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CHAPTER 1
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SPRING ARRIVED ON THE NORTH DAKOTA PLAINS LIKE A FLIRTATIOUS young girl that whispered promises of warmth and sunshine, melting icicles and turning snowdrifts into untrustworthy mounts of sodden slush.

The long drought had come to an end thanks to the melting snow and ice that replenished the arid soil, turning the prairie into a quagmire of slick brown mud and crumpled yellow grass.

Hannah stepped off the porch, a woven basket full of wet clothes balanced on one hip and an apron containing wooden clothes pegs tied around her narrow waist. A married woman now, she still resembled the same Hannah Detweiler she’d always been.

Dark-haired, with dark eyes like wet coal, defiant, missing nothing, she strode to the wash line like a soldier, threw down the basket, and proceeded to hang clothes on the line in quick, furtive movements.

Hurrying back to the house, she looked neither right nor left, her mind churning on the best way to accomplish all that needed to be done when spring actually arrived.

The two-year drought had depleted her herd of cows to five head. Jerry said he’d had money put by when they were married in the fall of the year, but lately he’d given no indication of a stash of money or a checkbook. Her mother and siblings had returned to the home of their birth, with all the rest of the Amish folks who’d been bitten by the pioneer spirit but chickened out when it stopped raining. Soft Lancaster County stock that had everything handed to them by their fathers, and their fathers before them.

What did they expect in North Dakota?

Her mother wrote lengthy accounts of their lives back in Pennsylvania. Manasses (Manny) had begun courting Ike Lapp’s adopted daughter, Marybelle, who was working as a hired hand for Sammy Stoltzfus, Rufus’s Sammy. She lived with her aging father and two brothers on the homestead. Mary and Eli went to school in Leacock Township. Hannah read every letter with interest, but always threw them down as soon as she was done, as if she couldn’t bear to think too much about the contents.

Deserters. That’s what they were. It still stung about Manny. She never thought he’d leave the ranch. After all they’d been through, he followed his mother back East like the obedient puppy he was.

Well, she had Jerry, who’d married her, which was something. She had told him there would be no love involved. She wanted to stay on the ranch and his money was the only way they could. It was an arrangement that worked well, so far. Jerry was kind, talkative, but kept his distance. Like brother and sister, they lived together in the sprawling ranch house made of lumber that had been shipped from the East, already weathered gray, with a porch along the front, and a barn with a low-pitched roof and a barnyard. The windmill churned about three hundred yards behind the barn. There were five head of Black Angus cattle, four of Jerry’s horses, and a few good mousers, wild as cougars, that slunk around the perimeter of the barn.

Beyond, there was only the vast immensity of the North Dakota plains, stretching in all four directions to a level horizon, limp brown grass, dead from the long drought, huddled in clumps of leftover dirty snow.

Hannah loved the land with an unexplainable passion. The emptiness and solitude suited her reclusive nature. She could breathe, expand, fill her lungs with the air no one else breathed, a luxury that was priceless.

People were like clinging vines, parasitic growths that wound their way around your well-being until the life was choked out of you. Most people annoyed Hannah. Especially men. Loud, sure of their own decisions, acting so superior to women, she couldn’t stand any of them. Well, maybe Hod Jenkins. He knew more about this prairie, the weather, cattle, everything, than anyone she’d known.

If her mother had not been so devoted to her Amish heritage, she could have married Hod after Abigail died.

Hod loved the land, same as Hannah. She looked out across the wet prairie as she hung up the second basket of clothes, watching for Jerry. He’d ridden to the Jenkinses’ without saying why, so she supposed he’d be back before dinner.

That was another thing she hadn’t bargained for—marrying Jerry. She cooked three meals a day, but she hated it. Told him so, too. He’d grin good-naturedly, get down the cast-iron skillet, fry a few pieces of beef, and eat it with bread she had baked.

The bread was coarse and hard as a rock. She sawed at it with the bread knife, served it, and never said a word, so Jerry didn’t either. The poor man tried to sop up the lumpy ground beef gravy to soften it, but it acted like a metal spoon and shoved all the gravy around on his plate. His mouth twitched, Hannah had seen it, his desperation to keep from laughing. She’d yanked her plate off the table, ran the dishwater, and hid her flaming face. She couldn’t help if she couldn’t bake a decent loaf of bread. Besides, he’d better count his lucky stars that she baked anything at all, with provisions so meager and times so hard.

Jerry didn’t say much, ever. There were a thousand questions she wanted to ask him, but would never risk throwing them out into the air heavy with tension. Especially her insatiable wondering about this new winter wheat everyone was talking about.

What if they could raise a profitable crop along with the cows? Acres and acres of soft winter wheat that was sown in the fall, sprouted sturdily in spring, soaking up the cold rains and flourishing in the summer sun.

Other than Hod Jenkins, Jerry was the only person Hannah felt the slightest twinge of respect for. He was tall, wide in the shoulders, his long, dark hair often hiding his expression. A solid jaw, a wide mouth, and eyes as black as her own.

Jerry had loved her, pursued her, even kissed her at every opportune moment a few years ago when he thought he had a chance with her. Which he didn’t. Still didn’t, in spite of being married to her. She’d made that very clear. Only for his money, the last chance to get this homestead up and running. If they failed now, she saw no reason to keep trying.

She swept the wide, varnished boards of the living room floor, shook a few rag rugs out the door, then took up a soft cloth and began to dust the tops of the furniture.

The playful breezes set a loose board to whirring at the corner of the house, so she made a mental note to tell Jerry. Or, better yet, she’d fix it herself. She finished her cleaning, went to the barn to find the wooden stepladder and a hammer, rooted around on the tool bench until she found a few nails, and carried it all back to the house in quick strides.

She was settling the stepladder, trying to find a level spot so she could climb up to the eaves and fasten the loose board, when she felt hoofbeats vibrating the ground beneath her feet.

