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    Sarah Beiler, Davey’s daughter, bent over, grabbed the back of the stubborn boot, and yanked as hard as she could. She groaned and threw the offensive footgear into a corner of the kesslehaus (wash house). Priscilla had worn them again and gotten them wet. Would she never learn?


    Resigned now, Sarah found her old Nikes, undid the laces, shoved her feet into them, and tied them again—more roughly than necessary. She’d just have to tiptoe through the snow, unless Dat had shoveled a path to the barn, which was unlikely considering how precise he was with the milking time.


    Grabbing a navy blue sweatshirt, she pulled it over her head, tied a men’s handkerchief low on her forehead, and plunged through the door, bracing herself for the cold and snow of December.


    Sarah quickly lowered her head to avoid the stinging flakes, then lifted her face to the sky, which was dark and gray but alive with the swirling whiteness of the first snowstorm of the year. Christmas was only a week away.


    They’d have a white Christmas!


    Already, the snow was drifted against the corner wall of the new cow stable, where the wind created eddies, same as a creek when it rounded a bend.


    Excitement pulsed in her veins at the thought of an early snowstorm creating a wonderland for Christmas. It was just more festive with snow. Holly was greener, berries were redder, cookies more Christmasy, gifts wrapped in red and green glowed brighter when there was sparkling snow.


    Sarah’s early morning grumpiness had dissipated by the time she pulled on the door latch to the milk house, where the glass steamed from the hot water Dat had already used. She entered and set to work assembling the gleaming stainless steel milking machines.


    The diesel in the shanty purred to life as Dat prepared to begin the milking.


    When Sarah walked into the newly whitewashed cow stable, the two rows of clean black and white Holsteins were already being fed, jostling their chains, lifting and lowering their heads, impatient to taste the richness of their twice daily portion.


    “Good morning, Sarah.”


    “Morning.”


    Dat went on with his feeding as Sarah prepared the first three cows for the milking machines and then turned to fetch them from the milk house.


    She still appreciated the barn, the cow stable, and the milk house in a way she never had before their barn burned to the ground only eight months prior. It had happened one April night when the buds were bursting open on the maple trees in the front yard.


    The whole family had suffered a night of terror, standing by helplessly as innocent animals, family pets, faithful workhorses, and driving horses had suffered horrible deaths. The battle against real fear occurred after the local police called it arson.


    Davey, as a minister of the Old Order Amish who had lost his own barn, could freely sympathize with Ben Zook and Reuben Kauffman after each of their barns was also set on fire. He became a pillar of support for both of them.


    His leadership in the community was thrown into question, however, when Priscilla, his daughter who had been deeply traumatized by the terrible, fiery death of her riding horse, Dutch, was questioned by a local reporter about the fires. She answered the reporter in a way that was considered inappropriate for the Amish, saying she hoped the arsonist would go to jail and die there.


    Levi was the oldest of Davey’s children and had Down syndrome. He was thirty-one years old, overweight, and clumsy, but he was the character of the family and was known and loved by everyone around him. He enjoyed a life of love and compassion, feeling pretty sure that he was an important part of Lancaster County, especially since the last meeting between prominent members of the church, when he was called upon to describe what he had seen the night of the Beiler barn fire as he had been up and about the house with a sore throat.


    Levi had an exceptional memory and was astonishingly observant. He had informed the men at the meeting that a white car, maybe a Volkswagen, had driven by the house.


    Sarah was now twenty years old, tall and lithe, with curly hair that never lay as sleekly as she wanted. Her seawater green eyes changed color with her emotions—gray and stormy like waves tossed by the wind when she was upset, dancing yellow lights like sunshine on rippling water when she was happy. She had grown up with a constant yearning for her neighbor, Matthew Stoltzfus, whose brown eyes never failed to melt her. He had always been the object of her affection, and she had never dreamed of marrying anyone but him. But when she turned sixteen years old, the time when she entered her years of rumspringa (running around), Matthew suddenly began dating her friend, Rose, a sweet and beautiful girl.


    Their relationship had thrown Sarah completely off balance and stretched her faith to its limit. Now suddenly, a few years after they had begun dating, Rose called off the relationship with Matthew, which put him in an awkward situation as he strove to hide his emotions with pride and hurt battling for control. He had given Sarah enough reason to believe that he would now pursue her, and she now lived in constant suspense waiting to see what would really happen.


    “Sarah!”


    “What?”


    Dat’s call was urgent, so Sarah set down the milker she was carrying and hurried toward the sound of his voice.


    “Is Priscilla up yet?”


    “No.”


    She came upon an unforgettable sight. In the early morning dimness, the sputtering gas lantern swayed on its hook from the new, yellow post that had been erected by hundreds of men eager to show their charity by helping Davey back to his feet, lifting his spirits to new heights by erecting a new barn in only a few days. In the lantern’s light, Dat’s eyes were pools of shadow, the wide, black brim of his felt hat hiding the emotion on his face as he stood, helpless, in the face of the scene before him.


    Sarah reached her father and grasped at the oak post, rough and splintered but a support as she beheld the horror. She let go of it then as both hands went to her mouth, and she uttered a long moan of denial.


    In the light of the unforgiving lantern lay Priscilla’s new riding horse, also named Dutch, a replacement for her first beloved horse. Dat had tied him in the stall with a neck rope—the soft, sturdy nylon rope often used for driving horses—when he was cleaning the box stall the day before.


    Dat had intended to finish, but a distraught member of the church had come to seek advice, and Dat left the barn. He figured Dutch would be alright for a while. Then, with his mind filled with his church member’s troubles, he had spent a distracted evening and hadn’t been able fall into a restless sleep until after midnight.


