself knew so little. He’d driven the hateful mules with mouths as tough as shoe leather from the bits being yanked around by the irate Uncle Melvin but had never been allowed to work with the driving horse who flattened his ears and turned his rump to release a well-aimed kick to protect himself from delivered blows.


He put his hands on the wheels, pushed away from the table. He felt suffocated, tamped down. He caught May’s anxious eye and wheeled sharply to the left before rolling himself to the screen door. He couldn’t believe it when Clara put her hands firmly on the handles of his wheelchair and yanked him backward without speaking, surprising him so much he couldn’t think fast enough to put the brakes into use.


“Don’t you know how rude it is to leave a question unanswered? To roll away from a person who’s trying to help you? You should be terribly ashamed of yourself, for what you are putting your sister and her husband through. You thrive on pity and isolation. Well, let me tell you, that is a one-way street to losing your mind, so if you find yourself in some room painted a sickly shade of green, between the brick walls of a mental hospital, you have no one to blame but yourself.”


Oba flinched, visibly.


He was incredulous. No one spoke to him in this manner. No one. For once, he had nothing to say. He felt the anger rise but also felt it sputter before it raged into a full-blown tantrum. He floundered, tried to regain firm footing, opened his mouth for a well-placed retort that would redeem him from this onslaught of unkindness.


“Think about it, Oba. You’re young, your whole life is ahead of you. You sit here, your muscles weakening, your mind cluttered with bitterness. I know your life was hard—May told me everything. But right now, you have choices to make. Serious life-altering choices. Just trust me a little bit and I’ll do everything to get you on the road to better health.”


“I can do it by myself when I’m ready. You don’t have to be involved.”


May held her breath.


Clara gathered more steam. “If left to yourself, things will only worsen.”


She was cut off by an angry outburst from Oba, who told her in clear terms that he had no plans of allowing anyone to become involved in his life, so she might as well go back to her horse farm.


Much to his surprise, Clara sighed, then turned to May and the children, thanked her for the tea, and said it was time to go back to work. Ignoring Oba entirely, she walked away with quick, long strides.


He didn’t want to watch but could barely keep from turning, curious to see how she managed to loosen that crazy horse and get in the buggy before he took off. He turned sideways, turned his eyes to see her loosen the neck rope, rub her hands up and down the horse’s face, then slide one hand down the sides of his neck before clipping the rein to the hook, the signal to all horses telling them the driver was ready to go. The horse pawed the ground as Clara held the reins, ready to climb into the buggy. The horse shook his head from side to side, took one flying leap before she was ready, leaving her dragging back on the reins, calling out the necessary whoa before leaping onto the seat as fast as lightning.


But the horse was angry now, confused, undecided whether he should go or stay. So he stood, shaking his head from side to side, snorting, pawing. Oba could see his flanks trembling. He became aware of May’s quiet presence, her hand on the handle of his chair.


Clara leaned forward, called out, “Yup. Come on, Star. Time to go.” All the coaxing did no good. So Clara leaned back in the seat and waited. He’d go when it was time.


May called out. “You want me to lead him?”


“No. He’s being cranky. He’s not used to being tied.”


Oba watched. The woman was incredible. How could she sit back against the seat, the reins held loosely, without being afraid?


The horse was a genuine balker. They could rear up on their hind legs, throw themselves, and bring down a thousand pounds of solid horseflesh, breaking a good pair of shafts and overturning the light buggy in the process. He didn’t appear to be older than two or three. Yet Clara sat there in the hot morning sun as if she were taking a rest on a chair beneath a tree. From time to time, she made a funny noise with her mouth, which only brought another shake of the horse’s head.


Eli started to laugh, said Clara would have to sit there all day. He wanted to go sit with her.


“No, Eli, you cannot sit on that buggy. The horse is not safe.” May gasped as the horse reared up on his hind legs.


Up and up, his front hooves pawing empty air, before coming down in one running leap, the light buggy lurching haphazardly behind him. Clara waved one hand above her head, her white covering and a slice of brilliant red color from her shoulders visible through the cloud of dust raised by the pounding hooves.


May exhaled sharply without realizing she had been holding her breath. She gave a low laugh and shook her head before scooping up Fronie.


Oba continued to watch. He wanted to ask her to stay, wanted to know more about this horse farm, but his pride would not allow it. Really now. He couldn’t stand having her around, so why this curiosity about her farm?