A rider appeared, bent low over his plunging horse, galloping in a headlong dash and throwing mud and dead grass, the white lather coating the wet coat of the winded animal.

Hannah stood rooted to the ground, not a muscle moving, as she watched the horse and its rider approach.

Closer he came. She gripped the handle of her hammer. Her breath quickened. A small man, he was wearing a flat-crowned, greasy hat, the brim flapping drunkenly. Soiled clothing, a coat that flapped open, revealing a torn shirt. When the horse slid to a stop, she knew who it was before she actually saw the sizzle of desperation in his eyes.

Lemuel Short! Old, wizened, hardened by another stint in prison, coming back to haunt her. The horse hung his head, his sides heaving, drops of sweat and flecks of foam dropping to the mud below.

“Hide me,” Lemuel rasped. “They’re after me!”

Hannah gripped her hammer and tossed her head. “I’m not hiding you. You want me to get in trouble with the law, same as you?”

Lemuel Short, small, tough, and wiry. He had terrorized the whole family after they’d shown him all that dumb kindness, nursing him back to health with the Scripture about loving your enemy seared into their consciences.

She looked up into the cold metal barrel of a pistol held by a thin claw that shook violently. Hannah didn’t think. Propelled by a fierce disdain for this desperate little liar, she stepped up as fast as midsummer lightning, swung her hammer, and knocked the revolver out of his hand.

It clattered to the ground. Hannah swung the hammer again, hitting the haunches of the sweating horse, frightening him into a swift gallop, Lemuel hanging on to the saddle horn as he fought to insert his feet into the stirrups.

Hannah heard the receding hoofbeats, the unintelligible screams of the escaped prisoner, shrugged, and bent to retrieve the revolver, turning it over and over, noticing its silver gleam, the deadly shape of it. Stolen, too, no doubt, same as the horse. Well, it might come in handy, so she’d hang on to it. She turned to finish the job of nailing down the loose board, unshaken, her hands steady.

She wasn’t afraid of him. Never had been. The sheriff would find him again and stick him back in jail, same as he always had.

She whistled low under her breath as she watched Jerry’s arrival, forgetting about the silver revolver lying in the grass until he rode up to the house and stopped his horse, a question in his eyes.

“What?” Hannah asked.

“What yourself. What are you doing up on that stepladder?”

“What does it look like? Fixing a loose board.”

“And what is this?” Jerry dismounted in one graceful, fluid movement, bending to lift the pistol in one hand and giving a low whistle. He looked up at Hannah. “I guess this fell from the sky?”

“Not exactly. Remember Lemuel Short?”

Jerry nodded, his heavy eyebrows drawn down.

“He rode in on a lathered horse and asked me to hide him. I told him I wasn’t going to do it. He aimed that thing at me, and I knocked it out of his hand with my hammer.” She jutted her jaw in the direction of the gun, shrugged her shoulders, and climbed down the stepladder, cool and unruffled.

Jerry watched her fold the hinges of the ladder, his mouth dropping open in amazement. Finally he said, “I hope you’re aware of how easily you could have been killed.”

Hannah gave her legendary snort. “He’s like a harmless little rat. He’s afraid of his own shadow. He thinks he can go around scaring people. Puh!”

Jerry looked at Hannah with an undetermined expression, then turned to go into the house. Over his shoulder he said he was hungry. Which meant she was expected to follow him and come up with a tasty dish in less than half an hour.

Instant rebellion! What was it about men, looking at a clock three times a day and thinking about their empty stomachs and a handy wife to cook them a delicious meal? She’d never get used to it. Never. What she felt like doing was telling him to get his own dinner. He knew how to fry mush, or a few strips of beef.

She walked stiffly into the house and began slamming cast-iron pans about on the cook stove top, harder than necessary so Jerry would know she was not pleased with him.

Jerry threw himself on a wooden chair on the porch, removed his straw hat, and raked his hands through his long, dark hair. He listened to the banging in the kitchen, smiled ruefully, and then looked out across the prairie.

What he wanted to do was go to the kitchen, tell her to go ahead and finish whatever she’d been doing outside, and he’d prepare dinner. But after living with her for a winter, he knew this was no ordinary girl who could be won with love and kindness.

He had married a hornet’s nest of self-will, single-minded ambition bordering on obsession, the success of the ranch occupying most of her thoughts. Without fear, she was bold, having no respect for men, needing no lady friends as far as he could tell. She was the biggest challenge he had ever undertaken.

He had loved her for years. Ever since the day she drove that open buggy into the forebay of his barn in Lancaster County, soaking wet and irritable as the proverbial wet hen. Did he love her still?

His gaze was soft, filled with a nameless emotion, as he pondered their six months of cohabitation. They lived together but certainly not in peace and harmony. He had never held her hand or slipped an arm about her waist. He’d promised to keep his distance. Their marriage was only one of convenience. She needed his money to keep the ranch going.

What would the Amish in Lancaster County think if they knew? This was certainly not what he had been taught. Or she. Defeat rose its hideous visage and swept through him in a cold chill. It was just much harder than he had imagined. She did everything she could possibly think of to irritate him, to drive him to the edge of patience and understanding. And he had never figured out why.

He was ready to admit that God alone could change her temperament, change the way she looked at the world through her dark, angry eyes. He had always thought that love never failed, love opened doors, broke down barriers, acquired the seemingly impossible.

He wasn’t so sure anymore.

Each day was a genuine battle. She needed good old-fashioned discipline but woe to the person who would deliver it. He grinned, listened to the pans banging and the dishes clattering. He’d continue praying, believing there was a reason he had always loved her, and see what God had in store for them both.

Jerry sat down at the table, waiting until she joined him, then bowed his head in silent prayer before lifting his fork to shove the fried meat to the side, helping himself to some green mush that vaguely resembled beans. Applesauce on the side, or was it some kind of preserve?