    Now Dutch’s sides bulged, and his legs curled helplessly. But the real horror was his twisted, elongated neck, where the rope buried into his flowing mane, strangling the life from his veins as he had desperately struggled to free himself. It appeared as though his own panic had been the cause of his death.


    “He’s dead!” Sarah cried, her voice cracked with fear. Dat shook his head, his lips a grim line of resolve, but he did not utter a word. Slowly, he reached into his pocket, extracted his old Barlow knife, moved in beside the already cold form, and cut the nylon rope with a few precisely executed movements.


    Dutch’s head flopped to the floor with a “whumpf,” and bits of shavings wafted upward, clung to the beautiful mane, and shuddered, as if attempting to give some sort of life back to the dead horse.


    Dat did not look at Sarah, his voice like gravel pouring over stone when he said, “Go get her.”


    “I can’t.”


    Dat was suddenly crushed by the emotional weight of too many barn fires, too many men bringing their petty disagreements, too many sleepless nights. He turned on Sarah, his large, work-roughened hands clenched, his eyes bulging, and he yelled in a voice Sarah had never heard before.


    “Harich mich (Listen to me)!”


    Her breath coming in harsh sobs, Sarah ran, slipping and falling to her knees, her bare skin exposed to the wet iciness of the snow. She got to her feet and kept going, blindly. She slipped again on the wet floorboards of the porch, righted herself, and fell through the door, her breath coming in ragged gasps.


    Mam was sorting laundry on the floor of the kesslehaus. The safe, ordinary odor of moist, used towels, soiled socks and dresses and shirts and aprons brought Sarah back from the shock. Her mother straightened, looking at her in surprise.


    “Sarah! Voss iss lets (What is wrong)?”


    “Mam! Priscilla’s horse! He . . . he hung himself.”


    “Oh my,” Mam replied with complete hopelessness, a defeat so raw she could not utter another word, unable to draw the breath needed to say anything more.


    Leaving her mother, Sarah moved heavily, numbly, up the stairs and found her way to her younger sister, Priscilla, who lay snugly under the warm comforters, sweet and innocent. Her hair was light brown with streaks of blonde running through it, and her green eyes were closed in trusting slumber.


    Sarah reached out and shook her shoulder, then sat on the edge of the bed and whispered, “Priscilla. Cilla!”


    Alarmed, Priscilla sat up quickly, her large eyes blinking.


    “Sarah! It’s your turn to milk.”


    “I am milking. Priscilla, listen, you have to be strong. Dutch . . . he . . . your horse is dead.”


    “What?”


    It was plain she had not understood Sarah’s words. She was sure she just hadn’t heard right.


    “He hung himself by his neck rope.”


    “No, he didn’t. He couldn’t have. He’s not in a tie stall.”


    Priscilla was certain there was a mistake, so there was no reason for her to become upset. She remained calm and carefully explained it all away in her still somewhat groggy state.


    Sarah persuaded her to get dressed and come to the barn, where they found Dat, grimly lifting full, heavy milkers and dumping them into the stainless steel Sputnik vat on wheels. Wearily, as if he had suddenly aged far beyond his years, he told his daughter what had happened, flinching in the face of her inability to accept what had occurred.


    “He’ll be alright,” she said and moved away toward the horse stables to find her beloved pet, still and cold and unmoving, her second precious horse now as dead as her first.


    “He did,” she whispered.


    Broken, she fell on her knees beside him, her hands fluttering to his chest, reaching out to feel for just one steady heartbeat but defeated already.


    “Why?”


    She lifted her head, seeking an explanation.


    Dat spoke reassuringly, taking all the blame, saying he should not have left him in a tie stall.


    “But why?” Priscilla asked, struggling to understand how a horse as smart as Dutch could have panicked as the rope tightened.


    “Well, it happens. Some horses just lose all common sense and keep jerking and pulling until their breath leaves them.”


    Priscilla remained quiet, her hands stroking the still, lifeless form of her horse. She was weeping but calmly, resignedly.


    Sarah searched Dat’s face, and he shrugged his shoulders.


    “I’ll finish milking,” Sarah said.


    Dat nodded, then looked past her as the figure of his wife came through the door. He was visibly lifted by the appearance of his unfailing supporter.


    Mam did not go to Priscilla. She just put a hand on the side of the cow that was being milked and took over, instinctively handling the heavy milking machines and helping Sarah do what had to be done.


    They left Dat with Priscilla and Dutch.


    The cold and the snow whirled outside the rectangular blocks of yellow light at the windows. The purring of the diesel was muffled by the storm and the drifting snow as the milkers ka-chugged along, extracting the rich milk from the cows.


    There was no singing, no humming, no whistling this morning. There were only two women who had once more been assailed by adversity and were now gathering the strength and resolve they would need yet again. They silently went about their duties, knowing that this, too, would pass, and the sun would shine again, for Priscilla, for them all.


    In the horse barn, Dat stood, his head bent. Then he fell to his knees beside Priscilla, an arm going around her thin, heaving shoulders.


    That was all.


    But is there greater human support than that of a father’s love? Feeling the undeniable strength of that strong arm across her back, a heart filled with compassion and caring propelling it, Priscilla turned her head and buried it in her father’s coat as his other arm came around and held her close to his heart. He willed her to be strong, to be able to rise above this loss one more time.


    “Noch ay mol (One more time), Priscilla,” he murmured, his tone as cracked and broken as his heart.


    Priscilla nodded and sniffed but remained in the circle of her father’s comforting arms.


    “God does chasten those He loves. Don’t feel as if you did something bad to deserve this. You didn’t. Perhaps He just allowed this to see what we make of it.”


    Sighing, he reached for his handkerchief, stood up, and handed it to her.


    “We’ll get another one, okay?”


    She nodded.


    “At least it’s not one of us, Priscilla.”


    She nodded again. “Yes, Mervin was . . . so much worse.”