He remembered his father being gentle with the Belgian work horses. He would let them rest in the shade of the huge oak trees that grew along the fencerows, their sides heaving as sweat ran in rivulets down their great flanks. He could smell the salty odor of the sweat mingling with the scent of freshly mown grass as he sat with his father in the hot June breeze.


Then there were the battered mules in Arkansas. The homely creatures with gigantic ears and heads much too big for their skinny necks, their slatted ribs and sharp hip bones a testimony to his uncle’s stingy feedings. He’d laugh his mocking snort, say the mules could survive on brush and weeds, like a goat. If Oba had ever felt raw pity, a feeling so sharp he had felt a physical lurch in his stomach, it was the first few years in Arkansas.


The mules plodded along endlessly, took the crack of heavy leather reins and the hissing sting of the whip, trotted whenever they were asked, stopped when Melvin hauled back on the reins, opening their mouths and raising their enormous heads to ease the harsh yank of the steel bit on the soft flesh of their mouth. All day, they went without a drink, standing sleepily at the hitching post in the brutal southern sun while Melvin sat at the kitchen table with his family, drinking glass after glass of cold water, slurping up his bean soup, and stuffing half slices of bread and butter into his gaping mouth.


Oba swallowed. His eyes turned into narrow slits of remembered scorn. He wondered vaguely what had become of him. Him and those three boys. Not that it mattered. For the rest of his life, he would carry the years in Arkansas on his back, a visible history of rampant abuse by a violent man who lived with a dangerous nature and who covered it well in everyday life.


Melvin was the reason he had no respect for the Amish church, although May had warned him repeatedly about judging the whole community by the misdeeds of one man. Forgiveness and acceptance was a long way off, of this one thing he was sure.


ANDY HEARD ABOUT Clara’s balker from a gleeful Eli as they sat around the supper table enjoying bowls of cold fruit soup, an Amish staple in hot weather. Fresh peaches were sliced in a bowl, covered liberally with sugar, then slices of bread torn in strips, and cold, creamy milk poured over everything. There was a side of cured beef bologna and a chunk of cheese, the good waxy Swiss kind with the slightly rancid odor, the perfectly rounded holes created by the aging process. There were cold glasses of mint tea, the ice box with the large square of ice on top keeping the food from going bad. In winter, when the lakes froze to a good twelve inches or more, the men were kept busy cutting wagonloads of chunked ice and storing it away in icehouses, packed and insulated with sawdust. Without electricity, it was a solution to spoiled food in summertime.


Eli lifted his arms to show how high the horse had gone, his large dark eyes sparkling.


Andy laughed, and May shook her head.


“She knows what she’s doing. I haven’t heard of one dissatisfied customer after buying a horse from her.”


Caught off guard, Oba blurted out, “You mean, she sells horses? She actually raises them? Surely she doesn’t . . .” He stopped, looked at Eli, who was all eyes and ears. His mind was quick and sharp, absorbing most conversations and remembering every word.


“She sure does,” Andy said hurriedly. “She has one of the best bloodlines in Ohio, if not the surrounding states. If the Amish believed in registering horses, keeping up the paperwork and fancy names the way the English do, she’d be a famous horse breeder.”


May clucked and rolled her eyes in Eli’s direction, who was engrossed in fishing out the last of his peach slices, leaving the soaked bread till last.


“Sorry, May,” Andy said, regretting his slip of the tongue. Children were kept strictly from any language pertaining to reproduction, so it was never spoken of in their presence.


Oba absorbed Andy’s information in silence, but his interest was definitely aroused. No wonder the woman was so brash, so outspoken. She was more like a man. Especially the way she tried bossing him around about going to Cleveland.


He wasn’t going. Bad enough to be here among the Amish without sponging off their charity while they all sat around with hopeful eyes and clucking tongues, waiting for his prodigal return. Sorry, folks, but a straw hat and a bowl haircut, a horse and buggy, and a fat wife were not for him. Besides, how could he hope to enter any society on a wheelchair? He looked at his crutches, knew he should use them more, but felt more like an invalid using them than he did in his wheelchair. For the thousandth time, he hated his stump, that half leg as worthless as six fingers on one hand. He was an oddity, someone young children watched with frightened eyes, someone to pity.


THE MONTH OF August waned and the stifling heat of the long wearisome nights abated, leaving Oba in a better frame of mind. He’d eyed the crutches for weeks before finally deciding to give them another try. He stuck them beneath his arms and swung around the yard. At first, his weakened arms ached within the first minute, and he collapsed into a lawn chair, his chest heaving as drops of perspiration dripped from his brow.