Grease and blood pooled around the meat. Underdone again. Grimly he cut it with his knife, lifted a forkful to his mouth, and chewed, ignoring the taste of raw meat and blood. Hannah ate very little, choosing the unnamed vegetable and bread and molasses. So Jerry helped himself to another piece of meat, which seemed to be a bit better than the first.

She wanted to ask him what he’d learned at the Jenkinses’ but figured if he wanted her to know, he’d tell her.

He finished his food, leaned back in his chair, and told her about Hod and his two boys riding out on the prairie for a cattle check. Mild winter, less snow, but the wolves got too many of the calves. They figured at least ten or twelve of them.

Hannah nodded, her eyes averted as she toyed with her fork. “It’s always been that way,” she said dryly.

“Why wouldn’t we try to raise something else, like sheep or goats or simply forget cattle and raise horses?” Jerry asked.

Hannah considered his question and for once came up empty. She shrugged. Jerry pushed back his plate, tilted his chair on two legs, his shoulders wide, hands in his pockets, his too-long hair falling into his eyes. Hannah looked away.

“I mean, surely there is something we could do to make a living, to keep the ranch going until it’s ours, that isn’t quite as dependent on the weather, which seems to be the biggest problem so far.”

“Smart man,” Hannah answered, a touch of mockery in her voice. Jerry chose to ignore the bait for an argument.

“There’s this new strain of wheat. Winter wheat. Sow it in the fall, reap it in early summer before the drought hits. Hod talked about it. But you need to till acres and acres and with this soil … I don’t know. I can only see reasonable profits with gas-powered tractors. Unless we find a tough breed of horses. Belgians? Mules? What do you think?”

A shadow crossed Hannah’s face, a slice of dark remembering … the dying horse, the heat, the fanatic belief of her father. She clenched her jaw, her eyes hard and glistening. “What makes you think we couldn’t use a tractor?” she asked.

“Hannah, we’re of the Amish faith, and our bishops don’t approve of modern machinery. So, if we’re going to consider this winter wheat, I would suggest mules. They’re tough and they’re easy to keep. So, why not?”

“I won’t allow any animal, horse or mule, to plow this prairie,” she said, with so much force that she left her chair in one quick motion. Jerry raised his eyebrows and leaned forward until the front legs of the wooden chair banged against the oak floor.

“I didn’t say that was a definite plan.”

“Well, it’s not.”

“Why?”

Hannah turned to face him, her hands on her hips. “You weren’t here to see my father kill Dan in the plow. He ran that horse until he fell over. Dan’s breathing, the foam and sweat, the way the sun beat down …” Her voice trailed off. She turned to grip the edge of the sink and gazed across the brown landscape.

Jerry could tell how agitated she was by the rise and fall of her shoulders. He wanted to go to her, place his hands on her shoulders, and comfort her as best he could. But he didn’t have the courage, so he stayed put.

She whirled around. “Of course, what would you know about that? You were safely at home in Lancaster County, shoeing horses and counting money, pitying those half-crazy Mose Detweilers that lit out for North Dakota after they lost everything!”

“That’s harsh, Hannah.”

“No, it isn’t. You can’t tell me you didn’t hear about my destitute, misguided family. Everybody did. Our reputation was mud. Mud!” she shouted.

Jerry watched her, wondering where all this was coming from.

“You know you remember.”

“I’m not going to defend myself about what your family did or didn’t do. Of course, I remember hearing about you, but I certainly didn’t know you, or worry about it.”

“You probably laughed with all your buddies about those pathetic people who had no clue what they were doing.”

There was no right or wrong answer to her senseless accusation, so Jerry got up, reached to the wall hook for his straw hat, and strode out the door to the barn. He forked loose hay into a neater pile, swept the forebay, and pondered Hannah’s outburst.

Was her past so painful, the shame like a hidden disease? Who could tell what a headstrong daughter had suffered with the public shaming and all? Hadn’t he heard something about a homemade distillery and whiskey?

Perhaps Hannah wasn’t so hard to figure out after all. People were not all cut from the same pattern, that was sure. Some could live through a traumatic childhood and come out unscathed, turning into loving, normal adults, while others wallowed in thorny nostalgia that served to hurt only themselves. Was her bitterness a product of her past?

He decided to buy mules and asked Hannah to accompany him to a ranch ten miles southeast of Dorchester, close to a small town called Bison.

Hannah was cleaning, her apron front black with the cleaner she was using on the stove top. She kept rubbing vigorously without looking at him.

“Are you riding?”

“No, it’s too far. Hod Jenkins is taking us in the truck.”

“Us?”

“Oh, come on Hannah. You want to see the mule farm. This guy has other horses, too.”

“I told you, I won’t stand for farming with horses.”

“Well, just a couple of mules for making hay.”

She squinted her eyes and looked at him like a stray dog that hadn’t decided whether he’d be friendly or take off running.

“I’m not dumb.”

“I know.”

“Well, then.”

“Come on. Change your clothes. Wear a covering. You look extra pretty with a white covering on your dark hair. Better than that men’s handkerchief you insist on wearing.”

“What do you care?”

“You’re my wife.”

She almost told him she wasn’t his wife, but she was, so there was nothing to say. Plus, she had to admit to herself that she wanted to see the mule farm. She ducked into her bedroom and closed the door firmly behind her.

He looked at the closed door, a small smile playing around his mouth. When she emerged, the snowy white covering was pinned to her sleek, black hair. The deep purple of her dress brought out the heightened color of her cheeks, her large, dark eyes snapping with anticipation.

She took his breath away, so he turned, kicked off his boots, and went to the sink to wash his hands and face. He was drying his face on the roller towel when he caught a glimpse of her watching him with an inscrutable expression, one that baffled him and tormented him for days. What was she thinking? Could he ever win her love?

She’d made it clear from the beginning that this was not a union based on love, and he had agreed, with a young man’s audacity that he was invincible. Everything was possible, wasn’t it?