    The memory of his youngest son’s drowning remained an ache in Dat’s heart, one that would never leave him, and one he cherished, strangely. The memory of six-year-old Mervin served as an unfailing source of empathy and understanding when folks around him were hurting or grieving, grappling with their own losses.


    “Yes, it was,” Dat agreed.


    “Well,” Priscilla began. Her voice broke as she let out a long, unsteady sigh, and the soft weeping resumed as Dat stood by, his presence a support.


    She rubbed the wrinkled, red handkerchief fiercely across her eyes and shuddered. Then she pinched her lips together in an attempt to show strength and steady her emotions.


    “Well,” she began again. “I should be glad maybe, Dat. You know he was going blind in one eye, don’t you? The whole eye was clouding over, and when I went around barrels, he didn’t always know what he was doing. So maybe . . . I don’t know. I’ll probably want another horse, eventually.”


    Dat nodded. “Yes, I’d noticed he had trouble in that one eye, but I figured it might not amount to much.”


    “It would have.”


    Dat knew Priscilla was probably right. She knew so much about horses, so he nodded.


    She looked down at Dutch, lying so still and cold, and she squared her shoulders and said, “Will Benner have to take him?”


    “Do you want him buried here on the farm?”


    “Yes. I’d rather. I can’t stand to think of him being used for dog food. Could we bury him beside the remains of the barn?”


    “Of course.”


    When Dat and Priscilla reappeared, Sarah could tell by the set of her younger sister’s shoulders that everything would be alright. Priscilla would rise above this. Hadn’t she already weathered so much?


    Mam headed back to the house with her arm around Priscilla’s waist and sat her down at the kitchen table. She made a cup of strong mint tea with cream and sugar, brought her daughter warm slippers, and stoked the coal fire in the stove. Then she banged the big cast iron frying pan onto the gas stove and added a generous glug of canola oil. She turned to the refrigerator and removed the blue granite cake pan of cooked cornmeal mush. With an efficiency born of habit, she sliced it and placed the pieces in the sizzling oil, talking all the while, reliving disappointments of her own, and calling Suzie, all in one breath.


    Suzie was the youngest daughter and was still in school. She was a miniature replica of Sarah, except for her straight, honey blonde hair and her love of dogs. The goal of her life was to own a Lassie dog, her name for collies.


    Mam opened one of the oak cupboard drawers, pulled out an old beige, doubleknit tablecloth made with her own hands, and spread it quickly across the kitchen table. Then she thumped six Corelle plates and six clear plastic tumblers, her vottags glessa (everyday glasses), onto the table.


    She set a jar of homemade ketchup, a dish of butter, one of homemade strawberry jelly, salt and pepper, the honey bear, and Levi’s vitamins in the middle of the table.


    She turned to slice bread for toast when Levi’s voice cut through the comforting sounds of breakfast preparations.


    “Malinda!”


    So it was Malinda this morning, not Mam. She caught Priscilla’s eye, and they lifted the corners of their mouths in unison.


    “Du mochst an hesslichy racket (You make a big racket)!”


    “Come on, Levi! Time to get up.”


    Levi’s bedroom was on the main floor in the enclosed porch facing the driveway and barn. The many low windows were filled with tin cans containing colorful geraniums, Mam’s pride and joy.


    His hospital bed, a nightstand, dresser, recliner, and a few bright, woven rugs made up his pleasant bedroom. It was his area of comfort and belonging in the old stone house that had been remodeled over the years to accommodate a family of ten children.


    Three married sons and two married daughters completed the David Beiler family. Anna Mae and Ruthie were each just a few years older than Sarah and already had babies and homes of their own that were filled with the aura of completion and contentment that seems to permeate young Amish homes.


    They had a fit about Sarah and her senseless yearning. Although they usually kept their thoughts to themselves, occasionally a snippet of their indignant views would slip out, allowing Mam to glimpse the discordant note between her married and single daughters.


    Well, Anna Mae and Ruthie had better watch out, she would think, setting her jaw firmly as she drove Fred home from sisters’ day. Those two had had pretty uncomplicated courtships.


    “Malinda!”


    “Levi, what is wrong now?”


    “Ich hopp ken hussa (I have no trousers)!”


    “Yoh (Yes).”


    “Nay (No).”


    Priscilla got up from her misery to help Levi find a pair of trousers, which were not in the usual drawer but folded neatly and stacked on top of his dresser, where she had put them the day before.


    “You have to look, Levi.”


    “That is not where I look for my trousers, and you know it. You just didn’t want to open the drawer and put them in. I know how you are. Always in a hurry.”


    Priscilla managed to laugh and tweaked his ear. He lifted a large hand to slap it away, but he was smiling, the crinkles beside his deep brown eyes spreading outward.


    Breakfast was subdued but not without encouragement, as they heaped their plates with the crispy, golden slabs of cornmeal mush, fried eggs, stewed crackers, and chipped beef gravy. The plastic tumblers were filled with the orange juice made from frozen concentrate that Mam bought by the case from Aldi.


    Levi’s weight was a constant challenge. Some meals could turn into a battle of wills, but the first meal of the day was normally not restricted, so he was a cheerful person at breakfast, happily dabbing homemade ketchup over his stewed crackers and spreading great quantities of strawberry jelly on thick slices of toast.


    Priscilla ate very little, and Sarah noted with concern the look of suffering in her eyes as she watched the snow swirling against the kitchen window.


    Mam poured mugs of fragrant coffee and brought a fresh shoofly pie from its rack in the pantry. Sarah cut a fairly large wedge for herself and one for Levi, smiling at him as he thanked her over and over.


    Dat said he’d have to ask Ben Zook to use his skid loader to bury Dutch. Then they had to explain to Levi what had occurred that morning, and he listened with great interest.


