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Chapter 1
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  EVEN WHEN YOU HAVE a firm grip on it, hope can be torn away by the sound of your mother’s voice. That’s another reason why it’s easier to love a horse.


  Horses are sympathetic. You can tell by the way they lower their faces, very still, unmoving, when your fingers comb the silky forelock of hair.


  Driving horses don’t have that forelock. Their Amish owners keep it cleanly cut so that it is easier to put on the bridle. A driving bridle has two bits that must be coaxed between the horse’s teeth, and shiny, patent leather blinders attach to the side of it. When the top of the bridle goes up over the ears and the chin strap is secured, the horse looks neat, and, well, Amish.


  Sadie Miller’s thoughts moved with the steady ca-chink ca-chink of the hoe as she chopped resolutely at the stubborn crabgrass between the rows of string beans. The unceasing Montana wind moved the tender garden plants restlessly, their green leaves swaying and bending like funny, green dancers.


  Her mother moved ahead of her, bending over to remove the weeds from around the new string-bean plants, her graying hair tossed in the breeze like the bean plants. Her dichly, that triangle of blue handkerchief cut diagonally and hemmed on the sewing machine, moved and flapped wildly at the wind’s command.


  Mam was not overweight. She was not thin, either. She was just right for 50 years old. Her sage green dress whirled around, lifting above her knees, and she grabbed at the pleated skirt impatiently.


  “Ach! Will this wind never die down?” she asked Sadie.


  Sadie didn’t answer, simply because it felt good to let Mam know she was sulking unhappily.


  Why? Why did Mam have to come down on her like that? It wasn’t fair. She was 21 years old, and Mark was as good as forbidden.


  Ah, Mark. That tall, impossibly dark-haired, dark-skinned youth of her dreams. Not really youth. A man, at 31 years old. He was the only person Sadie had ever truly wanted. And now this.


  Sadie had opened the subject earlier. She was the only one in the garden with her mother, and she was glad to tell her about meeting Mark on the day when Reuben accompanied her on the quest for a buckboard they had seen advertised in the local paper.


  Sadie had been riding Paris, her beloved palomino, while Reuben was on Cody, the small brown mare. They had first thought the horses were from a wild herd. Later they discovered that the animals had been stolen from a wealthy rancher in Hill County. Richard Caldwell, the owner of the ranch where Sadie worked, had contacted the owner of the stolen horses to make things right. Meanwhile, Sadie continued cooking in the huge, commercial kitchen for as many as 25 ranch hands with Dorothy Sevarr. Dorothy was rotund, and she was aging, but she had a heart of gold despite her fiery personality. Kindness flowed from her in great, healing quantities.


  Dorothy’s husband, Jim Sevarr, still drove his ancient pickup truck back and forth from Sadie’s house, providing her transportation to work. He was an old cowboy, much more comfortable on the back of a faithful horse than driving his cranky pickup, whose gears were never where they were supposed to be.


  Sadie and her family lived on the side of a wooded ridge, thick with pines and aspen trees. Their log home had been built by Sadie’s father, Jacob, a carpenter and builder.


  They had moved to Montana from Ohio about five years earlier, the age-old lure of the west drawing Jacob Miller. The family had settled into the budding new church and community, which the Old Order Amish had started in the beauty of the Montana landscape.


  The move, however, had taken its toll on Sadie’s mother, Annie, who had slid down a despairing slope of depression, her condition steadily deteriorating into severe mental illness, which Jacob found difficult to acknowledge.


  Mam’s continuing silence made the space between them an uncomfortable irritation that Sadie could not let go. Inside her, disobedience raged while rebellion infuriated her. Tears lodged in her throat.


  Yet as Sadie watched her mother’s nimble fingers tugging at the stubborn weeds, she did thank God again for the educated doctors and the hospital stay that had enabled Mam to begin her long climb out of the pit of misery that she endured so bravely and silently.


  Still. How could she? Did mothers have a right to forbid their daughters from seeing someone?


  Life with Mark, or more precisely, the hope of life with Mark, was unthinkable now. Her future rose before her, black, bleak, and windswept. She would turn into a spinster, no matter her beauty or her hair shining like a raven’s wing. It shone black actually, depending which way the light settled on it. It nearly matched her blue, blue eyes fringed with thick, black lashes.