In the spring, a young man’s fancy turns to thoughts of love. Perhaps that was the ache in his chest, the concealed sadness and lack of hope. He’d thought he could do this, but after the long winter was over, the soft breezes everywhere, she was not responding to his kindness and seemed farther away than ever, an iceberg drifting away in dark, frigid waters, abandoning him.

Well, she was wearing her covering, so that was something.

The pickup truck rattled up to the ranch house, its blue color faded to gray, the fenders laced with rust, dust clinging to everything, mud splatters and bits of yellow grass on top of all the rust. Wooden racks sagged at various angles, flopping and waving precariously, while empty gasoline cans and pieces of rope and barbed wire, paper bags, and feed sacks puddled into corners or slid around to each side, depending on the direction the truck was headed.

Hod’s window was down, a greasy coat sleeve slung across the door, his once-white Stetson aged into varying shades of brown, gray, and yellow, his weathered face like fissures in old canyon rock.

His eyes lit up at the sight of them, his tobacco-stained teeth appearing as his face crinkled into a smile like a discarded paper bag. “Ain’t you a sight for old eyes there, Hannah? Better looking ‘n that husband o’ yourn.”

Jerry grinned and bumped Hod’s arm with his fist. This impressed Hannah more than anything. Jerry’s easy relationship with Hod and his boys, Hank and Ken. Clay, the oldest, had married Jennifer, a girl from town who, in Hannah’s opinion, wasn’t worthy of him. Hannah had almost been persuaded to be his girl and leave her family and the Amish way of life. She wasn’t exactly sure what had held her back, other than her mother’s prayers, she supposed.

Jerry held the door for her, and she scrambled inside, scooting over beside Hod to allow room for him. She hadn’t realized a truck was so narrow. She had to sit sideways to allow Hod to shift gears with that odd-looking stick with a porcelain knob at the end, which meant she was jammed up against Jerry with no room for her feet.

“May as well hold ‘er on yer lap, Jerry. This Ford ain’t new. Think they’re makin’ the 1947 models wider, I heard.”

“We’re fine,” Jerry said, smiling at Hannah, who was looking straight ahead with the high clear color in her cheeks that meant she wasn’t fine at all.

Hod looked over at her. “Loosen up, honey. My word, we ain’t goin’ to yer ma’s funeral.”

Hannah gave him a tight smile, and he shrugged his bony shoulders and talked nonstop to Jerry. Never could tell about Hannah, pickin’ her moods. Worse than an ornery old cow.

Hannah rode along, alternately jostling against Jerry, or trying to slide away from him, which meant she’d interfere with Hod’s driving. She was acutely aware of Jerry’s nearness, the length of him, the hard strength beneath the sleeve of his denim coat. He smelled of hay and horses and wood shavings and toothpaste.

He’d smelled of mint toothpaste once, long ago, when he kissed her. If he dared to put his arm around her, she’d bite him!


CHAPTER 2
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THE TRUCK SLIPPED AND SLID THROUGH RUTS FULL OF MUDDY SLUSH. All around them the prairie lay flat, waiting to be awakened at the first kiss of the sun. Gray skies were woven with patches of white and blue, scudding along as if threatening the land with another blast of winter’s fury.

Hannah half-listened to Hod and Jerry’s conversation, her eyes roving over every corner of the Ford’s windows, taking in the barbed wire and rotting old posts of a derelict ranch, the well-kept buildings of another. But mostly she searched the horizon for cattle, observing the size of herds, their well-being, and which ranchers raised wheat or corn, or simply cut the prairie grass and used it to feed their livestock.

It was good hay, nutritious, that native shortgrass called buffalo grass. Sedges and switch grass, the never-ending, God-given supply that kept all the overhead costs of these ranches to a minimum.

She jabbed her elbow into Jerry’s arm, pointing to the right, where a distant herd of antelope streamed over a rise like brown and white liquid, as smooth as the wind. Those antelope sightings filled Hannah’s soul the way she imagined Bible reading and prayer filled her mother’s.

The untamed freedom of wild creatures—their lack of restrictions and rules and authority—thrilled her innermost being. It was spiritual for her, raising a belief in the God of nature, of a creation that was so huge and vast and awesome, it could only produce a deep humility.

The way the antelope coexisted with wolves and coyotes, prairie dogs and foxes—it was all an endless circle of life. One Hannah understood and wanted to belong to as she raised cattle and cut grass for a winter’s supply of hay. She would be strong enough to withstand anything nature threw at her.

Living on the plains was an endless challenge. The future was unpredictable. Seasons came and went, with their surprises and dangers, leaving all the ranchers and farmers scrambling to make ends meet, to face the drought and snow storms and wind and fire, the wolves and lawless men, and to rise above the despair.

Hannah glanced quickly at Jerry’s profile and wondered if he felt what she experienced when she sighted the antelope. Nothing in his eyes or the set of his jaw gave away his feelings, so she looked steadily ahead as the truck ground its way through water-filled ruts and potholes.

It would be exciting to see what actually occurred after a drought, as far as the return of vegetation went. Would the wildflowers reseed themselves? Hannah thought of her mother squeezing tomato seeds onto a rag, leaving them to dry for planting in the spring. Leaving pole beans and chili beans to dry, the seeds rattling in the leathery pods like dead bones. But how long could soil be dried out before roots and seeds died? She wanted to ask Hod, but decided to listen instead.

“Yeah, this dry spell’s been a doozy. Guess you heard how many people from town’s moving to Illinois?”

Hannah shook her head. Jerry said no, he hadn’t heard.

“Guess a buncha folks is raisin’ turkeys. Cheap land. Rains there, mostly. Sounds as if some folks is thinkin’ turkeys is good profit. Ralph went, you know, Ralph at the feed mill. His wife’s been bellyachin’ as long as I’ve knowed her to git him to move off these plains. Good ol’ Ralph. He’ll hate them turkeys. Dumber’n a box o’ rocks. A turkey chick will drown in its own water bowl. Abby tried raisin’ them dumb chicks every year. Mighta kept one outta a batch o’ twelve.”