    Wisely, he shook his great head. “Well, I didn’t make it up then. A car drove in here. I was up during the night and walked to the bathroom. I saw it. I bet there was someone in the barn.”


    Dat slowly set down his mug of coffee, the color leaving his face. Mam turned, her mouth open in disbelief, her eyes wide, alarm clearly visible.


    But it was Priscilla who began to shake uncontrollably.
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    Dat questioned Levi extensively, and he answered with calculated precision.


    No, it wasn’t snowing then.


    Yes, it was a white car.


    White shines in the dark. It’s a lot lighter than the darkness. The lights were round, down low, just like the time the barn burned.


    Clearly, there was only one choice. The police had to be notified. The story made it into the Intelligencer Journal the next day. It was just a short strip with no picture, which was Dat’s wish.


    The police had urged the Amish people to invest in dogs. Big dogs trained to attack, but Dat was slow to be convinced, saying if they did get an attack dog, was it really worth the injury to another person? What if an intruder was accidentally killed?


    As they discussed the article and the issue of the dogs, Sarah suggested allowing Suzie to get her Lassie dog, and Mam’s face softened as she looked at her youngest daughter with so much affection that Sarah could hardly watch. Then Sarah caught Priscilla’s eye and smiled, encouraging her to smile back.


    Priscilla had been brave the day before, Sarah thought. Very brave. In fact, so courageous, it had broken her heart to watch her sister standing in the snow, a black figure, her head bent, her shoulders slumped, her eyes downcast.


    Priscilla had been braver than she had been herself. For one thing, why did they have to send that Lee Glick with the skid loader? Dat could have driven Fred over to Ben Zook’s and left him in the barn while he came home with the piece of equipment to bury Dutch himself.


    Furthermore, wasn’t it about time that Lee finished up his stay at Ben Zook’s? Sarah thought he would have returned home months ago, but now he had a job and everything. Had he decided his home was now here in this community?


    The thing was, Lee always unsettled Sarah—not really unsettled, but he left her feeling as if she wasn’t quite getting it or didn’t understand something he understood.


    Or was she just remembering the night of Reuby Kauffman’s barn fire, when she. . . . Sarah lifted cold hands to cheeks that turned warm at the thought. Oh, he was just being kind, she told herself. He would help anyone. But would he help anyone in such a . . . thoughtful way?


    At any rate, who showed up driving that skid loader but Lee Glick with his blond hair covered by a gray beanie? His gloved hands quickly dug a hole, drug out the sad black and white carcass with the skid loader, and rolled the great horse into the yawning, cavernous hole before covering it neatly and packing it down by running over it repeatedly.


    Sarah could have stayed inside, she supposed, but Priscilla needed her support, so she stood beside her, watching the snow drift across the landscape creating a vast whiteness interrupted only by jutting buildings and trees and telephone poles, drooping wires hanging between them.


    When the skid loader stopped and Lee hopped off, Dat reached into his pocket for his wallet, but Lee waved it away and stood talking to Dat for the longest time.


    Lee was taller than Dat, something Sarah hadn’t realized. As they turned, Priscilla waited, her eyes never leaving Lee’s face. She was mesmerized, Sarah could tell, and was surprised to find herself suddenly irritable, cold, her feet wet inside the soft lining of her snow boots.


    When the men reached the girls, Lee looked only at Priscilla, and she lifted her eyes to thank him.


    “Hey, no problem. Glad I could help. Must have been hard, losing another horse.”


    “It was.”


    “I feel really sorry for you. I sure hope the police can help.”


    “We talked to them this morning already.”


    “Really?”


    Priscilla nodded.


    Dat gave Lee more details, and he whistled low, then shook his head. And he continued to ignore Sarah as if she had all the charms of one of the apple trees behind them as he asked Priscilla questions and listened closely to her replies.


    Just when she was ready to walk away, Lee turned to Sarah and asked how she was. His eyes met hers with so much blue it was like a streak of lightning blinding her for a second before she could see clearly.


    “I’m fine,” she said curtly.


    “You get home okay Saturday night?”


    “Yeah.”


    Defiantly, she met his blue eyes, eyes that seemed to mock her now. She felt as if he knew everything that happened that night between her and Matthew Stoltzfus.


    She felt the warmth rising uncomfortably in her face, and she lowered her eyes and kicked at the loose snow, her composure sliding away in a free fall along with the whirling snow.


    Dat stood comfortably, his hands in his wide trouser pockets, his black coat bunched up above them, his wide black hat protecting his face and shading his eyes as he observed this exchange with seasoned perspective.


    It wasn’t Dat’s way to say anything serious about matters of the heart. That was Mam’s domain, but a small smile played around his lips as he noticed Sarah struggling to regain her air of aloofness.


    So that was how it was with Sarah. Well.


    The remainder of the day she thought of Matthew, his warm brown eyes, the way he had asked if she’d consider being his girl. She thought how it would feel to have finally attained the long awaited goal of being exactly that—Matthew’s girl. Oh, the thought of buying and wrapping a gift for him! She’d dreamt about it for years but knew couldn’t happen this year, but the next one, likely.


    As she mixed the butter and sugar for a batch of peanut butter cookies, she planned what she would buy. When she burned the first sheet of cookies, Mam was not happy, her cheeks a brilliant shade of red, her hair almost crackling with frustration, clucking and fussing, saying she’d never been so on behind with her Christmas baking, and goodness knows she still had nothing for Anna Mae’s baby.


    “Sarah, stop being so dreamy. It upsets me.”


    Sarah watched her mother running around, accomplishing nothing. She told her to calm down—she was acting worse than Mommy Beiler ever had.


    “Humpf.”