  Sadie Miller was too pretty for her own good, the old ones said. Beauty could be a curse. Once it got into a young girl’s head and puffed up her pride, it became a great, heavy mushroom of vanity that would inevitably take her down every time.


  They watched Sadie in church and shook their heads. God was already moving in her life, they whispered. Look what had happened to Ezra. Killed when the buggy went down over the bank on Sloam’s Ridge. Sadie almost losing her own life. Ezra would have been the perfect husband for Sadie—loyal, steady, conscientious.


  She was just different, that one.


  Jacob and Annie had her hands full with three more daughters, one as pretty as the next. Leah, Rebekah, and Anna were all as pleasing to the eye as their oldest sister, but Sadie was the only one gallivanting around on that horse, as far as they knew. She rode around on that palomino horse named Paris, which was downright unladylike. If Jacob and Annie knew what was right and proper, they would rein her in with a firm hand.


  They clucked, wise in their years, but they also knew that Jacob Miller’s daughters added spice to their lives, mixing some flavor into their work-focused existence.


  None of them dating right now either. Not one. Robert Troyer’s Junior would be a good one for Rebekah, now wouldn’t he? Him being so tall and fair. They clasped their hands and mostly thought these things, but with an occasional slip of the tongue to each other, accompanied by a knowing twinkle in their eyes.


  “Mam!”


  Mam straightened her back at Reuben’s call. She lifted a hand to shade her eyes, searching for her only son, her youngest child.


  “Here we are, Reuben. In the garden.”


  “Can I have a popsicle?”


  “How many are left?”


  “A whole bunch.”


  “Okay.”


  Mam bent to her task, her back turned, and resumed weeding. Sadie cleared her throat, never breaking the hoe’s rhythm. The dirt was loosening nicely, although it wasn’t the fine loam they were used to in Ohio. The growing season was shorter here in Montana, and having a good, productive garden was much more challenging.


  The evening sun began its rapid descent behind Atkin’s Ridge. Sadie often thought the sun was like a drop sliding down a tumbler of water. It didn’t move very quickly until it neared the base of the glass. Then, in a rush, it was gone. That’s how the sun was.


  So once it began its descent for the evening, you didn’t have much time left in the garden, or to return from a ride, or whatever it was you were doing in the evening.


  The silence stretched between the women, until Mam straightened her back, rubbed it with her fist, and groaned. There was no sound from Sadie. Mam turned, watched her eldest daughter’s silent hoeing, then stood solidly, her hands on her hips, her eyes narrowing.


  “Now Sadie, you can just quit your poosing this second. I told you how I feel, and that’s the way it is. If you don’t want to listen to your father and me, then I suppose you’ll have to suffer the consequences.”


  Sadie stopped her steady hoeing and learned on the handle with the back of the hoe resting on the ground.


  “You don’t have to say it again, Mam. You already told me once.”


  Mam watched Sadie lower her eyes and shuffle the hoe back and forth with one hand on the handle.


  “Come, Sadie. Let’s go sit on the porch swing. Then we can talk. I’ll listen awhile and promise to stay quiet this time.”


  Sadie looked up, blue fire in her eyes.


  “What is there to say? If you and Dat forbid me to see Mark at all, then there’s nothing to say.”


  “It would be different if we knew his background. He says he was raised Amish, but where? By whom? Who is his family, if they exist at all? What kind of name is ‘Peight’?”


  Sadie sighed and lifted her hoe, the skirt of her green dress swirling as she turned and walked decidedly out of the garden.


  Mam watched her go, then slowly made her way to the house, her shoulders stooped with dejection.


  Sadie put the hoe into the small, log garden shed. She picked up an empty bag that had contained black sunflower seeds for the bird feeders by the window in the dining room. She put it into the trash barrel and wondered why Reuben never picked up anything.


  It was the same way with his clothes. He shed his trousers and shirts beside his bed, both turned inside out. His socks, also turned inside out, remained where he conveniently peeled them off.


  No shower for Reuben in the evening. He hated showering before he went to bed. He did it only in the morning, so his hair stayed straight and silky all day, swinging handsomely, the brown and blond strands throwing off the light so that no one knew what color his hair actually was.