Hod turned the steering wheel sharply to the left, reached down to shift gears, rolled down the window to send a stream of brown tobacco juice out of the opening, then rolled the window back up.

Hannah swallowed and looked straight ahead.

“Owen’s been thinkin’ on movin’, didja hear it?”

“The Klassermans?” Hannah whipped her head around, shock and surprise widening her eyes.

“Sure.”

“Why? Why would they consider moving?”

“Wal now, honey, that I couldn’t tell you. Guess you’ll have to ask ‘em the next time you see ‘em. I heard he’s tired o’ the battle. Think he lost a good bit o’ cattle. That’s the trouble with them fat Angus. They’re fine till the goin’ gits tough. Now, look at my steers. Them longhorns is uglier than a mud-splattered cat, skinny and mean. But they’ll git through jest about anything. They’ll travel for miles, exist on scrub and old dead grass if they have to. The Klassermans’ is too soft.”

Hannah sat up, clutched the dashboard, her mouth compressed to a grim line. Doubt stabbed her chest. She flinched from Hod’s words. The Klassermans’ ranch, the well-rounded, beautiful Black Angus herd had always been her goal. And here was Hod, the true survivor of the plains, who took every disaster as it came, met it head on with real grit and good humor. As tough as the land itself. Would Jerry be up to the challenge? Or would she always be holding him here without his heart really being in the land?

For one panicked moment, she regretted the desperation that had driven her to marry him. Her heart pounded in her ears. She chewed her lips as she listened to Jerry’s gravelly voice.

“Are you serious? I’ve been thinking a lot about cattle raising since the rest of our group moved back to Pennsylvania. Whether it’s a good idea to attempt it at all in these parts.”

A shot of anger coursed through Hannah. These parts. Huh.

Jerry continued, “I finally came up with the conclusion that you have to have something for the land, for the life, living on this wide-open land. It has to be in your blood, the way milking cows or horseshoeing, or anything else gets in your system and stays there. I’m about to agree with you about the Angus, too.”

Hannah drew in a sharp intake of breath. “I’m not raising longhorns.” Hod looked at her. Jerry didn’t. They bumped along in silence.

“Seems to me you don’t have much say so in the matter, missy,” Hod said. “Yer married to this feller, Hannah. He seems to have a good head on his shoulders.”

“You know I don’t like longhorns.”

“Wal then, you jest might have to move to Illinois and raise turkeys.”

Hannah searched Hod’s profile for signs of laughter and was shocked to find there was none. He meant it.

The subject was dropped, the cab of the truck filled with uneasy silence. Hannah was relieved when the truck nosed its way to the left, following a path of brown mud and bits of gravel to a set of gray buildings clustered around a stand of cottonwoods. Leafless and wind-blown, they appeared dead from the drought and hot, pulsing winds.

The buildings were well-kept though, fences mended, roofs in good repair, barn doors hung straight. And yes, there was one of Ben Miller’s windmills, tall and straight, whirring away, the long steel arm driven by the paddles of the wheel pumping water from underground streams, the only source of water in the years of drought.

The house was long and low, like theirs, Hannah observed. The yard was bare and windswept, without clutter. Two medium-sized dogs came tearing around a corner of the house, barking uproariously, their short, pointed ears alert, their short legs muscular and pumping like pistons.

A curtain was pulled aside from the low windows that faced the driveway. There was no sign of an automobile or truck. The dogs took up their position at the door of Hod’s truck, alternately bouncing on their short legs and barking.

“Which one of us wants to get chewed up first?” Jerry asked Hod, laughing amicably.

Hannah stared out the window, thinking that if this was a horse farm, she’d eat someone’s hat. There was not a single horse to be seen anywhere.

Hod opened his door, swung to the ground, and was instantly surrounded by the yelping, jumping canines. “All right, all right, that’s enough. Calm down. I ain’t gonna hurtcha.”

The door of the house burst open and a small, thin man appeared, poking his arms into a denim overcoat, a black felt hat with a narrow brim pulled low on his forehead.

“Hey, hey. Knock it off. Here. Shut up! Toby! Tip! Cut it out.” The dogs quieted immediately, sat on their haunches, their mouths wide, tongues lolling, pleased to have announced their master’s visitors.

“Hod Jenkins! How’s it going, old man?”

Hod grinned, stuck out a weathered hand, and gripped the man’s hand. “Good. Good. Couldn’t be better.” He turned to the truck, lifted a hand, and beckoned with his fingers. “Brought you someone interested in mules.”

Jerry got out, held the door for Hannah. Introductions were made, with Jerry’s easy friendliness and Hod’s teasing making short work of feeling accepted and liked, in spite of their Amish clothing.

The man’s name was Obadiah Yoder. He looked at Hannah’s white covering and said his mother used to wear one of them. He came from a plain background, he said. River Brethren. Used to baptize in rivers. An old, old religion that went way back. They still didn’t accept automobiles.

Now he and his wife weren’t practicing members anymore. Being the only ones for hundreds of miles, they’d fallen away from some of the old practices. Never had any children, but hard telling what would have happened if they had, being the only River Brethren for miles around.

When Jerry nodded in agreement, Hannah held back a snort. What was he agreeing about? There would be no children for them, so he didn’t have to hang on to his Amish ways for them.

“So, you want mules?” Obadiah asked.

“I’d like to look at what you have, see if I can get a team of four.”

“Four?”

Jerry nodded yes. “You could kill a horse on this land.”

Hannah swallowed, felt the heat creeping into her face. Now, why did Jerry have to say that? She felt as if this Obadiah Yoder could see the fact that her father had done just that, the memory of it like an exposed wound that festered with contempt.

“So, you’re planning on tilling the prairie?”

“Well, there’s all this talk of winter wheat, so I figured it might balance out the loss of calves and help keep a steady profit going,” Jerry said evenly.

“It’s gonna hafta rain, sonny,” Hod said dryly.

