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For Mom and Dad



Esther

1946

Sunrise, Delaware

A morning rain whispered a harmony of delicate drops against the second-story bedroom window. Esther Detweiler kept her eyes closed as she lengthened her legs and arms. Even as she stretched, dampness crawled through the cracks of the old house and wrapped around her like a shawl. A gentle nudging pushed her from the warped mattress, and she swung her feet onto the floor. The cool wooden planks were smooth and comforting. When she stood, the floorboard didn’t creak as it usually did. The house was perfectly still.

Her gaze landed on Daisy Garrison, the seven-year-old deaf English girl, who slept peacefully in the cot against the opposite wall in the same room. Esther had been caring for her deceased cousin’s child for four years. She was drawn to touch the girl’s silken cheek, but a sudden chill drew her attention away from the sleeping child.

She turned and her eyes landed on the embroidered wall hanging her mother had given her decades earlier as a Christtag gift. For God alone, O my soul, wait in silence, for my hope is from Him. It was the last Christmas gift Esther received from her mother.

She shivered and pulled on her housecoat, then tiptoed down the staircase. At the bottom was Mammie Orpha’s bedroom. The door was cracked open. Orpha always kept her door open at night, saying it was welcoming to the heavenly beings. But something was different this morning. Was it too open? Or too quiet? She leaned a shoulder against the wall next to the door frame, her eyes squeezed shut. She should hear her mammie’s easy snore through the small gap, but all she heard was the warm breath of summer wrapped in the scent of freshly turned soil. She reopened her eyes.

With her fingertips splayed, she gently pushed the door. Even the usual creak was silenced. Esther stood in the doorway. In front of her, Orpha lay as still as a painting. A faint smile was cast over her lips as if she was dreaming something pleasant behind her closed eyelids. She looked happy. Losing her husband decades ago had set the stage for many losses and hardships for the past forty years. She had been like an Israelite wandering, only she never found her promised land. Maybe now, in death, she would.

Orpha’s hair, though disheveled the night before when Esther had bid her good night, was now perfectly combed and smooth, her night covering tied neatly around her soft-skinned chin. She’d taken the time to comb her long hair before she’d gone to bed. It occurred to Esther that Orpha had said good-bye last night instead of goodnight. Had she somehow known that she would pass into eternity while she slept?

The quilt neatly tucked around Orpha’s chest had been on her bed for decades. Esther eyed the simple pattern, rows of triangles forming squares. Together, they’d repaired many of the pattern pieces, salvaging her mother’s dresses to use as patches. She and Daisy had both learned to sew on the blanket.

A breath hiccupped in her throat and her hand clapped over her quivering mouth. She hated crying. Her heart drummed like the wooden mallet threshing harvested wheat, every beat aching more than the one before. Tears warmed her face and salted her lips. She heard a low groan just before she fell on this dearest of old women, a treasure that now was an empty vessel.

Orpha had been such a humble woman. A woman to follow after. Dedicated. Loyal. A mammie to everyone.

Esther wept, thankful to be alone. Loss burned within her, and her heart was heaped with ashes. Too many burdens to count. She’d faced death before, but when her mem and dat passed, the innocence of youth had cushioned her grief. Losing Orpha now was worse.
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By lunchtime, the furniture in Esther’s house had been pushed aside and the rooms filled with rows of backless benches and mourners whose presence provided comfort to Esther. Daisy remained glued to Esther’s side, eyes wide, rosebud lips pursed, and hands mute. Orpha had never understood the little girl’s deafness, but they still had had a special relationship.

Funerals weren’t foreign to Esther. Life had come at her like an unbroken horse hitched to a buggy without a driver. Her father had left for the war in 1917 and had died as a conscientious objector in prison a year later. Her mother, Leah, gave up on living and died two years after that. Since Esther was only eight, the deacons had suggested that she go live with her other younger, healthier grandparents in Geauga County, Ohio. But that might as well have been another country, and Esther had refused. She would stay with Orpha. Stubbornness came as easily to her as pretending not to be hungry.

But those years had passed. A spinster at thirty-four, she and Orpha had made a life for themselves, and bringing Daisy into it had somehow completed their unusual family. It had been hard at times, and Daisy’s deafness compounded the difficulties, but having three generations in a home had given hope and some peace that Esther hadn’t realized she’d lost when her cousin Irene, Daisy’s mother, had passed away. Before her death she had been lost to her community and shunned for her marriage to an Englisher.

The scales had tipped again with Orpha’s death, and she knew what would happen next. Eventually Daisy’s father would come home from war, though they hadn’t received a letter from him in over a year when he explained he would be helping with reconstruction. A melancholy shadow in the shape of Joe Garrison hovered over her. While she never wanted harm to come to him, she didn’t like to think about his homecoming and taking Daisy away, especially now that Orpha was gone. Orpha’s death, however, made her consider when she may lose Daisy to Joe. And be alone.

“Dangeh,” Esther said as she shook an offered hand and attempted to refocus on her thoughts. Since there was no church service on the in-between Sunday, many people had already visited her. Esther found sympathetic, lingering, and mournful eyes as she greeted her visitors, though their tight grips tired her hands. She thanked another sober-faced, bearded man as the line of visitors finally ended. Then she stood in the doorway alone and watched as the Peterscheim family walked down the drive in a black, single-file row, like worker ants always well ordered and never idle.

Beyond the families dressed entirely in black, shades of English brightness appeared, parting the small crowd. Mrs. Norma White walked with such an air about her. As she passed, the entire Peterscheim family turned their heads and stared. The skirt of her neighbor’s peach-colored dress, tightly cinched about her waist with a belt, swished around her tan stockings. A small group of girls standing on the porch leaned their heads together, whispering.