  Reuben wouldn’t talk about girls. He thought they were an unhandy lot, especially in school, bossy know-it-alls who weren’t worth a lick at baseball. The only one who came close to being normal was Alma Detweiler, who could bat a ball over the one-room schoolhouse, and often did, making a home run in the process, her long, thin legs churning with admirable speed as she rounded third base, her head turned to watch the ball.


  He had taken to dabbing a bit of cologne on his shirt from the wee bottle of Stetson that Leah had given him for Christmas. The practice was a source of knowing winks from his older sisters, who of course never said a word to him.


  It was hard enough being 13 and the only guy in the family.


  Sadie closed the door, turning the latch firmly, then watched the sky change from blue to orange then lavender, and, finally, purple. The sunsets were nothing short of spectacular here in Montana, and she never tired of them, ever.


  She wondered if Mark was seeing the sunset. Was he up on that old barn roof replacing the metal, or had he already finished the job? Was Wolf, his dog, lying at the foundation of the barn? Was Mark whistling under his breath, or was he quiet? More melancholy, morose even, when he was alone?


  How did one go about forgetting a person? How could you ever get over the pounding beating of a heart in love?


  He had held her against himself three times—once at the mall when she was fainting, spilling her drink all over the shining tile floor. Once at the death of Nevaeh, the beloved black and white paint she had helped nurture back to health at Richard Caldwell’s ranch. Once more . . . When was it? A few weeks ago? A few years? It was hard to tell the difference now.


  Mark had gone out of Sadie’s life, back to Pennsylvania, after Nevaeh died, saying he was not good enough for her. He had asked to come see her, a genuine Saturday evening date, and then disappeared. Leaving a note saying only that he needed time to make peace with the past. To right wrongs.


  What wrongs?


  Then there was her dream. Mark as a small boy, a florid-faced man with a whip, the knowing when she woke up. Did she still know?


  She thought Mark was her destiny, the man who should be her much sought-after will of God that Mam preached to her girls.


  And now this.


  Verboten. Forbidden. If she saw Mark, she would be ungehorsam, a kind of curse clearly understood among her people. Parents were to be honored and respected. Above all, children were required to be obedient.


  But at her age? Wasn’t she allowed to make her own choices now?


  Her choice was Mark Peight, clear and defined. She loved him and would travel to the ends of the earth for him.


  Sadie started when Dat came around the corner of the shed, almost bumping into her. He pushed back his straw hat, ran a hand through his graying beard, and smiled his slow, easy smile.


  “Whatcha doin’?” he asked, mimicking Jim Sevarr.


  “Oh, just standing here watching the colors change in the sky,” she replied easily.


  Dat was like that nowadays. Ever since his pride had taken a crushing blow because of his Annie’s mental illness, he had only become a better father—more open, mellow, and slow to judge.


  “You look a bit poorly around the eyes.”


  Sadie laughed. “I’m not.”


  “You sure?”


  She poked at a small rock with the toe of her foot. “Well, maybe a bit. It’s Mam.”


  The concern Dat carried in his heart instantly became visible. Sadie saw this look only when Dat’s confidence in Mam’s health and well-being slipped a bit off center.


  “Is she. . . ?”


  “No. It’s about . . . Remember Mark Peight?”


  Jacob nodded, his mouth a firm line.


  “Reuben told me he’s back. Said he has a dog named Wolf.”


  “Yes.”


  Her father shook his head heavily, burdened, concern clouding his blue eyes.


  “I don’t know, Sadie. Mam and I talked, and . . .”


  “I know what you talked about. She told me. Twice.”


  The anger started in her feet and propelled her forward, away from Dat. Then it spread. The tingling adrenaline lent wings to her bare feet, and she ran, racing past the house, down the long, sloping driveway, onto the dusty, country road. Her feet pounded the macadam, her hands pushing down the pleated skirt that flapped in the stiff, summer breeze, her breath coming in quick puffs.


  Better to get away. Just run. Keep running.


  She ran past the one-room, Amish schoolhouse, the split-rail fence around the schoolyard. She ran past the patch of pines that were forever swallowing the ball from softball games.