Hannah ground her teeth. What was all this honey and missy and sonny? As if they were mere children. What did Hod Jenkins know about getting ahead, with his ranch in disrepair and the prairie crawling with ugly cattle that were nothing but a set of horns, long hair, and ribs?

Jerry said something about yeah, they’d have to depend on rain. Oh, just shut up, Hannah thought, crossing her arms and biting down hard on her back molars.

Obadiah chuckled, a sound like a prairie hen trying to attract a mate. Hannah glared at him through half-closed eyes. “Well, if you want to look at mules, then I guess I’d better send Tip and Toby to get them for me, huh?” he asked, his lean face wrinkling into a full smile.

He looked at the dogs, who watched his face intently. They stood on all fours, shifting positions, whining and begging. When Obadiah said, “Hep, hep,” they were off like a shot straight across the prairie, disappearing into vague shapes in less than a few minutes.

Hod whistled. Jerry shook his head. Hannah wanted to stay quiet and aloof, but she couldn’t help being intrigued by the dogs’ instant knowledge of their master’s orders, the eagerness with which they flew to obey.

“What kind of dogs are they?” she blurted before she could catch herself.

“They’re Blue Heelers,” Obadiah said. “Bred in Australia, also called Australian sheep dogs. They’re easily trained. Herding animals is bred into them. I’ve had them most of my life, although these two are exceptional. Never had better dogs.”

Hannah nodded and thought of the many ways they would be valuable on the ranch. Manny had left his dog but it had disappeared like fog in a hot sun the minute he left on the train. She looked at Jerry, who was paying no attention to her, watching the direction the dogs had gone instead. She wouldn’t have to answer to him for every little thing she wanted, since their marriage wasn’t the way most people’s marriages were.

She had no money of her own, that was the thing. She had to ask him for everything, which included these dogs. Did he even like dogs?

Hannah heard the hoofbeats long before the brown mules trotted into their line of sight, the dogs dodging in and out of the moving hooves, never making a sound, simply pushing the mules in the direction of the barn, steadily working together as a team, guiding them through the wide gate into the wooden corral.

After Obadiah closed the gate, he reached into a pocket of his coat and handed each dog a treat that looked like beef jerky as he praised them for doing so well.

There were eight mules. Hannah climbed onto the second rail of the board fence and looked them over, her hands clutching the top rail, wondering why this fence was so much higher than most corrals she’d seen.

The mules stood facing her, their long, narrow faces like corncobs, their ears the size of a good sail on a boat. One was as ugly as the next. Mud brown. Big hooves, ratty tails that had long hair only on the ends. Her father said man created mules, breeding a donkey and a horse, so God really did not create them, which had rendered them useless to him. He would never own a mule, or use one to plow his fields. A camel was almost better looking than a mule! Hannah had seen pictures of camels in a Bible story book, so she knew their eyes were huge and soft, with sweeping black lashes like little brushes. There was simply not one nice feature about a mule!

Jerry stood apart with Obadiah and Hod, conferring, a man’s conversation that excluded her. The wife. She had absolutely no say in the matter. Hannah couldn’t believe she was caught in a situation very similar to what her mother’s had been. Quiet, taking the back seat, obedient. Every ounce of her rebelled against it. She didn’t want these mules. She was not about to make hay to keep these knock-kneed, flop-eared creatures alive. She stiffened when she felt Jerry beside her.

“Hannah.”

“What?”

“What do you think?”

“Does it matter what I think?”

“Of course.”

“They’re mud ugly!”

Jerry laughed long and loud. He reached up to grasp her waist to pull her off the fence, which frightened Hannah so badly that she jumped off backward and almost lost her balance. She stepped back, away from him, refusing to look at him.

“Hannah.”

“What?”

“I know they’re ugly, but they’re God’s creatures too.”

“No, they’re not.”

Jerry cleared his throat. “I know what you mean, but these mules are good mules. Top of the line. I mean, look at the power in those long, deep chests.”

“They’ll be tired after the first hour carrying those ears around!”

Jerry whooped and laughed. Hannah tried not to smile, her face taking on all sorts of strange contortions.

“Hannah, listen. It’s our only hope of putting in a crop of wheat.”

“We could get a tractor.”

“You know what I want.”

“Then why do you want my opinion?”

Jerry sighed and looked off across the prairie. “I know you don’t want the mules, but you do want to try to raise the wheat. We already discussed this, didn’t we?”

Hannah shrugged.

“So, it’s mules and wheat or no wheat,” Jerry said evenly.

If only she didn’t feel as if she was giving in to Jerry, it wouldn’t be so bad. Her whole being wanted to refuse him, watch him flounder and wheedle and beg, then refuse him anyway. Guilt welled up in her, like a blot of black ink that she could not ignore. For a fleeting instant, she wondered at the need to control the men in her life, the disdain for her father, her superiority over her brother, Manny. And yet, she was helpless to stop it. She didn’t want the mules, it was as simple as that.

“How much money do you have?” she asked, short and blunt.

“Enough.”

“To buy two dogs, too?”

“He doesn’t have more than these two.”

“You get the mules. I get the dogs.”

“You can’t buy these dogs.”

“I know. I want two just like his.”

Jerry caught her gaze with his own, hers black and defiant, but with the beginning of a golden light behind the darkness. What passed between them was mysterious, not decipherable to either one, but its evidence was known. Like two opposites that melded for a split second, producing a miniscule spark of recognition, they both knew the first inch of a long journey had begun, here on Obadiah Yoder’s farm, west of Dorchester on the North Dakota plains.

The shining, two-bottom plow was drawn through the crumbling soil, still dry after the snows of winter, the brown mules plodding along under the warm spring sun with seemingly no effort at all.

Hitched four abreast, the new leather harnesses gleaming, Hannah was taken straight back to her childhood in Lancaster County, watching her father plow the soil with his Belgians. She loved to hear the mules’ hooves hitting the earth, the clanking of the chains hooked to the plow, the creaking of the leather as it moved with the mules’ muscles.

