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Chapter One


THE FOREST WAS AND WHITE AND STILL. TREE branches were laden with a heavy layer of snow which had fallen during the night, the fir trees patterned with deep green needles that occasionally peeped between the mounds of snow. There was no wind, not even a gentle breeze, to disturb the pristine landscape.


From the top of the tallest elm tree, a great dark raven spread its massive wings, sending small shivers of snow through the heavy black branches. He settled back on his perch before tilting his head to one side, his curious black eyes catching sight of the lone figure struggling through the heavy snow. He lifted his head, opened his great yellow beak, and emitted a loud, unsettling shriek to announce his presence.


The figure below clutched at the knotted scarf below her chin and cast a baleful glance in the raven’s general direction without breaking her stride. She hoped the call of the raven was not an omen. She had enough going against her already.


Paula was a widow, living in the unsettled region of Berks County in Pennsylvania in 1757. Her husband of eight years, Manassas Lantz, had met an early death while riding home from a twenty-mile trek for supplies. His horse had stepped into an unseen crevice, catapulting Manassas into the fearful chasm below. The search, the discovery, the funeral—all of it remained embedded in Paula’s heart and mind when twilight turned into the dark of yet another unending night, in spite of two years having passed. The Northkill settlement of Old Order Amish would protect her and her two children from poverty and starvation if needed, but Paula managed to remain mostly self-sufficient.


Today, her older daughter was alone at home, watching over the wheezing younger daughter who had come down with a croup and a fever a few days ago. The normal remedies had proved seemingly useless, so when she woke screaming and coughing, Paula knew she had to take action.


* * *


Betsy was only eight years old, but that could not be helped. She had to stay with the feverish Dorcas, who was small and wan for a three-year-old child, given to strange and frequent sicknesses. Betsy had looked out for the spindly little Dorcas since the day she was born and felt deeply protective of her.


Betsy was a robust child, bright-eyed and brave. She knew exactly where the heavy piece of wood would rest on two cast iron hooks to bar the front door against invaders. She could shoot the hunting rifle if she had to, although her mother often reminded her that they were non-resistant. Betsy knew what that meant, but also knew she would do whatever she had to if little Dorcas were in danger.


Being non-resistant was about the love of Jesus. If someone smacked your cheek, you gave him the other one to smack, too. Or if a person asked for your cloak, you gave him your mantle as well. That all sounded nice, but Betsy had no intention of giving anyone anything if they came through that door.


Betsy could milk the small brown cow and carry a pail of warm sweet milk to the house without spilling a drop. She forked hay, cleaned stables, and hoed the garden alongside her mother, so her small arms and legs were well developed with healthy muscle, capable of handling duties many children her age could not.


Her skin was a nut brown, like her mother’s, with black hair as straight and gleaming as hers. She had large almond-shaped eyes as dark as night, with golden lights that danced around the perimeters of her irises. Little Dorcas was pale, with a wisp of flaxen hair, the color of her father’s, who was dead and buried in the new cemetery on Vesper Hill, the pine trees surrounding it bending over his grave and singing sad songs in the breeze all day and most of the night.


Betsy could hear the sound of the pine trees, a deep sighing note that struck an answering chord in her own heart. Sometimes she sat beneath the thick green fir trees, breathed in the pungent odor of pine sap, and hummed along to the cadence of this breeze as it played among the needles.


She turned as Dorcas moaned in her sleep, her dark eyes going to the bar across the door, then to the gun in the corner. She hoped God would help her mother along, but then, you never knew if He would do what you asked of Him. He certainly had not watched over her father. Her mother had repeatedly told her Dat’s time was up, that it was God’s will that he died, but she never really understood that way of thinking. Maybe it made sense to Mam, but it didn’t keep her from crying at night. Betsy could hear her low moans of despair, the sound of her nose being blown into the handkerchief she kept under her pillow.


* * *


Paula waded on through the heavy layer of snow, glad to leave the disturbing cry of the raven behind. A chill chased itself up her spine as she thought of the raven’s boisterous calls as they had wheeled above the small clearing the day of her husband’s untimely demise. She shook off the thought of a second warning, a second harbinger of death. Surely no person would be required to shoulder the loss of a child so soon after the loss of a loved one like Manassas.