“I brought a pie,” Mrs. White said as she entered the house. She looked around, never meeting Esther’s eyes, as she handed over a crumb-crusted apple pie. Esther had worked for Mrs. White at the neighboring farm since she was thirteen. Mrs. White was a strong-minded woman. She’d run the farm and raised her daughters after losing her husband in a farming accident. Mrs. White was a rigid and uncompromising employer, but she’d never used her husband’s death as an excuse to forsake living, the way Esther’s mother had. The woman’s grit had stirred Esther over the years not to give in to loss. Mrs. White hadn’t depended on anyone to rescue her from her circumstances and had risen to the occasion. She had run the farm on her own for many years, when many other women would have sold it and walked away.

When Esther had started working there, she’d seen Mrs. White in overalls doing men’s work. That was why she needed a housekeeper in the big farmhouse. That had been years ago, however, and although she still ran the farm, she now wore stylish dresses instead of overalls. She no longer needed to do the hard work herself, but the earlier years had taken their toll. It was rare that the woman didn’t wear dainty gloves. Esther understood why when she realized that the elegant woman had the hands of a hard-working man with gnarled knuckles and rough skin. Esther then understood why there was a bottle of skin cream in every room.

“Thank you.” She accepted the pie with both hands and set it down on the wooden countertop, along with the array of other goods. Esther had baked the pie herself only the previous day in Mrs. White’s modern oven, which she privately coveted. She gestured toward the small table in the center of the kitchen. “There’s coffee and water.”

“Oh, Esther. I’m so sorry, but I can’t stay. I’m already running behind.” Mrs. White smiled and slowly batted her eyelashes. “I have a prayer meeting at church tonight, and you know how I dislike tardiness. I would have been over sooner, but I had so much cleaning to do after church and dinner.” Mrs. White cleared her throat. “You understand, I’m sure.”

Esther inhaled as gently as possible. Making dinner for one could not have been of any consequence, and the farmhands served themselves on Sundays with food Esther had prepared ahead of time. Mrs. White wouldn’t have had to do more than perhaps sweep the kitchen or run a washcloth over her newly installed laminate countertops—in Lillypad Pearl, as Mrs. White called it. Esther considered it just plain green.

“Please accept my condolences,” Mrs. White offered as she patted Esther’s arm. Though her gloved hand was warm, a chill pressed through the thin black fabric of Esther’s sleeve and onto her skin. Mrs. White turned to leave, but returned a moment later. “Oh, will I see you tomorrow?”

Esther’s lips pinched, and a moment later she relaxed them, not wanting her employer to see her vexed.

“We have three-day wakes and then the funeral. I’m sorry, but I won’t be there until the day after the funeral.”

“And must you—” the English woman began.

“I can send a cousin’s wife in my place. Dorothy,” Esther suggested, keeping her voice steady. “Dorothy is one of the women on the food delivery route—she could use the extra money. You will be pleased with her.”

One of Norma White’s thin eyebrows pushed up toward her hairline. Several moments of silence passed between the two women before the elder nodded curtly.

“Send her over in the morning, and I’ll handle it from there.”

Esther watched through the kitchen window as her neighbor tiptoed across the road to keep her pumps from pressing through the damp gravel. In less than a minute, Mrs. White was behind her picket-fenced, colorful existence, leaving behind Esther’s plain life in shades of black and white.

As Daisy slipped around behind Esther, her left arm curled around the little girl’s shoulders. She squeezed three times, their special way of saying I love you. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been told the same sentiment by anyone but Daisy, and the gesture was as intimate as she’d ever been with another person.

“Sellah hooheh frau realleh meint sie sahvet,” Lucy, Esther’s aunt and Daisy’s grandmother, said in a low voice.

Esther wondered how long the older woman had been standing there. She nodded in agreement that the English woman did think very highly of herself. But hadn’t Esther herself learned to stand taller and stronger because of the high-and-mighty woman?

“Are you sure you need to work for her?” Aunt Lucy whispered candidly.

Esther sighed. “Where else can I work?” She and Aunt Lucy stepped in front of the sink and washed out water cups to put out again. “Now that most of the men are back from the war, many of the factory women are out of their jobs. I know not all of them will keep working, but either way, housekeepers are a dime a dozen right now.”

“You could teach. Our school needs a good teacher. If you don’t do it, then it’ll probably be that silly girl Matilda Miller from the district over. She’s a fright.”

“I am not a teacher.” Esther raised an eyebrow at her aunt.

There would never be enough support or approval within the Amish leadership for that to happen anyway. Esther had far too many unusual circumstances to make her a good example to kinnah. Although she strived to follow the church’s standards as laid out in the Ordnung, she was still an orphaned unmarried woman raising a deaf English child.

“Maybe not, but you sure have taught Daisy.” Aunt Lucy patted her granddaughter’s kapp. Daisy smiled at her mammie before burying her face in her guardian’s long black skirt. Lucy sighed. “She looks so much like Irene did at that age. You’ve been very good for her.” An expression of loss and hurt cascaded over the elderly woman’s face. She swallowed hard and looked away from Esther and through the window.

Esther patted Lucy’s hands. They both knew Lucy would have liked to have taken Daisy when Joe joined the Marines after Irene’s death, but she didn’t know—no one knew—how much additional work it would take to raise a child like Daisy.

What Esther had never told Lucy was that Irene had pleaded with her that if something ever were to happen to her, she wanted Esther to help Joe with Daisy. Irene made Esther promise. Joe admitted to Esther that Irene had made him make the same promise. Somehow she sensed it, he said. She could hear his words engraved in her memory. She said you would love Daisy like your own and take care of her in a way that her parents never could. She made me promise.