Jerry stood on the steel-wheeled cart, balanced seamlessly, driving the mules with one hand, and turned halfway to watch the soil roll away behind him, pulling the lever whenever he came to the end of the space that would be wheat.

The summer had flown by, with haymaking, a new and bigger corral built around the barn, the beginning of the new herd of longhorns grazing around the windmill.

They had sold the Black Angus cattle to Owen Klasserman, who had dispersed of his cattle, his farm equipment, and then sold his ranch to a wealthy cattle baron from Texas.

Sylvia cried great wet tears for Hannah, as well as every neighbor woman for miles around, saying she would never have better neighbors, no matter if they traveled from one end of the world to another.

Hannah swallowed her snort, endured Sylvia’s soft, perspiration-soaked hug and felt not the least regret to see the shiny, pink couple ride away, probably never to be seen again. She did write the news to her mother, who responded in a month’s time saying she was so happy indeed to hear that Sylvia was able to move out of North Dakota.

So, nothing had changed. Her mother, Manny, and Mary and Eli were settled in, happy to live on the homestead in Lancaster County among a growing population of the Amish faith in an area of Pennsylvania called the Garden Spot by many. Which is certainly what it was. Fertile soil, plenty of moisture, a hub of industry between the capitol city of Harrisburg and the seaports of the East Coast.

Hannah never failed to compare Jerry with her father, Moses. All his steps counted. He never seemed to hurry, yet things were accomplished in record time. Everything was well thought out, reasoned, and bargained for, with Hannah being the sole person he sought out when he needed help.

Rains came in the form of thunderstorms, although sparsely. The prairie rebounded after the drought, sprang to life as moisture revived every tiny seed that had dried out and lay in the dust, creating a kaleidoscope of unimaginable wildflowers. The south slant of unexpected swells of land were dressed as delicately as a new bride, with the lacy, lavender pasqueflower. The low places harbored chokecherry, buffalo-berry, and gooseberry bushes, which Hannah discovered when she was out training their two dogs.

She had had them for over three months now, and by the way they responded to her commands, she knew they were on to something. They were like hired hands, the way they knew instinctively where to look for cows or horses. They routed out prairie dogs, badgers, foxes, even terrorized deer that outran them, their legs carrying them like wings.

They had named the dogs Nip and Tuck, which suited them perfectly, the way they tucked into a group of cows and nipped at their heels.

Hannah named them, and Jerry thought she was awfully clever. He told her so, and watched the color spread on her cheeks like an unfolding rosebud. He told himself the long wait for her love would someday come to an end. More and more, he realized the difference in her, when she felt she performed a task to his approval, versus when she failed to meet the stringent requirements she set for herself.

Jerry could never tell her his discovery. She would viciously deny it and then stop communicating altogether, pouting for days, punishing him with her silences. It wasn’t only the silence that got to him, but the resentment and bald-faced disapproval that was like a slap in the face the minute she was aware of his presence.

He knew now, though, that the harsh judgment she ladled out on those around her, she also ladled out for herself. She didn’t like herself, so how could she stand anyone else?

A work in progress, he constantly reminded himself.

Jerry plowed the land with ease, the prairie soil falling away behind his plow, the mules plodding like a cadence, a symphony of sound and wonder. Skylarks wheeled across the hot, azure sky, and dickeybirds called their vibrant chirps. Grasses bent and swayed, rustled and shivered in the constantly teasing wind.

There was a stack of winter wheat seeds bagged in pretty muslin prints sitting against the wall of the forebay. It was their first crop on the prairie, and hopes ran high thinking of next summer’s profit, God willing. Almost forty acres of wheat. Jerry calculated, counted low. Even with that amount, they would be able to buy many more longhorns, which was still a sore subject with Hannah.

Jerry figured that Hod Jenkins was the real authority on long-term survival. Not Hannah, nor those German Klassermans, nor any fancy government brochure that touted the merits of life on the high plains.

You had to live it, experience it, and not for only a few years. Jerry didn’t know if he had a love for this Western land or not. He knew if he was meant to be here for Hannah’s sake, God would provide for them, for sure.

So he insisted on longhorns, or they would not raise cattle at all. Hannah yelled and slammed doors, threatened and shouted, said she wasn’t going to lift a finger to help him with those arrow-tipped monstrosities, and when he’d laughed, she got so mad she threw a plate against the wall, then stayed silent for weeks, talking only to the dogs.

That time she outdid herself, refusing to cook, so he made his own salt pork and eggs, ate a can of beans, made toast by holding a long-handled fork inserted into a thick slice of bread over hot coals. Then he applied a slick coat of butter, ate it in two bites, and made another.

The house turned blue with smoke, but neither one acted as if they noticed. Hannah threw her apron over her nose and coughed until she choked the minute he went out the door. She slammed the lid on the cook stove, when it lay crookedly until she nipped it with her finger and heard the skin sizzle before she felt it, then lived in pain for hours afterward. A huge, watery blister formed on the tip of her finger, burst, and an angry red infection set in. She treated it with wood ashes and kerosene, lay wide-eyed in bed at night thinking of blood poisoning and lockjaw, remembering in vivid detail the story her grandmother told of Uncle Harry who died, skin and bones, his jaw locked so tight no one could pry it open, even in death.

She wondered if she would go to hell for being stubborn, then got so scared she tiptoed across the hall and asked Jerry if he thought she might have blood poisoning or might get lockjaw. He said it looked as if it was healing already, that he didn’t think she’d need to see a doctor. She looked so genuinely terrified that he reached for her, only to comfort her as he would a child, but she stepped back, slipped into her room, and shut the door with a resounding click.


CHAPTER 3

[image: ]

THE WINDMILL CREAKED AND GROANED AS THE GREAT PADDLES ON the wheel spun in the wind. Cold water gushed into the huge galvanized tank from the cast-iron pike that ran into it.