  She once told Reuben that a dragon lived in those pines and ate the softballs for dessert.


  Sadie smiled, thinking of Reuben’s indignation and his lecture reminding her that Mam and Dat had taught them not to tell lies. Now here she was, 21 and an old maid. Well, dangerously close to one, anyway, and still telling lies. There was no such thing as dragons.


  S’hut kenn dragons.


  Sadie laughed out loud. Her laugh became a hiccup, the hiccup caught in her throat and became a sob, and still she ran.


  When she saw the moon climbing in the sky, she stopped beside the road, her chest heaving as she caught her breath. That felt better.


  The exercise cleared her head, driving the anger away for now, but she knew it would be a constant companion. Yes, Reuben, a dragon of sorts. She would need strength to overcome it.


  The unfairness of the situation was staggering. She sank to her knees beside the roadside, plucked long stems of grass, and bent them over and over. Still her eyes remained dry.


  She saw Reuben, then. He was running, fast and low, his eyes wild. He was calling her name, and Sadie could tell he was afraid by the whites of his eyes.


  Instantly she was up on her feet, waving her hands.


  “Here, Reuben, here I am.”


  Her brother slid to a stop, his fists clenched, his face white. His words tumbled over each other like gravel pouring out of a wheelbarrow.


  “I mean it, Sadie. If you ever take off running like that again, I’m going to . . . going to . . . I don’t know what!”


  “I was just . . .”


  “No, you weren’t. You big baby. Dat is about nuts. Now get back to the house and stop acting like . . .”


  A shrill, whining rang out. A distant, yet uncomfortably close crack of a rifle, the bullet emitting a deadly whine. Then another.


  “Hmmm,” Reuben raised an eyebrow, mirroring Sadie’s wide eyes and lifted brow.


  “Somebody must be practicing their aim.”


  “It’s awfully close.”


  “Let’s get back.”


  Another shot rang out. The sound was not unusual in the Montana countryside. Ranchers were always on the lookout for predators, or chasing unruly cattle by shooting, or practicing their shots from horseback. “Cowboying around,” in Dat’s words.


  “It’s sorta dark for ranchers to be after the coyotes.”


  “Maybe it’s a lion,” Sadie said.


  Reuben instantly turned his head to search the deeper shadows of the pines, chewing the inside of his cheek the way he did when he was afraid. “Ain’t any lions around.”


  “Jim says there are.”


  “He don’t know everything.”


  “Almost.”


  They walked back in silence until they came to the schoolyard. Sadie pointed to the pine woods on the opposite side of the split-rail fence. “How many softballs do you think that woods contains?”


  “A bunch.” Reuben spoke quickly, his eyes darting from one side of the road to the other.


  Suddenly, he turned to Sadie and told her in no uncertain terms that she better not try a stupid trick like this again. He knew it was all because Mark was back, and Mam and Dat didn’t like it one tiny bit. Why couldn’t she get over Mark and like a normal boy from around here instead?


  Sadie nodded, her face devoid of expression. Better to let Reuben have his say. At his age, he didn’t understand matters of the heart.


  “And, Sadie, not just that. You know when you were up there talking to Mark that day we saw him on the roof? Well, I went down to the barn and let myself into his living place. It’s sort of a room he built where he sleeps and eats. Well, that place is totally packed with guns and knives.


  He lifted his arm, bringing it down in a swinging arc for emphasis, drawing out the “totally,” putting plenty of effort into the word “packed.” “I bet he has 50 guns. And 50 knives.”


  “Mmm,” Sadie said, acknowledging this bit of information.


  “I don’t know about him. He has English clothes lying around. And I don’t know what a whiskey bottle looks like, but he has some strange looking bottles in his little refrigerator.”


  Sadie gasped. “Reuben, why did you go snooping in his refrigerator? That’s just awful bad manners.”


  “I know. I . . . Well, it bothers me, Sadie. Your eyes turn to . . . I don’t know, stars . . . or something when he’s around. And he isn’t a real Amish person, I don’t think. I’m afraid of him, sort of. Even his dog is kind of wild-looking, even if he’s friendly as all get out. And, I don’t know, Sadie, but suppose you would marry this guy against Mam and Dat’s wishes, and he’d turn out to be somebody completely different than you think he is?”