    It was a huge insult. Mam esteemed her work ethic far above that of her late mother-in-law’s, but she was used to navigating the surprising waters of mother-daughter relationships, and so she drew her lips to an uncompromising line and remained silent.


    After about a hundred Hershey’s kisses had been pressed into as many peanut butter cookies, Sarah felt uncomfortably warm and nauseous, not to mention completely irritated by Mam’s silence, so she said loudly, “I don’t know what you’re so mad about.”


    Mam burst out laughing, sat down, and slid low in her chair, her feet wearily stretched in front of her. She pushed up her white covering, extracted a steel hairpin from her bun, and scratched her head before replacing it.


    “Huh,” she sighed. “One of these years, believe me, I’m going to skip Christmas altogether. I’ll just sit in a corner somewhere and read a Bible story about the Baby Jesus and let it go at that.”


    She stretched her arms over her head.


    “Levi, get away from there!”


    Mam sat up and leaned over, her eyebrows lowering as Levi tried to make off with yet another cookie.


    This was when Sarah loved Mam best. When she was completely herself—just Malinda, humorous and comfortable and not taking things quite as seriously as usual.


    “These peanut butter cookies make me sick after the chocolate on top gets cold,” Levi said, as wily and slick as any thief trying to convince a judge of his innocence.


    “They do not!” Priscilla retorted.


    The door burst open, and Suzie exploded into the house with her bonnet tied haphazardly over her head scarf, her boots covered with snow, and her coat buttoned crookedly.


    “Hey! The English people’s school bus is stuck on the hill past Elam’s!”


    “Oh my goodness. Is it still snowing? Ach (oh), it is. Well Suzie, I hope you were careful coming home. My goodness.”


    Suzie reached for a cookie. She watched Levi’s hand snake out and grab one, too, before shuffling back to his card table and the display of cards spread on out it.


    “Levi, put that cookie back,” Mam said without turning around.


    Levi stopped in his tracks, facing away from Mam, and said, “What cookie?”


    “The one in your hand.”


    Quickly, Levi inserted the cookie in the gap between the buttons on his shirtfront and answered glibly, “I don’t have one.”


    “You don’t?”


    “No.”


    “Okay then.”


    That was the most entertaining part of the entire day, aside from the hole being dug for Dutch, or rather, that chap driving the skid loader, Sarah decided.


    Why did he do that to her? It seemed as if he kept planting his blond head into her thoughts when she did not want to think about him at all.


    It was Matthew she loved, and it was Matthew she planned on marrying. It was just that. . . .


    She wished that she’d never gone to Reuby Kauffman’s barn fire. All it had done was bring back the terror, the memory of the screaming animals, and all the helplessness their own fire had brought into her life.


    And then Lee had held her securely in his arms as she struggled to recover from her fainting spell. Of course, he would have helped anyone. That was how Lee was.


    He was the one who buried Dutch. And he was helping his brother-in-law, Ben Zook, finish the details in his barn, working every evening after work for months. He was always one of the first ones on the scene at barn raisings, one of the last to leave. It seemed as if that was all he did—work for other people and help them out.


    Was that how someone was measured? Sarah didn’t know. She just wished she’d never met him, the way he made his way into her thoughts like an uninvited intruder.


    Sighing, she thought about making supper and doing chores. The usual routine suddenly felt like an insurmountable burden. All she wanted to do was roll into her bed and cover her head with the quilt to block out the snow and Christmas and Dutch and Priscilla and, yes, Lee.


    That evening, Sarah walked to the barn and halfheartedly helped Dat with the milking. Her thoughts were a million miles beyond the cow stable, Lancaster County, or anyone around her. She missed Mervin and wished she could see him again, touch him, tousle his blond hair, just one more time.


    When a cow lifted a heavy, soiled foot and kicked her shin hard, she yelped in surprise, then pain. She began howling in earnest, bringing Dat to her side as a dark bruise started forming beneath her woolen sock.


    “Boy, she socked you one, didn’t she?”


    Grimacing, Sarah laughed ruefully, nodding her head. “She has a secret hatred for me.”


    Dat laughed heartily and agreed with Sarah that she was an ill-tempered cow. He had seriously considered turning her into steak and hamburger. Now he said he just might have to.


    “Nothing broken, is there?”


    “No, it was just enough to make me good and angry.”


    “You weren’t too happy to begin with.”


    Sarah nodded. “Yeah, well. Sometimes you just aren’t yourself,” she said, making an enormous effort at cheeriness.


    Dat watched Sarah and then took the golden opportunity to ask her if she had prayed for God’s guidance in seeking a life companion.


    He was shocked to hear the rebelliousness in his daughter’s voice.


    “You make it sound like one of those better-than-thou books. Of course I pray. The Lord showed me a long time ago that His will is for Matthew and me to be together.”


    The words were explosive, forceful.


    Dat’s eyebrows raised of their own accord.


    “Alright, Sarah, alright. You know I’m not the one you talk to about matters of the heart. I get embarrassed talking to you about. . . .”


    “Say it,” Sarah said harshly, unkindly.


    “Sarah.”


    The tone in his voice stopped her downward spiral into a stream of hurtful and useless words.


    “You don’t want to be this way.”


    “How do I want to be?”


    Dat didn’t answer. He just turned to the cow being milked and bent to retrieve the milker. He poured out the warm, creamy milk and placed the machine on the next cow.


    Straightening, he watched Sarah’s face and said, “All I want is for you to be honest with yourself.”


    “I am.”


    “Alright. If you are, there is no need to defend yourself.”


    That sent Sarah into a miserable state of confusion. Dat had never mentioned Matthew’s name, so what was all that supposed to mean? Now thoroughly confused, she walked out of the barn into the cold evening that was just headed toward dusk. The sun was spreading a pink and apricot glow beneath the remnants of the snowstorm, infusing the stone house with an other worldly brilliance as the snow piled in glistening heaps on the shrubs and bushes reflected the same beautiful radiance.