Brown, speckled, gray, black, or brindled cows with various sizes of horns roamed the plains around it. There were exactly nineteen head. They resembled Hod Jenkins’s herd somewhat yet there was a certain sleek roundness to their bodies, the absence of long, coarse hair.

Jerry set out mineral blocks, salt blocks, and wormed his cattle. Hod said once a year was plenty. Jerry nodded his head in agreement and then went ahead and did it more often, which resulted in healthier cows. They’d done it in the spring, when they acquired the herd, and with the forty acres plowed, it was time to herd the cows for their de-wormer, as Jerry called it.

“Why don’t we de-horn them, too?” Hannah asked, testy at the thought of all those contrary cows swinging those horns at her.

“I don’t think so. Those horns will keep the wolves away this winter.”

“Hmph. Hod lost ten calves.”

“Out of a herd of a hundred and twenty.”

“It’s still ten calves.” Hannah turned and flounced off, her men’s handkerchief bouncing on her head. At times like these, Jerry wished he could shake some sense into her.

They saddled their horses without speaking. Jerry’s horse, King, was a brown gelding, magnificent, huge, with a heavy black mane and tail as luxurious as a silk curtain. Hannah’s horse was a palomino, the horse Jerry had made many attempts to gift to her, which she accepted now, as his wife, although she never spoke of those past offenses.

Nip and Tuck whined and yelped and tugged at their chains, but Jerry felt they were two young to help with this serious work. What if one of them got hooked by those massive horns? They had better wait until they were older and more experienced, he claimed.

Hannah argued her point. How would they ever gain experience but by being allowed to help? Obstinate now, more than ever, she refused to get on her horse. She stood like a tin soldier, her limbs stiff with resolve.

It was already past the time that Jerry had planned on starting. The black flies were thicker than water, which meant there was a storm brewing somewhere and he was not about to stand there and try to persuade Hannah in a patient manner.

He lost his temper. Stalking over to Hannah, he shoved his perspiring face into hers and said, “Fine. Stand there all day. I’ll herd these cows into the corral by myself. You’re not going to take those puppies out on the range.”

He swatted the pesky little flies out of his eyes, leaped into the saddle, kicked his heels into King’s side, and was off across the prairie in a cloud of dust.

Hannah’s mouth dropped open, disbelief taking her breath away. She felt the beginning of a sob forming in her throat. The tip of her nose burned as quick tears sprang to her eyes.

Well! He didn’t have to get all mad. Goodness. She had the distinct feeling she’d been wadded up like a piece of paper and thrown in the trash.

She blinked. She sniffled. She wiped a hand across her nose, hard.

This was an interesting turn of events. For one thing, she had to save her pride and let him bring in the cows by himself. If he wanted her to stand here all day, that is what she would do. She would stand here by the fence and watch him try to herd those despicable longhorns by himself. He’d never accomplish it.

Jerry disappeared over a rise. That was disappointing. She had hoped to be able to watch him wear himself out on King.

She unsaddled the palomino and put him in the barn, gave him a small forkful of hay to keep him happy, then hooked her elbows on the barn fence, her boot heel on another rung, and looked in the direction Jerry had gone. She swatted at the bothersome flies, then got tired and slid down by the fence into the dusty grass.

Hannah wondered if there was any trace of her father’s blood left in the soil after all these years. She was sitting at the spot where the angry old cow had brought him to an untimely death.

Even now, the awful incident brought a feeling of overwhelming despair. She knew her father was in a better place, heaven being his only goal, the many prayers and devout reading of his Bible preceding him in death.

It was the story he lived before his demise, the shame Hannah still carried with her, the sensitivity to the loss of their homestead, the humiliation of the ride to North Dakota. Like tramps. No, like Amish gypsies. Different, weird people that traveled roads and highways with two tired horses, asking ordinary folks to stay a night here, feed their horses there.

“Would you spare a pound of butter for travelers?”

“Would you allow us water for our horses?

“Thank you. God bless you. You’ll be blessed.” As if they were some ragged apparition sent from heaven to test people’s ability to be kind.

There was a disgrace, an indignity attached like a loathsome parasite to all those painful memories, a part of her past she would never shake.

Ordinary folks, English people of class and citizenry, would peer through the opening of the covered wagon to find them seated among their belongings, unwashed, raggedy-haired, poor, stupid misfits. The people would stand there and stare, make clucking noises of banal sympathy.

Hannah felt like an orangutan at the zoo, a strange monkey, an amazing sight. If she allowed herself to think, it was like drowning in wave after wave of embarrassment, impossible to rise above it. She could control the self-loathing as long as no one took advantage of her, or used their authority in a demeaning manner, making her feel as if she was in the back of the wagon again.

Evidently, neither one of her siblings suffered from the same malady. They were all sweet and simple and obedient to this day, same as her mother. Bland as bean soup!

She’d been lost in her own thoughts, wrapped up in the past, which effectively sealed her off from Nip and Tuck’s constant yapping, whining, jerking on their leashes, then starting all over again. “Hey! Quiet down there. It’s not that bad.” She walked over to play with them, scratching the coarse hair between their ears, rolling them over to rub their bellies, but keeping them tied the way Jerry wanted.

She heard the distant chuffing sound of an automobile, lifted a hand to shade her eyes to see if she could catch sight of who was coming to the ranch. A dark car with gold lettering.

She straightened and saw the gold star on the side of the car. The sheriff. Her heart fluttered, then began to pound. Please don’t let it be a death message.

The car rolled to a stop, the cloud of dust thinned and was blown away. The passenger door opened first, the dark shirt and trousers, the white Stetson. The door on the driver’s side opened with an identically clad sheriff, tall and sober, unfolding out of it.

“Hello.”

Hannah nodded, her mouth gone dry. The dogs set up a racket, bouncing on two hind legs as they strained on their leashes.

“We’re making the rounds of Elliot County. Have you seen anyone here on the ranch that answers to the name Isaac Short? Older fellow, small and skinny.”
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