Lucy, however, insisted so passionately that she wanted to care for her granddaughter herself that Joe allowed his mother-in-law to keep her overnight before he shipped out. It didn’t take long for Lucy to see that Daisy needed a great deal of attention—more than she could give—and finally agreed that Esther was a better match.

Esther gazed out the window, reminiscing. Her eyes landed on the harmonica that lay on the kitchen windowsill. It had been her father’s. When he left, he told her to keep it and said that someday, when he came back, he’d teach her to play. He’d never returned. Orpha’s death compounded on all the former ones.



Esther

The next two days of the wake continued the same as the first day. Esther’s exhaustion had taken on a greater breadth than she had imagined. She was grateful when her aunts and uncles arrived from Pennsylvania, Iowa, and Ohio to carry some of the burdens and duties that had landed on her. Tears were shed, rhythmic prayers recited, and hymns sung. Through the wake, the dear deceased lady lay in her bedroom in the glow of a single candle that the Amish lit for their dead. Discussion of Esther’s future plans without Orpha went unspoken during those early dark days. Light conversation about community happenings and the life that God had given Orpha were the only words on the mourners’ lips.

Late at night, before Esther fell into sleep, or in the early morning, between her dreamlessness and wakefulness, she imagined the gossip over what seemed like a generational curse. Orpha’s husband, Atlee, had died surrounded by rumors about having been a man few trusted, just like his father before him. People whispered that none of the Detweiler men would ever be chosen for church leadership, that there was a wild hair embedded in their hearts, leading them astray.

Some said that the devil chased Atlee back to the church after he had walked away for over a year. Although Esther’s own father had died in prison, put away because he had maintained his loyalty to their community’s nonresistant standards after he’d been drafted, people still said that the Detweilers were a tormented family. No one else they knew who had gone to prison during the war had died. They’d all returned. Although Orpha had the kind of peaceful passing that the elderly hope for, there was no doubt that there would still be lingering gossip through the district that Orpha’s and Esther’s lives were cursed.

Esther rose on the morning of Orpha’s funeral with these thoughts wandering through her mind. A summer storm thundered above the roof of her home like a herd of cattle and continued as she filed into the Yutzys’ barn, where the funeral would be held. The Yutzys were cousins to Orpha and had the largest farm in their district, which was needed for such a well-attended funeral. Although they would sit in the barn for the funeral, there would be dozens of women in the large farmhouse preparing the meal to serve after the burial.

Hours later the large red barn still creaked and groaned in the howling wind. The rows of backless benches were filled with hundreds of church members. Esther could feel the heat of every eye on her back and tried to focus on the steady stream of cool air that whistled through the broken window nearby.

The preachers, one local and two visiting, spoke about living humbly and always being prepared for death. Always being ready to be judged by the Lord. Never being caught off guard.

“What if our schvester Orpha had been in the midst of speaking poorly over a bruder or schvester when she passed from this world? What if she had cheated her neighbor or lived in dishonesty? Eternity will reflect her life. Oh, woe to the brother or sister who cannot live a life of purity and separation from this world.” The old preacher inhaled quickly and continued with admonishment and a little encouragement.

Like Mrs. White’s radio, Esther dialed back the volume of the traditional rhythmic High German preaching. While still looking straight ahead, she listened to how the rain had gone from thrashing about to a gentle shower. Though High German was always used for church services, the language sounded foreign and distant when all she wanted to hear was Orpha’s contagious laughter and sweet treble voice.

With sweat at his receding hairline, the second visiting preacher finished, and Esther was suddenly lining up behind her aunts, uncles, and cousins. It was time to make her last good-bye to Orpha. Esther had been the closest to Orpha and would have the privilege of being the final person to bid farewell before the pallbearers closed the casket for burial. As Esther approached the casket, Daisy’s small hand in her own, every eye was trained on her.

During the three-day wake, Esther had not visited Orpha’s body. She was afraid if she saw her lying there in the candlelit room, she would not be able to control her emotions. But now her family created a wide half circle around her back as it was tradition to remain together at this point in the funeral. She took deep, long breaths to keep her composure. She finally looked down at Orpha; her heart pulled against her chest like a tree uprooted by a stiff wind.

She tasted blood from biting the insides of her cheeks and swallowed hard when she finally looked at Orpha’s face. This was the woman who had cared for and loved Esther the most. While no one expected her eyes to remain dry, she couldn’t release her burden. Her grief was her own, and she didn’t want anyone’s pity.

Esther looked down at Daisy. The little girl’s eyes only grazed the top of the casket, and Esther wanted Daisy to take one last look at the still figure.

See, Esther signed. The mute communication helped her to briefly set aside her grief.

Daisy tucked her chin and shook her head no. Esther sighed and looked back at Orpha. Visions of the years gone by poured through her mind. Remembering Orpha’s hair, which had not salted over until she was well into her sixties. Even today, through her kapp, she could see entire sections of hair that remained as black as Esther’s own. The soft, round woman always had a way of looking at the bright side of things. Most people called Orpha fahgesley, a nice way of saying absent-minded. But the spirit of the woman she’d been was gone now. Orpha didn’t even look like herself anymore. Esther closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and conjured the image of the old woman’s smile, letting it penetrate her mind.

A pull on Esther’s skirt caught her attention, and she looked down to find Daisy’s round eyes. The little girl used her pointer finger and made a circle around her lips.

Who? Daisy signed. Then with the same finger she pointed to a man who had walked into a small gap in the line of family.

Esther’s gaze moved over the man’s face and a flash of a memory crossed over her vision. A memory from long ago—so long ago it was almost a dream. Somehow she knew that the man’s hair had been black and thick and used to be cut in the traditional Amish style; now, what little remained of it was salt and pepper and smartly trimmed. The mustache wasn’t just different from every other man’s in the open space of the barn; it seemed out of place for the stranger himself.