Eli ran alongside, shouting encouragement, his black curls bobbing in the hot wind. Later, Oba found him by the sandbox, trying to fit a small piece of wood onto a broomstick to make himself a pair of crutches. After that, Andy did design and build Eli a simple pair, which proved to be invaluable for Oba. Eli kept up a barrage of questions, pleading with him to go here, go there, come on, Uncle Oba, we can go to the farm, to the shop, to the henhouse.


Sometimes he did. His shoulders strengthened, his back no longer ached. May caught them racing across the yard, taking unbelievable strides with the crutches, Eli fully capable of keeping up. May often marveled at the child’s athletic abilities, the way he seemed to be a natural runner and could throw a ball with surprising skill for one so young. And her heart would feel the old familiar pang, the remembered lost love of his father, Clinton Brown, also a young man of athletic prowess.


Oh, bless his heart, she would think, as he moved so well, swinging the crutches with his well-formed arms, the thin, white shortsleeved shirt already becoming snug across his chest. Her eyes stung with tears, but only for a moment. Then she remembered the gentle kindness of the big, burly husband that God had given her, a gift so precious she would never forget to appreciate him. She lived in undeserved love and safekeeping, a haven of trust and kindness. But she never regretted her years with Clinton or the gift of Eli. So amazing, the community’s support and acceptance. Her love for Lizzie and Fronie was no less, only an expansion of her heart. And she wanted more children, of course. She dreamed of giving Andy a son, their world complete.


All in God’s time, she thought. We’ll appreciate one day at a time. She had never imagined this a month ago. Oba racing—yes, racing—across the yard on his crutches, his face tanned, his blond hair bleached by the sun. And he was actually laughing, if only for a short time.


Every two weeks they all piled in the buggy and made their way to church, leaving Oba alone at home. They had promised him they would accept any decision he made, so they stayed true to this, allowing him to sleep late before getting his own breakfast. Once, he had seen them leave and thought how unusual it was that the child was being accepted by the community, his dark face and springy black hair so obviously different from Lizzie and Fronie’s porcelain faces.


Andy and May had something special, he thought. Andy was a real nice guy, one who never irritated him, never rippled the waters of his underlying bitterness. In spite of himself, he found he looked forward to suppertime, the time when Andy would walk across the fields, carrying his sweat-soaked straw hat, relishing the breeze through his wet hair. Even with his shirt soaked with the escalating temperatures, he was smiling, calling out to the children who would drop everything and run to him.


And Andy’s first sight of May upon coming home was almost a sacrilege, the light in his eyes reflected in hers. They were the only couple he had ever known who always hugged each other upon either one’s arrival or departure. His own parents had never fought, yet he couldn’t remember seeing his father put his arm along the back of the couch where his mother was seated.


And he still yearned to find a love like May’s, though he hated to admit it even to himself. He could not imagine meeting anyone or allowing himself to become attracted to a girl, so he did not venture out, it being far easier to let all of that go, with his battered and broken body.


He found he was never jealous of May. He knew she deserved so much goodness in her life, unlike him, who questioned the existence of God and ran away from any mention of Jesus Christ dying for him.


Maybe for good people He did, but not for him.


And yet he had seen angels. He had. He had felt the presence of his parents. He rolled over and turned his face to the wall.









CHAPTER 3


WHEN THE COOLING WINDS OF AUTUMN BEGAN TO WHISPER through the pine trees and the leaves on the sugar maples turned a dull shade of green before the edges showed signs of red, Clara finally arrived on a Saturday afternoon, after chores were finished. May had looked for a visit for a month but heard nothing from her at all, and she had sensed a cold shoulder from her at church. Knowing Clara, she figured it was very likely due to Oba’s refusal to see a doctor.


Eli was overjoyed and ran out before she climbed down from the buggy, with Lizzie and Fronie on his heels. Oba looked up from the puzzle he was working on, frowned, looked at May, and said he was going to his room.


She laid aside the garment she was mending, smiled at him, and said he might not want to. Clara had probably brought her ice-cream freezer and the mix she was known for. She’d talked about it all summer and hadn’t done it yet.


Sure enough, when he looked out the window, the children were bouncing up and down, clapping their hands as Clara hoisted a wooden ice cream freezer from the buggy. Andy strolled toward her, a broad smile on his pleasant face, untied the horse while he talked, then led him off to the barn. Looked as if she was staying awhile.


He couldn’t help noticing the brilliance of her dress. A shocking shade of green. How many outlandish dresses did she have? She banged through the door, the children hovering at her heels.
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