Manassas, her blond and blue-eyed husband, taken so soon, so abruptly. The pain had eased but still had the power to carry her into the lowest depths. This was her second winter without him, and she’d learned from the mistakes of the first, the winter she had to ask for help chopping and splitting wood and repairing wooden stakes on a leaky roof. The men had been kind, but it had hurt her pride to need their help, and already this winter she was feeling worn down with the weight of all the responsibility. Well, she’d trust God when her own strength flagged.


Her skirts were becoming heavy with moisture, her boots as if they weighed twice as much as before. She shook a fist at the raven who appeared above her, its powerful wings spread to catch the current of air only he could know. She picked up her speed, her breath coming in short heavy gasps. She held both hands over her ears and squeezed her eyes shut to rid herself of the horrible creature’s mocking cry.


Oh, please God, spare me this time.


She stumbled down a gradual incline. The wagon tracks were invisible but Paula knew the trail underneath well. It was the route to her nearest neighbor, the Henry Graber home, a middle-aged couple with eight remaining children, five of them having succumbed over the years to various illnesses and infections. Malinda, Henry’s wife, was well-versed in the ways of healing. To summon a doctor meant half a day on horseback, and in this snow . . .


Her thoughts accelerated with the idea of having to go for a doctor. Dorcas was so thin, so frail. She’d often wondered if it had to do with her husband’s death, the days of grief and exhaustion, her milk supply dwindling to almost nothing as the poor child tossed restlessly.


She must live, she must. Her love for Dorcas was a pure, burning possession, her empty arms soothed by her skinny little form.


Betsy was so different, never needing or wanting to be held or cuddled. She had rarely rocked the independent eldest daughter—Betsy had much preferred being put to bed alone. She could see Betsy marrying young, following some adventuresome dreamer to the untamed west, never bothering to please her mother or give in to her wishes.


Her foot slipped off the side of a clump of frozen mud into a deep rut, the snow crowding underneath the heavy woolen skirt. She stumbled forward, regained her footing, and hurried on.


The Tulpehocken Creek was silent beneath the expanse of ice and snow. To the unlearned, no one would guess the creek was there, but Paula knew the water was only knee deep in summer but could tun into a rustling brown torrent in spring.


She crossed safely and began her climb up the side of Vesper’s Ridge. Another mile, perhaps less. The muscles in her thighs felt the sting of weariness and she wished for a pair of snowshoes. This early November storm had caught her unaware, without sufficient firewood in the lean-to by the back door.


A beautiful flash of red caught her eye, then another. The more muted tones of the female cardinals contrasted with the deep green of the wild holly growing in profusion among the blackberry brambles.


She was rid of the sneaky raven, and the cardinals were reassuring. She didn’t hear the horse at all, which did not speak well of her expertise as a woodsman or a hunter. She was shocked when a rider appeared out of nowhere, coming up behind her without warning. The hair on the back of her head prickled as she whirled and floundered before steadying herself. Wide-eyed, she gazed at the sight before her, a sweating, steaming horse, larger than most, wild-eyed, the rider drawing back steadily on the reins. The horse opened his mouth to accommodate the pressure on the tender tissue, but slid to a stop, lowering his head in obedience.


“Good day, ma’am.”


Too frightened to speak, Paula stood dumbfounded.


“I’m sorry if I alarmed you unduly.”


She swallowed, found her voice. “No, it’s quite alright.”


“May I ask where you are going? Can I assist you in any way?” The voice was deep, but with a comfortable burr. The eyes from beneath the tattered hat were curious, twinkling with good humor. A dark beard, clean-cut features, ruddy with good health, a certain masculine vitality, causing her to remember Manassas as a young groom.


She steadied herself, but kept her eyes on his.


“I’m on my way to my closest neighbor for assistance. My daughter is quite ill.”


“And there was no one else who could make the journey through this deep snow?”


“No.”


“Would you like to ride, and I’ll lead?”


“No. Oh no. I haven’t far to go.”


“Then I’ll walk with you.”


He dismounted in one fluid motion and was standing close to her, a huge man, tall and wide and intimidating. His teeth flashed white as he asked her to lead the way. To show she retained some form of dignity, she nodded, sniffed, and set off with what she hoped would be a pace he could barely follow. She felt deeply ashamed of having felt the magnetism of his . . . well, just seeing him, she supposed. She would separate herself from any unforbidden and unwelcome longings, show him she was of the strict order of plain people who kept themselves spotless from all forms of earthly desires.