The English suit reminded her of the ones farmer Bart White used to wear all those years ago before he died. He wasn’t a large man in any way—almost small, really. He stood there with his hands stuffed in his pockets, shifting from one foot to the other. Who was he? He looked up into the rafters, making it impossible for her to see his eyes.

Then Uncle Reuben turned to the man, and after an expression of recognition passed over his face, he put out his hand to the stranger. The men shook hands.

The heat in the room seemed to heighten for Esther. Her ears burned with the din of whispers that filled every cracked floorboard and the gapped wooden slats of the walls.

The stranger stepped toward her, but then stopped as their eyes met. She recognized herself, and Orpha, in the man’s eyes. She recognized a man she once knew. He inhaled and then gifted her with a weak, crooked smile, a smile etched deep into her memory.

She realized who he was.

This man was her dead father.



Esther

The next moments blurred in Esther’s mind. She watched as Uncle Reuben whispered something behind his large carpenter’s hand before gesturing toward Orpha’s casket. Her eyes moved over the rest of the crowd as the murmuring began. There were hidden whispers and faces turned toward one another, but all eyes were on Esther and the return of Chester Detweiler. Esther’s eyes went back to Orpha and then to the suited, balding man. Was this really her father? The man’s strides were long for his stature, and he was in front of Esther and Daisy in a few ticks of the second hand.

“Essie,” he whispered. He looked down at Daisy, who instantly hid behind Esther’s black skirt. Up close Esther saw a scar on his chin. That had happened when she’d tried to hoe the garden like a grown-up and gotten him in the chin instead. He’d only laughed about it, not whipped her for her carelessness. Orpha had stitched him, since Esther’s mother, Leah, wasn’t good with blood.

Chester turned away from Esther. His hands gripped the side of the simple varnished casket, and she saw that he was missing a pointer finger. He hunched over his hands for several long seconds before standing upright. He sniffed loudly and pulled out a handkerchief. He blew his nose, and the sound bounced around in the hip roof of the barn, but he seemed not to notice or, if he did, care.

How was this possible? How could he be here? Her breathing quickened with shock.

“Mem,” he croaked. “Oh, Mem Vee kan ich dich nah geh lessa?” He pleaded several times, asking how he could now let his mother go.

Esther grimaced, sympathy mixing with her confusion. Where had he been all these years? She’d been told he was dead. If he wasn’t a ghost and he wasn’t dead, where had he been? Had it all been a mistake? Had he been sitting in a prison cell all these years?

When Esther was a little girl, after he’d gone to prison as a conscientious objector, some of the other children in her church used to torment her by saying that he’d never gone to prison but had become a soldier; they called him murderer. Others were convinced he had gone out west to become a real-life cowboy. These rumors ceased when her mother received a letter saying that he had died serving out his prison sentence. That news had killed her mother’s will to live.

Memories now came back of the way he would race through the field bareback on his horse and pull her up to join him. The wind in her face would pull her kapp strings into ripples behind her. She remembered the way he winked at her after their silent mealtime prayers, and after her mother tucked her into bed, he would sneak up and give her a small piece of candy. He made one red-and-white-striped peppermint stick last for weeks this way. Then suddenly he was gone. Over the years, her memories had decayed, but now they were flooding back like spring warmth melting an icy stream. What started as a trickle was now gushing. There were so many unanswered questions.

Why did this have to happen in the middle of her mammie’s funeral?

He wiped his tear-dampened face with his hankie and then stepped back. The pallbearers took this cue and moved in to pound nails into the lid of the casket, forever separating Orpha from the living.

As the sun peered from behind the storm clouds and dissolved into thick humid air, a line of buggies drove on gravel roads to the graveyard. A younger cousin held the reins of Esther’s horse as she and Daisy stepped out of their buggy onto the wet gravel road. At the rumbling of a car engine that disturbed the peacefulness of the grassy graveyard, Esther turned to see Chester’s car pull up behind the long line of buggies. She was ashamed of him. It would have been respectful for him to arrive in a buggy with a family member willing to take him.

Esther refocused her mind and took Daisy’s hand and followed the other mourners through the path between gravestones. The ground was damp, and everyone’s black shoes soon were caked with mud. Esther’s stockings were wet as she stood still in front of the gap in the earth where Orpha would be laid to rest. Chester stood next to her. The scent of the passing rain and his aftershave teased her nose. She kept her eyes down. This wasn’t the time or the place to ask her questions.

This also wasn’t the time or place for him to return after twenty-nine years away. She hated him for it. Would her hate cause God to refuse her a place in heaven someday? That thought ushered in the next: How could she hate a man she didn’t know?

She was glad when the preacher spoke only a few quiet words at the graveyard. There was little left to say after the hours of preaching in the Yutzys’ barn. Relatives dropped handfuls of the moist soil onto the casket that was deeply planted into the earth—a seed that would never grow. Her hand plunged deeply into the mound of dirt and her fingernails filled with the dewy blackness. Esther moved forward and tossed the handful of soil into the open chasm. She’d done the same at her mother’s funeral—and her father’s. Her eyes flitted over to the grave marker next to where Orpha’s would eventually be placed.

Chester R. Detweiler was etched into the small stone, with the years 1893–1918. Esther’s lungs tightened and she stepped away. She looked around and the tension among the small group at the gravesite was visible in the lines of the foreheads and in the eyes that diverted from her.

Chester was dead. But, yet, here he stood—only feet from her. Was he really the man he appeared to be? Reuben had shaken his hand as if he’d recognized his brother. The man had called Esther by her old nickname, Essie.