    Well God, she breathed, her prayer a whispered need, a small cry of confusion from a bowed spirit. You’re going to have to come through if. . . .


    She couldn’t finish, somehow unable to lay her sacrifice on the altar, afraid to think or pray about what was hidden in the recesses of her heart, that delicate balance of her own will, God’s will, and Matthew.


    As if in immediate answer to her troubled spirit, a dark figure cut into the Beiler driveway, the black horse easily pulling a two-seater sleigh—a cutter—painted a glossy black. Her cousin, Melvin, waved wildly. He was wrapped in a ridiculous pile of outerwear, his prominent nose rising above his gaudy, plaid scarf.


    “Sarah! Good! You’re home! Come on. Let’s go for a ride before every back road is cindered.”


    “Give me a minute!”


    And that was all she needed. She washed her hands, donned clean socks, boots, a sweater, coat, head scarf, and warm gloves before limping and slipping out to the sleigh and the impatient horse.


    “Here we go! It’s unreal how quiet this is. There is not one sound except for the horse’s hooves, and even they’re muffled.”


    He talked as if he had invented the sleigh and the horse and created the snow, the sun, and the clouds himself, Sarah thought, knowing Melvin as well as she knew herself.


    They sped through the waning light, the cold invigorating her, dashing all the confusing thoughts from her head. Like cobwebs, they were swept away with an unseen broom.


    Melvin chattered away, and Sarah listened, nodding her head or saying, “Mm,” or “Okay,” or some other fitting word to assure him that she was listening.


    When she did have the opportunity to tell him about Priscilla’s horse, asking if he had seen the paper, Melvin’s mouth opened, his eyes widened, and he shook his head in disbelief.


    That was all it took to start another of his verbal explosions, his head nodding and hands gesturing as he spoke of the very real danger of someone losing yet another barn or more livestock.


    “It’s just a matter of time. I bet you anything that horse reared back out of fright, seeing someone sneaking into the barn. But the nerve! Can you imagine someone doing this again? Still driving the same car? He can’t be too smart, or he’d drive a different vehicle. For Pete’s sake, Sarah. What a loser!”


    Sarah reminded her agitated cousin that Levi may not have been completely awake or was imagining things, trying to create drama, enabling him to have the top spot at meetings.


    Melvin disagreed vehemently, turning the sleigh at the end of Irishtown Road, skillfully handling the reins with one gloved hand as the other one waved in the air for emphasis.


    That was the end of the conversation as the wind picked up and whirled their words away in its fury.


    Sarah’s shin throbbed painfully beneath the heavy blankets, and her face was numb with the piercing cold. She pulled the blanket higher, hiding her face behind it until they slowed to a stop back at the house, and Melvin jumped out.


    “Come in for hot chocolate,” Sarah said.


    “You know I won’t turn that down.”


    “Good.”


    Limping, her leg causing her serious discomfort, Sarah made her way into the house and hung her wet, snow-covered things by the coal stove to dry.


    Levi was getting ready for bed, taking his blood pressure medication and his vitamins and minerals. He was dressed in flannel pajamas, navy blue ones with the white pin stripes. He had on brown slippers, and his hair was clean and wet from the shower.


    “Melvin’s here,” Sarah told him.


    Levi shook his head, slowly gathering the small pile of pills in his hand.


    “I’m going to bed.”


    “But Melvin wants to talk to you.”


    “No, I don’t feel good.”


    “But Levi, he’s worried that our barn isn’t safe, the way Dutch died.”


    “No, I’m sick to my stomach.”


    With the words spoken forcefully, Sarah knew his mind was made up, and he would refuse to cooperate at all.


    Levi turned away and shuffled heavily to his room. He sat on the edge of his bed and muttered to himself before turning off the battery lamp and swinging up his legs, grunting with the effort of settling his large body comfortably.


    Mam appeared out of nowhere, clucking, bringing an extra comforter to spread over Levi’s great bulk. She tucked him in, worrying about the roaring wind outside as the snow blasted against the windows. She returned to her bedroom and opened the lid of the cedar-lined chest that had been her great-grandmother’s and had the initials A.M.K. inscribed on the front.


    She pulled out homemade comforters, pieced with blocks of fabric cut from remnants of fleece. They were knotted securely with brightly colored yarn from leftover skeins from afghans she had crocheted.


    None of the colors matched, but that was not the purpose of the comforters to begin with. As long as the fleece patches were sewed firmly and the yarn was pulled through twice and securely knotted, they were well done and served their purpose.


    Those comforters stayed in the cedar chest all year except for the coldest part of the winter, which had come early this year.


    Mam bustled up the stairs, Suzie in tow, distributing the necessary comforters. She spread them over the beds, tucking them between mattresses and box springs, saying, “Ach my. Siss kalt do huvva (It’s cold up here).”


    She clattered back down the stairs, a cozy light shining from her kindly eyes, fer-sarking (taking care of) her children on a cold winter night, the way she had done ever since her firstborn lay in his crib in a corner of the bedroom in the old stone house.


    She’d bustled then, and she bustled now and was fulfilled by her motherly duties.


    “Just listen to that wind!” she exclaimed to her husband and her nephew, Melvin, who had followed Dat into the kitchen.


    Dat shook his head, saying he’d watched those gray clouds just as the sun left that red slash in the sky. He figured a real wind would be kicking up.


    Melvin looked around for Levi, clearly wanting to have him describe in detail what he had seen during the night.


    “Where’s Levi?”


    The question was inevitable, and Sarah knew he’d be disappointed, knowing once Levi refused to talk, it was like trying to budge a two-ton rock. Impossible.


    “He’s in bed.”