  There was no answer to this youthful bit of wisdom, spoken in the raw, innocent concern of a person not quite a child and not quite an adult. She knew his words were truthful, without malice or prejudice.


  As they neared the house, they heard the sound of the porch swing, a high squeak that turned to a much lower one as the swing went back and forth.


  Anna leaped up from the wooden porch rocker, slamming the back of it against the log wall of the house. “Where were you, Reuben?”


  “Ask Sadie.”


  “What in the world got into you, Sadie, taking off down the driveway as if someone’s house was on fire?” Anna asked, clearly perturbed.


  “I needed the exercise.”


  Dat cleared his throat from the swing, and Sadie prepared herself for a lecture, but it did not come. The swing kept its steady creaking, Mam’s feet sliding comfortably across the wooden floor of the porch.


  “That’s not why,” Anna sputtered, intent on the truth.


  “Let it go, Anna,” Mam said quietly.


  “Well, I will, but they need to know it’s too dangerous to be traipsing all over the countryside this time of day. Hey, do we still have those Grandpa Cookies with coconut on the icing?”


  “I put the last two in Reuben’s lunchbox,” Mam replied.


  “Of course. Anything for Reuben,” Anna said, huffily, sitting down in the rocker again, hard, slamming the back of it against the logs of the house again.


  “Pull that rocking chair out from the wall, Anna. You’ll knock all the paint off for sure,” Dat said sternly.


  Sadie sank into the remaining rocker. Maybe she should include Anna in her life more often. Ever since Reuben had learned to ride, Anna’s jealousy had become so real, you could almost touch it. It was only natural. Reuben and Anna had been inseparable until he had accompanied Sadie to the ridge to tame the horses. They had tried to persuade Anna to ride, but she refused to even try to get up on a horse’s back, flouncing off in a temper every time.


  Reuben confided in Sadie a few weeks ago, saying the reason Anna acted like that about riding was because she thought she was fat, and thought she’d look like a big elephant if she went riding.


  Reuben had hissed the last bit of information as Anna strolled into the barn, peeling the Saran Wrap from a chocolate whoopie pie. “See? She’s always chewing or slurping something, and she’s chunky.”


  Anna got up to pull the rocker away from the wall, and Sadie noticed the back of her dress stretched tightly across her shoulders.


  “I’m hungry,” Anna announced.


  “Well, what could we eat?” Mam said softly.


  “Those cookies,” Anna said, the loss and sadness of not having them in her voice.


  “I made fresh shoofly pies this morning.”


  “Don’t like shoofly.”


  “Oh, that’s right. I forgot. You don’t. Well, what else could you eat?”


  “I know!” Reuben shouted. “Lucky Charms!”


  “Lucky Charms!” Anna echoed as she leaped from her chair, slamming it against the wall once more, causing Dat to grimace.


  Sadie rocked, the chair’s rhythm calming her agitation. She sighed, wishing she was the age when the thought of a dish of cereal accelerated your heartbeat. Her youngest siblings had no serious concerns, no pressing matters, other than achieving passing grades in school or dealing with Mam’s refusal to allow you to do some very important thing.


  The door to the phone shanty swung open. A small, dark form emerged and walked slowly across the driveway and up to the porch.


  “Who were you talking to?” Mam asked.


  “Do I have to tell you?” Leah asked, her voice swelling with emotion.


  “Kevin Nissley or Kevin Nissley?” Dat asked, teasing, as Mam laughed softly.


  Suddenly, Sadie felt very old and very tired, too tired to fight the jealously that reared its ugly head.


  Chapter 2
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  WHEN JIM SEVARR’S RUSTY, old pickup wound its way up the drive, Sadie rose slowly from her kitchen chair, pushing back the untouched English muffin with peanut butter and strawberry jam. She forced herself to swallow a bit of grape juice, then went to the door when the truck stopped.


  Mam looked up from the steaming wringer-washer as she lifted the clothes from the soapy water and fed them through the rollers of the wringer. The laundry room smelled of Tide and Downy, the detergent and fabric softener Mam always used. Piles of sorted laundry dotted the floor, Mam plopping them into the sudsy water one by one.