The drive back to the Yutzy farm for the prepared lunch was slow and monotonous. Through the front windshield of the buggy she could see that the meal had already begun for those who didn’t go to the gravesite. Crowds of people were milling around everywhere from inside the house to the barn, where tables and chairs had been set up. The boys helped with the horses and buggies, and the younger girls offered help to mothers with babies. All the buzzing around reminded Esther of worker bees. It was nothing out of the ordinary for a funeral, but suddenly she couldn’t bring herself to join in.

“Give me a few minutes?” Esther said to the boy who offered to take care of her horse and buggy.

The boy shrugged and moved on. Esther pulled the reins to the left, and when she stopped again, Daisy pulled at her sleeve. She put her hands up in question. Esther knotted the leather reins and dropped them from her hands.

“Aunt Lucy will get your food.” Esther signed the letter L moving down from her left jaw for Lucy and then touched the tips of her fingers to her mouth to sign eating. The little girl smiled and nodded. She slid the door open and hopped out without a glance back. Esther reached across the buggy to close the door when a four-fingered hand grabbed it instead. Suddenly she was looking into the face of her dat.

She pulled back as if stung, and the buggy shifted under the weight of Chester Detweiler as he climbed inside. He slid the door shut and looked at her solemnly.

“What are you doing here?” The words fell out of her mouth before she could catch them.

“Hi, Esther. I thought we should talk.” His eyes shifted back and forth.

Esther could suddenly think of nothing to say. Shouldn’t she have a slew of questions? She did, only her tongue was paralyzed. After several long moments, Chester started talking again.

“Well, um, you look good.” He paused and smiled at her, then leaned toward her and winked. “You’re taller than I remember.”

Esther remained placid as she willed her mind to gather her thoughts. It had been only an hour since he’d walked back into her life. How was she to navigate this, having no time to think or space to breathe?

Esther’s gaze fell on his missing finger. There was something vaguely familiar about it, only she couldn’t quite remember exactly why. The air became thick within the small confines of the black buggy walls.

“I am sure you have a lot of questions and I . . .” His Pennsylvania Dutch sounded awkward.

“How are you here?” Esther articulated each word with great care. She looked out through the windshield and watched her community gather in groups to socialize and eat and wished she could be just one of them. She looked back at him for an answer.

Chester stuttered and ran a hand over his face.

“Mem told me you were dead. We had a funeral for you. Were you in prison this whole time?” She became breathless. “Why didn’t you write to me if you were in prison?”

“I can explain,” Chester said in English.

“You can explain?” Esther responded in English. “How is that possible? Just answer one question. Were you in prison for all of these years?”

Chester inhaled and exhaled slowly. “No.”

Esther’s heart seemed to take on a new rhythm at his quiet answer.

“Could you have come back sooner?” Did she want to know the answer to this?

“Esther, I never meant to be gone for so long.” He whispered with his eyes downcast. “I was just going to go for my medical exam and then everything went wrong and—”

“I have to go.” This was too much for her. Esther grabbed her black vinyl purse and after fumbling with the door got out of the buggy.

“Esther, we need to talk.” Chester grabbed Esther’s arm.

She looked over her shoulder at him as she pulled her arm from his grip.

“Have you been away from the church for so long to forget that we don’t put private family business out on the laundry line for everyone to see?” Esther spat every word. “This is not the time or the place to have this conversation. Besides, I just buried my mammie. She was the one who raised me and loved me. I won’t do this here.”

“Esther,” Chester said. His eyes furrowed, and if Esther didn’t know that he’d been lying about his death for decades, she would think he looked sincere. “Maybe we can talk at home? Tonight?”

“Maybe.” It was all she could say, but as she imagined him walking into her home, her stomach flopped from one side to another. “I have to go.”

Sweat bloomed under her arms as she walked away from the buggy and looked for a place to gather her thoughts. Across the drive stood the large farmhouse, and she knew that by now every corner of the house was filled with young mothers finding a space for their young babies to rest. The girls who were dating, rumspringa, would be huddled together to gossip over the boys. There was no place for privacy.

She remembered there was an outhouse near the ball diamond, behind the barn—the one most people wouldn’t use since it was out of sight. She began walking fast, past the barn and lined up buggies, past the boys who were watering the horses and toward the outhouse.

Esther couldn’t turn over the wooden latch fast enough to lock herself inside the small wooden structure. The damp air hung around her, gluing her dress to her skin. She leaned her head against the door and took deep breaths. But the putrid air inside filled her lungs and she dry-heaved.

She needed fresh air, but her hands couldn’t work the handle. It was stuck, and she pounded on the door. Sweat dripped from her face and her lungs tightened. Why couldn’t she work the latch? Finally it opened, and she fell onto her knees outside the outhouse, her hands plunging into the warm, wet grass and soil. The dampness from the storm soaked through her dress and stockings at her knees.

“Esther?” Uncle Reuben said, several long strides away from the outhouse. He offered his hand to help her up. He’d always been a good man and was much younger than his brother, Chester. Reuben had been in his early rumspringa years when Chester left.

“I couldn’t open the door,” she said, breathing as heavily as if she had just run around the bases in the next field. She took his hand and mumbled an apology for her wet and dirty hands as she got to her feet.

“I saw you walking this way.” Her uncle rubbed his hands together, brushing the dirt off. His eyes didn’t meet hers. He paused for several beats before he began again, his eyes remaining off in the distance. “I know you have questions about your dat and I’ll answer what I know.”

Esther was tongue-tied. The shock of everything had suddenly rendered her as mute as Daisy. Esther wondered when the surprises would stop.

“I got a letter from Chester a few months ago. He was in Dover and wanted to meet. We did.” He cleared his throat and returned his gaze to look at Esther.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Esther’s voice sounded shrill in her own ears. He should have told her about the letter months ago. “He just tried to talk to me in my buggy and I know he wasn’t in prison all these years. I couldn’t talk about it with him yet. It’s all happening—tzu schnell.”