    “Well, ask him to get up. I want to talk to him.”


    As always, Melvin’s voice was clear and precise, and it carried well, producing a rumpus from the hospital bed.


    “Melvin, just go on home. I’m not well.”


    “Ach, come on, Levi!”


    “No.”


    “I’ll give you some gum.”


    “No.”


    Melvin looked to Dat for assistance, then to Sarah, saw the futility of his attempts, and sank resignedly into a kitchen chair. Sarah served him hot chocolate and peanut butter cookies, and they talked far into the night.


    The fear wrapped itself around Sarah, an unsettling cloak of mystery, the unknown a burden as Melvin’s words rang in her ears.


    “Mark my words, Davey. There’s more trouble to come. If he thinks we Amish are all going to turn our backs and let him terrorize all of us, he has another guess coming.”


    Maybe we’re the ones who have another guess coming, Sarah thought to herself.
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    The wind wailed around the eaves, sending a section of loose spouting clattering down the side of the stone house with a metallic crash that woke the whole household. Levi cried out in alarm, and Suzie called from her bedroom in hoarse terror.


    Sarah jumped out of bed, grabbed her woolen robe, and hobbled painfully down the stairs, meeting Mam already halfway through the kitchen, her small flashlight slicing a path across the darkened room.


    No one went back to bed before Dat dressed warmly, lit a gas lantern, and searched the barn and the outbuildings, holding the lantern high, before finally coming upon the indentation in the snow left by the section of spouting. He carried it triumphantly to the porch, his great relief visible.


    Mam sighed, the tension leaving her body, and told them they could now go back to bed. Sarah took two Tylenol tablets and swallowed them at the kitchen sink. She cowered at the window as a mighty gust bent the great, old maple trees in the front yard, erasing the vast bulk of the new, white barn for only a few seconds.


    She shivered.


    The cold lay around the baseboards along the walls and crept along the windowsills, where the coal stove’s heat could not quite keep it at bay. Little swirls of chills shivered up Sarah’s back as she turned to Mam, who was warming her hands by tentatively touching the tips of her fingers to the top of the coal stove. Mam pulled Suzie close against her when Sarah came to join them.


    In the dark and cold, they huddled, the warmth a comfort, creating an aura of normalcy. Though they didn’t say it, they all knew this whole scene contrasted sharply with the way they would have reacted previously to a noise in the night.


    The truth hovered between them, driving them into isolation with their own thoughts. The shame of their fear, or the admission of it, would have to remain unspoken, a denial of the fact that it existed.


    They were people of faith, weren’t they? Christian folks of the Old Order who placed their trust in God. They were blessed by Him as seasons came and went, with the rain and the sun and the good, brown earth sprouting the seeds they planted and the barns bulging with the abundant harvests as the leaves turned colors, signaling winter’s approach.


    So what were they doing now, cowering around this stove and casting furtive glances over their shoulders, peering into the dark corners that had become hiding places for strange men, Bic lighters flicking as they terrified good, strong, sensible horses into a state of deathly panic?


    Barns that stood tall and stately had crumpled and burned to useless black piles that no one could ever fully erase from their minds. The memories left apprehension lying thick and suffocating over Lancaster County.


    “Go back to bed,” Mam said curtly.


    Everyone obeyed, silently padding their way up the staircase, knowing that in previous years, they would all have remained in their beds and later laughed about the great crash the spouting had made during the night. But that was before the ongoing mystery was wedged into their lives. Now, they would need to adjust, over and over, to overwhelming waves of fear.


    In the morning, Leacock Township already had the great, rumbling snowplows shoving walls of snow to the sides of the roads. Heavy chains were secured around the big tires, and the machines clanged and banged as they scraped along, yellow revolving lights warning passing vehicles—if there were any—of their approach.


    The wind remained stubbornly stiff and unrelenting, so Sarah helped Dat shovel paths to the barn and everywhere else anyone would need to go on the property. The wind had their walkways blown shut again in a few hours, so they kept at it. The sun was shining, however, and Sarah preferred the outdoors far above being cooped up inside with Levi.


    His stomach pained him terribly as a result, of course, of his over-consumption of peanut butter cookies.


    Mam was at the phone half the morning. She was in quite a stew about Ruthie’s two year old who had the croup. She worried he’d have to be taken to Lancaster General Hospital ivver vile (soon).


    Suzie couldn’t go to school, so she sang the same song over and over as she sharpened her colored pencils with a battery-powered sharpener that emitted a high whir as each pencil was poked into it.


    “My Lord, my King, you’re my—WHIRRR—everything—WHIRRR—Glory sing.”


    Sarah could only take about two minutes of that until the cold and the wind looked positively inviting. Back outside, she looked up to see her sister, Priscilla, wading through the snow on her way to find a sled, no doubt.


    As Sarah turned in the opposite direction, she saw another familiar tall figure wading through the snow, coming over the small hill from Elam’s.


    Matthew!


    As usual, her breath caught in her throat, and her heartbeat, thought it was already elevated from shoveling snow, accelerated to an even faster rate. And, as usual, she felt her confidence slip away, afraid that this time she would need to accept that he was back together with Rose, the relationship resumed, and this time, they would remain together, inevitably being married the following year.


    She was surprised to see he was waving, his arm swinging wide with enthusiasm as he caught sight of her. She stood still, awaiting his approach, a smile playing around her lips.


    “Hey, whatcha’ doin’?”


    She lifted her shovel and turned her face to smile at him.


    “Shoveling?”


    She nodded. “What does it look like?”


    “Shoveling snow?”


    She reached out to hit his forearm playfully, and he smiled at her, his teeth dazzlingly white in his dark face, his black beanie pulled low on his forehead, his eyes warm and brown and inviting.