She hoped he noticed her dark shawl, the woolen headscarf covering every inch of her hair.


The sight of the log home with smoke curling from the stone chimney was the best sight she had seen all day. She felt him walking behind her, heard the creak of the leather, the snorting as the horse cleared his nostrils, but was thankful he did not make an attempt at conversation.


Stumps dotted the clearing like snow-covered sheep, each one a testimony of Henry Graber’s hard work. Most of his land was converted to farmland now, with the large bank barn housing well-fed stock, the children the only hired hands he would ever need. His gute frau (good wife) Malinda supplied him with children around his table. A fruitful vine.


Malinda opened the front door before they arrived, her breath steaming in the cold air, her hands crossed on her large chest.


Malinda quickly wrapped her in a warm hug and Paula was horrified to feel the quick sting of unwanted tears. The annoyance of having this . . . man at her side, the guilt of her attraction, the anxiety of her sick daughter all seemed to control her emotions somehow.


“And who is your companion?”


He stepped forward, bowed gallantly, sweeping his hat off his head, loosening a tumble of thick curly hair the color of her own. Replacing his hat, he smiled at Malinda, whose own smile widened immediately.


“My name is Daniel Miller. I have just come over from the Fatherland on the Bounty of the Seas. I must confess, I was thoroughly lost until I met a lone figure struggling through the snow.”


“Well, hello to you, Daniel Miller. I’m assuming by saying ‘S’Vaterland’ you are talking about Switzerland. Schweitzaland.”


“Yes, yes. My homeland in the Emme River Valley.”


“Now you go put up your horse and come right on in. Paula, komm komm.” Immediately, Daniel told Malinda of Paula’s mission. There was no time to waste with her daughter lying in sark (being ill). He spoke in a fluid German dialect with the endearing notes of the Swiss German in the Emme River Valley.


“Ach, Paula. Is it little Dorcas? Again?”


Turning, she commanded a boy of about ten or twelve to get Dat and the sleigh and the biggest horse. She’d prepare the medicine. Satisfied that a plan was in action, Daniel walked off through the snow to stable his horse.


Henry pulled up to the house, calling out to Malinda, who was already dressed, her satchel filled with glass bottles clutched in her gloved hand. Paula thanked her, apologized for the intrusion, but was waved off with Malinda’s hearty reassurance. She was grateful indeed for the sturdy bobsled and the massive legs of the two Belgians eager to run through the snow. Paula settled herself on the seat, wrapping heavy buggy robes around her legs.


The horse’s hooves were muted, a soft clopping sound, the spray of the snow whispering to her anxious senses.


Shh-shh-shh. Don’t worry so, don’t worry. Sh-sh-sh.


She couldn’t help wondering if Daniel would stay at Malinda’s house as he’d been invited to do, or whether he’d rest a bit and then continue his journey to wherever he was headed, never to be seen by her again. Daniel Miller. A nice solid name from the heart of Switzerland, her home country as well. She’d accompanied her new husband to America only ten years ago, eager for a new life and that promised freedom. Freedom to worship God in the way they felt was right, which was to dress in plain clothing, abstain from all forms of worldly entertainment and practices, to honor their own chosen ministry and live in peace and quiet with God as their judge.


As they neared her own log house, she felt another stab of anxiety. Would Betsy be alright? And Dorcas, poor suffering child. The house was small, but well built, the mountains of Berks County rising behind it like a protective father. The clearing was small, but there was enough cleared land for a garden, a small plot of corn, and a pasture—enough to meet their needs. Manassas had worked at felling trees, helping new arrivals with erecting large barns, a practiced builder of anything the community would need. They had never wanted for anything, his wages enough to provide for his wife and two daughters.


An gūta mann. She had been married to a good man.


She was off the bobsled quickly and ran to the door, trying the latch. Betsy had the bar firmly in place, so she gave a sharp rap.


“Betsy?”


“Mam?”


“Yes. Please open the door, Betsy.”


Relieved to find the house fairly warm, the fire burning, and Dorcas asleep, Paula told her she had done well. Malinda came through the door, shucked her outerwear, and went to the cradle to lay a practiced hand on the child’s forehead. Paula hovered anxiously, catching the crease of concern on Malinda’s smooth forehead. A new wave of anxiety overtook her.


Lord, don’t take my precious little one.