It was going too fast, but the twenty-nine years without him had been long and slow.

“He made me promise not to say anything to anyone—I didn’t know what I would say anyway. Who would ever have thought . . .” His voice faded away then he spoke again. “He said he wanted to talk to you himself. I didn’t know what to do. I’m sorry, Esther.”

Esther inhaled. She looked away from his stare and let her eyes linger over far away into the distant tree line.

“But then Mem died, so I got in touch with him. I—” Their eyes met again.

Reuben bit his lower lip and looked up at the blue-gray sky. When it appeared that he found no answers there, he looked back down at Esther.

“Why now?” she asked him.

“He was worried about our Mem. He said that he hadn’t gotten a letter from her in years and wanted to know if she was still alive.”

“Vas? Mammie knew?”

Reuben smoothed his beard before putting a heavy hand on Esther’s shoulder.

“I haven’t told anyone else about Mem knowing.” His voice hushed. “Millie doesn’t even know.”

It surprised Esther that her uncle hadn’t even told his wife. None of this seemed real. She was sure she would wake at any moment and her eyes would find the ceiling of her bedroom instead of the sky.

“I don’t want anyone to know that my mem was a part of this—” He paused as if searching for the right word. “—part of this lie. I don’t want her memory . . .” He didn’t finish his thought.

Esther’s nod was listless and faraway. She wouldn’t want Orpha’s memory to be dirtied either, or for anyone to question what a loyal and good woman she truly was.

“Fahgep mich?” Reuben’s blue eyes drooped at the corners in burden over his secret.

Esther swallowed away her emotion. “Ya. I forgive you. I just don’t understand why he didn’t come home sooner.”

“I’m sure we’ll learn more now that he’s home.”

“Home?”

“He’s planning to stay in Sunrise.”


Esther

Esther and Uncle Reuben walked back from the outhouse to the Yutzys’ house for their lunch. Reuben bore the guilt of his own part in the matter on his brow. Esther wouldn’t hold a grudge against him—she had always found him to be a fair and kind man. But the reality was that Chester was back, and he was a complete stranger to her.

They were each given a tray of food, and both sat down at a table surrounded by aunts, uncles, and cousins. Chester was walking toward them, holding a tray heaped with food. He pulled out a chair almost directly across from Esther. She opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Chester offered her a smile, but she was too taken aback by his presence for the gesture to warm her.

“Howdy, Chester,” his bruder Ammon said with a mouthful of food. “Isn’t every day I get to eat a meal with a dead man.” Ammon didn’t look at Chester as he spoke but lifted his chin, eyeing those around him. “You understand what I’m saying, ya? Or should I talk in English?”

Chester looked at Esther. She let his gaze linger for a long moment and in searching his eyes she was sure she saw as much discomfort in them as she felt herself. She looked away.

“Bruder Ammon, vella spater schvetzah,” Chester said in dialect and sat down.

Esther was surprised that Chester suggested they talk later.

“Spater?” Ammon said and waved a hand at his words. He was an outspoken man and was clearly the voice for the group. “We all thought you were dead. Walked by your gravestone today. Where’ve you been? Esther, I bet you want the first crack at him, don’t you?”

Chester shifted in his chair and cleared his throat. His eyes were trained on his plate. Esther’s sympathy arose, but she shoved it away. He’d been nearby for months without a word. He should be uncomfortable.

“Esther,” he said with a furrowed brow as he looked at Esther. “I can—”

“You can what?” Ammon pushed.

“Ammon,” Reuben barked in interruption. “Less es geh. Esther doesn’t deserve this.”

Reuben was right. Ammon needed to let it go. No one wanted all of the family disappointments and burdens out for everyone to prattle and cackle over, though she knew well enough that Chester Detweiler’s name would be whispered behind everyone’s closed doors for weeks to come, and her name would be sewn alongside.

Now there were too many eyes on her, and the discomfort was too heavy. Esther picked up her tray and left the table. She couldn’t do this now, not in front of a crowd of onlookers. As she entered the kitchen the women washing dishes stopped talking. Some averted their gazes, and some started talking loudly on another topic. Esther’s appetite had spoiled.

“Esther.” Aunt Lucy’s voice came to her like an angel of mercy. “Come help me with the pies.”

She joined Aunt Lucy on the cool back porch. Away from the crowd of people, she was finally able to breathe again.

“Vie bish en du?” Aunt Lucy asked Esther how she was doing. She turned a bucket over and sat, then gestured toward a small wooden stool.

Esther inhaled and then took the offered seat. She bit her lower lip hard enough to take the sting away from the tears in her eyes. They sat in silence, staring through the screened porch at the fading day. The tension in Esther’s lungs was so full and tight she thought they would burst, and she exhaled deeply.

“I don’t know what to think.” She matched Lucy’s quiet voice so no one could overhear them, then leaned toward her aunt. “Reuben said he was in Dover these past few months but didn’t say where he’d been before then. And why would someone pretend to be dead?”

Lucy raised an eyebrow at Esther. “You need to ask him.” Lucy had never held back from talking directly. She was one of the few women in the church with a bold tongue. “This isn’t a conversation you can push off on someone else. He’s your father. You lost the most with his absence. You’re the one who needs to hold his feet to the fire.”

“He tried to talk to me, but I don’t know what to say.” Esther’s whisper rasped from her throat. “I don’t have your backbone, Lucy. Des ist tzu viel.”

This was too much, but what was new about that? Her life had always been too much.

Lucy reached and held tightly to Esther’s hand.