    “Hey, Sarah. I walked the whole way up here through the cold and the wind and the deep snow to ask you to go to the Christmas singing with me. Want to?”


    There was no shyness, no hesitation with Matthew, and she answered quickly and maybe a little too loudly with a resounding, “Oh yes!”


    Her eyes were shining, her face glowed, the tendrils of her curly, brown hair swirled about her forehead, and she could not take her gaze away from him.


    “Good. Good, then. I’ll pick you up Sunday evening. Around six, six-thirty.”


    “I’ll be ready.”


    “You have a Christmas dinner that day?”


    “Yes, of course. Though it’s a little strange with Christmas on a Sunday this year.”


    “Well, we have Monday off, too. Second Christmas.”


    “We have the Lapp Christmas dinner that day.”


    “Your mam’s side?”


    “Yes.”


    “That’s cool.”


    Matthew stood, relaxed, unwilling to leave her, so she leaned on the shovel and watched his face, taking in the way his nose turned down just perfectly, the two black wings for eyebrows.


    He said, “Your hair’s a mess,” as he reached up and lifted off his stocking cap. He set it firmly on Sarah’s head, pulling it down well below her eyebrows, then stood back and laughed aloud.


    “You look really cute like that.”


    Sarah pushed the beanie up, a warmth spreading over her face.


    From the kitchen window, Mam’s paring knife slipped, wobbled, then stopped completely, her jaw sagging in disbelief as Matthew put his cap on Sarah’s head. Her mouth compressed, her eyes sparked, and her nostrils distended only a millimeter as she brought the paring knife through the potato with a new intensity.


    Did that boy have no shame? In broad daylight, traipsing right in their driveway to flirt openly with their daughter, who he knew was an easy target. In her day, in her rumspringa years, that was completely unthinkable, and here he was, larger than life, without a care in the world of what she or Davey thought.


    A sharp pain shot through her thumb as the knife slipped again and cut a nasty slice into the skin. Quickly, she bent and opened the cupboard door, ripped a paper towel off the roll, and wrapped her it around her thumb.


    She wanted to cry. She wanted to bang her fists against the window and chase him away like an unwanted starling at the birdfeeder. Instead she walked calmly to the oak medicine cabinet, got out the box of Band-Aids, and applied one with all the concentration she could muster, avoiding looking out the windows as much as she could.


    Taking a deep breath, she steadied herself and sat down heavily. She knew this was not right. So she bowed her head, the part in her hair perfectly centered, her hair sleekly falling away on each side. Her hair was graying but still retained most of its dark color under her large, snow-white covering with its wide strings falling down her back.


    Her lips moved in prayer as tears hovered between her eyelashes and quivered there before dropping onto the gray fabric of her apron, creating dark splotches while her cheeks remained dry.


    Mam had reached her Waterloo. It was such a maddeningly futile situation, and she knew she must let go, give up her own will, and replace it firmly with God’s will.


    How could her own precious, beloved daughter be so blind when the dashing Matthew was so obviously still in love with the beautiful Rose?


    Or was she, herself, blind to God’s will? She didn’t know, so she gave herself up to God, following the advice handed down from generation to generation, the sound principle of the ages for every Amish wife and mother. You could never go wrong by giving yourself up.


    Mam had just resumed her potato peeling when Sarah bounded into the kesslehaus, yanked open the door to the kitchen, and charged over to Priscilla at the sewing machine.


    “Did you see Matthew?”


    Priscilla looked up.


    “Where was he?”


    “Here. He came to ask me to go to the Christmas singing!”


    “He did? What did you say?” Priscilla ducked her head and giggled as Sarah swatted her shoulder. “You said no, right?”


    But Sarah was already on her way up the stairs, taking two steps at a time before bounding back down.


    “Mam, may I go to Lizzie Zook’s store?”


    “Why?”


    “I have to have a new Christmas dress. I have to.”


    Resigned, Mam turned, her face inscrutable. “Why?”


    “Matthew was here. He asked me to go to the Christmas singing with him. I only have my burgundy dress from last year, or that homely looking dark green. I look sick in that one. Please, Mam?”


    What Mam wanted to say and what she did say were two entirely different things.


    “I suppose you can. How would you go? Surely not Fred and the buggy on a day like this?”


    “Of course!”


    Priscilla was elected to accompany her in spite of Suzie’s protests. Levi came to the rescue and promised her a game of Memory, and Sarah promised her a new book.


    The town of Intercourse was digging itself out of the snowstorm, but as it was only a few days before Christmas, plenty of cars crawled along Route 340. Horses and buggies clopped along the roadside. Pedestrians hurried along swept sidewalks and ducked into shops to frantically looking for last-minute gifts. Trucks carrying fuel oil or tanks of milk geared down for the red light at Susquehanna Bank as the girls neared their destination—the fabric shop in the heart of the village.


    Bolts of fabric stood upright along low shelves, an endless display of colors and patterns making it difficult to choose. Sarah remained indecisive till Priscilla began tapping the toe of her boot and looking at the ceiling, accompanied by a hum that grated on Sarah’s nerves. Her sister’s impatience distracted Sarah and scattered her resolve to settle for the red that was not as pretty as a more brilliant shade—one that would be completely unacceptable to Mam.


    Mam was so strict, Sarah thought. She never changed with the times. Well, not never. But not very often.


    “Priscilla!” she hissed.


    “Hmm?”


    “Would you get this one?”


    “You’re crazy,” Priscilla said flatly.


    “Why?”


    “You just are. You know Mam will never allow it. Don’t even think of letting Dat see you in that orange red.”


    “They’ll hardly see it.”


    “Not at the singing?”


    “Oh, I forgot.”


    Her shoulders sagged with defeat. Well, it would have to be the dull red with the barely discernible stripe. That was all there was to it.
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