She felt a hand on her arm. It was Betsy, her large dark eyes filled with concern. Paula took the hand in both of her own and gave her a reassuring nod when the lump in her throat blocked the words. To break down and cry would never do. Betsy detested weakness in her mother or anyone else.


Malinda woke the sleeping Dorcas, and with measured words told Paula she was not receiving enough air in her lungs to stay awake. Dorcas managed a strangled cry before stopping to gasp for breath, her chest rising and falling sharply with the effort.


The house was filled with the sharp odor of various tinctures, and loose leaf herbs boiling on the grate in the fireplace. Malinda’s broad back was bent over the struggling child as she placed warmed cloths on her chest and back and rubbed the thin white feet with the salve made of garlic and yarrow. Paula was only dimly aware of Henry coming through the front door, but gathered her senses long enough to offer him a cup of steaming tea, a loaf of sourdough bread, and the crock of molasses.


Henry returned to his home and the children, but Malinda stayed all night and into the next day. There were times they both sat on straight chairs, exhausted, sleeping with their chins on their chests, the fire burning low, cooling the log house to the point of waking them both with a chill.


At midnight, Malinda shook her head, and Paula looked at her sharply. “We can try the infused whiskey. It’s too strong for one so frail, but I have no other option. Calendula and comfrey can be powerful.”


“Try it, please,” Paula whispered brokenly.


Little Dorcas was too weak to resist the terrible taste, so a substantial amount was ingested. The small feet were placed in very hot water, after which she was wrapped in the heaviest sheepskin blanket. When the perspiration poured from her, she emitted a weak cry, followed by a torrent of phlegm.


Toward morning, when the sky in the east showed a few pale streaks of pink, Dorcas fell into a deep sleep, the burning forehead cooled, the breathing deeper. Both women were exhausted, but the relief in the room was palpable. When Paula lit the homemade candles to dispel the gloomy interior, Malinda sighed, then chuckled.


“All you have to do, Paula, is feed me.”


Paula looked up, a weary smile spreading across her face.


“Of course I will feed you. A big breakfast. Oh, so happy to do this small amount of payment.”


She got down the cast iron pan, raked the coals in the fireplace, and adjusted the grate. A tablespoon, then another, of the good rendered lard from the butchering of the tremendous sow gorging itself on acorns as it ran wild in the great, thick forest. She sliced the cooked cornmeal mush congealed in a pan and set in the cold pantry, and when the lard was transparent by the heat, added slice after slice, casting an appreciative eye at Malinda’s bulk. There were fried potatoes and tomato gravy to accompany the fried mush, fried sourdough bread, and molasses.


Malinda drew up her chair with the happiness showing on her whole face, saying Paula had surely made a breakfast fit for a king.


They stopped with their spoons in midair when they heard a faint “Mama.”


“Oh. Oh, my Dorcas!”


Paula almost threw back her chair in order to reach her, astounded to find her sitting up in the too small cradle, blinking her blue eyes, her wispy hair twisted and matted. Paula brought her to her chest, her arms tightening as if she could never hold her close enough.


“Dorcas! How are you feeling? Oh, my dear child.” Then, turning to Malinda, “I never expected her to feel strong enough in the morning to sit up and call for me. You are a miracle, Malinda.”


“No no, not me.”


She pointed a finger to the ceiling. “Gott im Himmel sit gelobt und dedanked” (God in Heaven be praised and thanked).


“Oh, indeed. Of course.”


Too overwhelmed to think straight, Paula wiped away the weary tears forming unbidden.


Malinda went back to her sourdough bread and molasses, while Dorcas lay her small head on her mother’s shoulder. Betsy watched from across the table, glad to see her sister feeling better but wondering whether all those tears and exclamations were necessary.


“Well,” Malinda announced. “Henry said he’d be by around dinner time to see how we’re faring, so I’ll be here for a while yet. Do you have work for me to do? I will leave some of these tinctures and make sure Dorcas gets milk to drink. Give her some rolled oats and meat if you have it.”


“Yes, there is salt pork, and venison. I was hoping to have more than one deer, but that is all I shot. The snow was early.”


“Oh, indeed it was.”


And so the forenoon passed swiftly as the two women chattered, drank cups of hot tea, and cuddled little Dorcas. Bathed and dressed in a clean blue dress, her hair brushed and braided into thin, flaxen strips, she was winsome child, so frail and precious.
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