“Nah, Esther. You’re full of vinegar, and you’ve got more pluck than any other woman I know. Look at all you’ve done for yourself—and without a husband to depend on. Leah would be so proud of you.” Lucy offered a smile, then with creaking knees she stood. “Get the story for yourself. If you turn around and he’s gone again, you will regret not knowing,” she said with a wag of her finger.

Lucy’s recognizing Esther’s pluck encouraged her.

There was a pause in their talk, and the sounds of playing children drifted toward them. Esther looked up to see Daisy playing blind man’s bluff with a handful of little girls. Blind. Deaf. Mute. That’s how she felt right now.

As the day grew older, the sea of black buggies grew smaller. Esther focused her attention on the fading sunset in the distance and found Chester’s silhouetted figure leaning over a wooden fence overlooking the field. A lump lodged in her throat. The fact that her anger was braided together with some strange sympathy toward him was unnerving.

Before Esther could unravel her feelings, Chester jogged over to his car and drove off. The echo of his engine was all that lingered of his presence. The thud in her chest reminded her of Lucy’s words. What if he was gone for good, and she would never know where he’d been for most of her life?

[image: Images]

Later that night when she and Daisy were finally tucked away in their little farmhouse, Chester’s words echoed in her mind. You look good. She wished she’d never heard his voice. He’d changed so much. He was a different man, as far as she was concerned. Of course, after twenty-nine years, Esther had changed a lot also.

She set the oil lamp down on her dresser and picked up her mirror, studying her face as if looking at it for the first time since her childhood—as Chester had today. What would he see in her that was even recognizable? Had he noticed that she had Orpha’s widow’s peak that gave her face a heart-shaped appearance? Her thick black eyebrows and lashes matched her rich hair. These were characteristics of the Detweilers, as were her full lips. Her skin, however, was like her mother’s—fair and like the porcelain dolls at Mrs. White’s farmhouse. Esther was dark and light. Hard and soft.


Esther

As Esther and Daisy walked out onto her porch the following morning, Esther brought her hand up to her eyes to shield the still-rising sun. In the distance she could see her neighbor walking among his hayfields that lay between their homes, likely inspecting the growth and considering the timing for the next cutting.

As the Delaware countryside awoke around her it offered the deep inhale that she needed. Her gaze tiptoed down the road that curved in both directions and took in the scene. Sunrise View Road was true to its name. It gave those living in Sunrise, Delaware, a landscape to greet each new day. She’d lived on the long, twisty road her whole life. She knew everyone who lived from where it split from Bright Peach Road to where it made a T on Dutch Apple Road.

The countryside was dotted with farms. Green cornfields, yellow hayfields, and colorful orchards surrounded them. Some English, some Amish. Inside the Amish homes many of the women were clearing away the breakfast dishes so they could start their mending, since it was Wednesday. Stately surnames were painted on the silos: Borntrager, Yoder, King. The large red barns and the white farmhouses always looked immaculate.

Joe Garrison’s red farmhouse and barn were just beyond the dip in the road—sitting silently out of sight.

Esther took Daisy’s hand, and they walked down the three porch steps, only to tumble to the bottom. The second step had broken beneath their feet.

Esther and Daisy had both landed on their knees, and Daisy began to laugh. Esther couldn’t help but smile, and she playfully shoved Daisy, who fell into the grass giggling. Esther tapped her and brought her pointer fingers close without touching. Was Daisy hurt?

“No,” Daisy vocalized with her nasal, songlike voice. “You?”

Esther shook her head and stood. While dusting off her apron, she found a hole in the fabric and sighed deeply. She had no extra money to buy cloth for a new one. She’d have to patch it later and hope it didn’t show too much. Mrs. White would consider a tear unseemly. Daisy was already up and running toward the large farmhouse across the gravel road. The Whites’ farm had been in business for as long as anyone could remember, though they’d nearly lost it during the Depression but for Mrs. White’s quick-witted business dealings and hard work. That had been about the same time that Esther left school to work for Mrs. White, once Orpha became unable.

Esther turned back toward the house. Mammie Orpha wasn’t in there—she was gone. Hadn’t it been only a few days ago that she’d touched Esther’s face and told her not to work so hard? She’d told her to take a break now and then to enjoy life.

Several hours into Esther’s cleaning at Mrs. White’s house, three hard raps at the door forced her from her knees. She left the scrub brush and wiped her hands on her apron before she padded across the washed portion of the wide-slat wooden floor. Damp footprints followed her through the kitchen. A small stream of sunlight cascaded through the window and erased the fading footpath. Three more knocks came louder a second time.

Esther tapped Daisy’s shoulder. The little girl looked up from her place at the kitchen table. She held a stump of chalk between her small fingers. Simple drawings of flowers and stars covered the green slate.

Esther mimicked someone knocking on a door and pointed toward the entrance. Daisy followed after her. Daisy rarely let her Amish guardian out of her sight when Esther cleaned Mrs. White’s farmhouse. They passed through the mudroom and down one flight of stairs to reach the front door.

“Coming,” Esther called as she stepped quickly down the wooden stairs.

Angelica Blunt, who looked nothing like her heavenly name, stood on the other side of the door. Esther inhaled at the sight of the woman’s pointy features. Angelica was even more haggard than usual, though for several months she’d seen her only from a distance. Her hair was frizzy and out of control, and her housedress hung on her bony shoulders and wide hips. She was little more than skin on a skeleton.

Seeing her, Esther suddenly realized the state of her own appearance. She was barefoot and her apron was wet, wrinkled, and torn. She pushed a hand against her hair, damp with sweat, and in a threadbare kopftuch instead of her usual kapp. It would be pointless to stuff her stray curls back inside the old headscarf. The job of cleaning the big farmhouse all morning had left perspiration marks beneath her arms. Esther crossed her arms and the cut sleeves of her faded work dress tightened around her skin. When had the dress gotten so restrictive?

“Angelica,” she finally said and stepped through the doorway with Daisy on her heels, letting the door slap shut behind them. Joe hadn’t even asked his sister, Angelica, if she might take Daisy while he ran away to war after Irene’s death. The woman had called Daisy an animal.

Esther’s hand found Daisy’s and squeezed it three times.

I love you.

Angelica’s lips pinched together as she shoved a small wad of cash at Esther. “Here’s the money from Joe.” Without counting it, she knew it couldn’t be more than six or seven dollars. Though she was thankful, she knew they were supposed to get more. Joe insisted on providing Esther with some money from the beginning, but Angelica seemed to resent the responsibility, wanting to keep the money to care for her own family.

“I went to your house first, but I didn’t want to leave the money in the door. There’s an old automobile in the drive and a man sitting on the porch swing smoking. That’s where Orpha usually is this time of morning.” She paused for a moment and jutted out her pointy jaw. “Where’s that crazy ole Orpha? And who is that man?”

Esther quickly glanced through windy trees at the road’s edge to see the old cream-colored automobile sitting in her drive. Chester was there. Passion rose in her chest, but she instantly sensed a blend of resentment and relief—she still wanted to know where he’d been for all of these years. This would give her the chance. She wouldn’t, however, explain to Angelica the intricacies of the issues she faced because of Chester. Angelica didn’t need anything more to gossip or write about to Joe.

She cleared her throat and refocused her eyes on Angelica.

“My grandmother passed,” Esther said it quickly so she wouldn’t be able to taste the words.

Angelica tucked her chin and her eyebrow went up at the same time.

“Well, I hadn’t heard,” Angelica said almost gently. “Who’s the stranger?”

“He’s my—” She couldn’t say the word. “That’s Chester Detweiler. Orpha’s son.”

“Your old man?” Angelica questioned.

“In a manner of speaking.” Esther cleared her throat.

Daisy gripped a handful of Esther’s plain gray dress and peeked around her. Esther hadn’t signed any of the conversation. At times like these, Esther was glad Daisy was deaf and couldn’t hear anything, though she intuitively picked up on tension quickly enough.

“Hmm,” Angelica said. Her eyes wandered for a moment.

Esther’s waterlogged fingers gripped the stiff paper more tightly as she recalled Joe’s promise of a regular allowance. There hadn’t been much, but the little bit did help. Orpha and Esther had never had anything extra. She tucked the bills into the waistband of her white apron. The stipend was so sporadic she’d taken odd jobs from Sunrise Dairy, milking alongside the crude Englisher farmhands when they needed the extra money.

Esther didn’t blame Joe for the irregular income—he did the best he could. She’d learned from an early letter from him that he was paid monthly, but sending mail wasn’t always convenient or possible. Mail sent from so far away wasn’t always reliable either. What Esther did not accept was that Joe hadn’t written to his daughter for years.

For the first year, he tucked short, curt letters to them both—merely stating that he was alive—next to several dollars. When months went by without any correspondence Esther was nervous that Joe may have been killed, but Angelica came and handed her a few crumpled bills. And this became their new routine. It was sometimes weeks or months between visits. Esther continued to write for another year, trying to keep him informed of Daisy’s well-being, but when he kept silent, she eventually stopped writing.

“Esther?” Mrs. Norma White’s high-pitched voice cut through the closed door and through Esther’s thoughts. “Who’s at the door?”

Esther cracked the door open to answer. She found Mrs. White peeking through the kitchen door off of the mudroom. Her chestnut hair was styled in perfect waves and her lips were brighter than usual. She was in her sixties and tried desperately to appear younger.

“Angelica Blunt is just dropping off some money for Daisy.” Esther tried to sound friendly to deter from the coolness she felt toward Angelica. Angelica and Mrs. White attended the same nearby community church, but Esther wasn’t disillusioned enough to believe that they were friends. The Whites and the Blunts had more differences than similarities.

“Make it brief.”

“Yes, Mrs. White,” she responded.

Esther waited for Mrs. White to retreat before she closed the front door and turned back to Angelica to resume their conversation.

“Joe wants to know how the girl’s doing.” Angelica nodded her head toward Daisy. She always spoke of her niece like she wasn’t there.

“So Joe’s alive?” Esther’s insensitive words rattled around in her conscience. She could almost see Mammie Orpha waving her pointer finger, scolding Esther. But Orpha was gone. She didn’t have anyone to admonish her to be more feminine or to encourage her to think before she spoke.

Esther had mixed feelings about Joe Garrison. He had already stolen Esther’s dearest cousin from her, Irene’s family, and the entire church. It had started innocently. Irene had been the newly elected teacher for their Amish church district, and since Joe was a teacher in a nearby rural school, she said she wanted to ask him questions. But Esther knew it was more than that. Their marriage had caused Irene to be shunned, and it was difficult not to hold this against the man who wooed her away.

It wasn’t lost on Esther, however, that if Irene had never left the church to marry Joe, Daisy would never have been born. Esther was willing to turn a blind eye to her cousin’s sin in marrying outside of the church if it meant that she could have Daisy. And deep down in the reserves of Esther’s heart, she knew that Irene had been happiest in the four years before her death when she was married to Joe. This was why Esther couldn’t completely despise Joe.

Esther had never had the kind of happiness Joe brought Irene. Her own few dates as a young woman had never become anything more than sharing a few pieces of pie. As an old maid, the only time the topic of marriage arose was when there was a new widower looking for a wife. Esther was willing to do whatever it took to take care of her district, but she was not interested in marrying a widower who merely needed a mother for his children. She’d grown used to the invisibility and the responsibility of her singlehood.
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