  The compressed air, held in a large, round tank, was generated by the slow-running Lister diesel generator in the diesel shanty. When there was laundry to be done, Dat started the diesel so that Mam could fill the washing machine with the hose attached to spigots on the wall. Then she only needed to open the valve on the air line, and, instantly, the up-and-down rhythm of the air motor filled the house.


  Some women still preferred a gas engine mounted on brackets beneath their washer, but Mam liked her air motor, so that’s what her daughters were used to as well. It was home, it was their way, and it seemed right to use that wringer-washer when they were there.


  Down at Aspen East Ranch, Sadie used a large, front-loading, automatic washer run by electricity. Using electricity was as normal as breathing for the Caldwell family. Everything turned on with a flip of a switch or the turn of a dial. Mixers whirred, lights flooded the rooms, dryers turned and blew heat that dried the tumbling clothes, dishwashers hissed and whirred quietly, depending on the cycle. Coffee was ground, brewed, and heated with the flip of a switch. Microwave ovens heated things in a few minutes while the food container stayed cool. There was just no end to the convenience.


  But that was at the ranch. The Caldwells were English people, and that was how they lived. It was not wrong for them to use modern conveniences, being born and raised that way. Amish people lived and abided by their ordnung. They preferred to stay “behind the world,” or to practice living the way they always had, allowing only minor changes in order to be able to compete in the business world.


  Sadie loved her job at the large ranch, but she especially loved working with Dorothy Sevarr, Jim’s short, buxom wife with a large personality.


  Opening the stubborn door of the pickup truck, Sadie grinned her silent “good morning” to Jim, plopped on the seat, and pulled mightily so the rusty door shut completely.


  She stopped trying to expect a “good morning” out of Jim shortly after he started picking her up for work. If she did greet him, the words fell on unfertile ground and withered away, swept under the cracked, vinyl seat by Jim’s uncompromising grunt. If she only smiled as she entered the truck instead, he just shifted his toothpick. Sometimes coughed or cleared his throat. But his blue eyes always lit up and the crow’s feet at their corners deepened.


  It was just Jim’s way, and Sadie knew he’d turn the pickup around and begin to talk before they were down the driveway.


  “Y’ git that there buckboard yet?”


  “Not yet.”


  “Why didn’t ya git it?”


  “I’m not sure it’s worth $500.00.”


  “Whatsa matter with it?”


  “I don’t know. The wheels seem sturdy enough, but the floor is rotting through, and Dat will definitely need to build new seats for it.”


  “Five hundred ain’t very much.”


  “It’s enough.”


  The Montana countryside was green and gold and brown. Sunlight dappled everything so that even the dust shone gold. It was one of those days when the weather was warm but not too warm. It was windy too, but not so windy that it tore at your skirts and grabbed your white covering, pulling your hair horribly and tossing it relentlessly.


  The wind never stopped in Montana. It just changed its pace the way horses did. Sometimes it walked, lifting the leaves and the grasses gently. Other times it trotted, swirling skirts and flapping laundry briskly. Still other times it galloped, tearing at your covering, making you bend your head and dash wherever you were going, knowing your skirt was above your knees and knowing it did no good to try and control it.


  The wind just blew.


  Sadie loved the wind. God was in the wind, she always thought. His power was so visible then. No one could make the wind. No one could start it or stop it. It was God’s—that’s why.


  In church, the ministers spoke of a new birth, comparing it to the wind. Did any man know where the wind stopped or started? God made the wind.


  Sadie thought everyone made an awful big fuss about the new birth. The ministers said that God gave people a new birth. The new birth was from God, like the wind was from God. The wind created dancing leaves and swaying branches. The Spirit created good people doing kind deeds. But Sadie knew that sometimes people did kind deeds to be seen by others and not from the genuine goodness coming from a heart flowing with God’s love.


  People were hard to figure out. Horses were easier to understand and much easier to talk to. Paris always knew how Sadie was feeling. Paris knew when she was silly or light-hearted or angry. Paris was quiet when Sadie was lonely or blue. She would trot over and put her cheek close to Sadie’s head, her warm, sweet breath whooshing in and out close to Sadie’s shoulder. Then Sadie would cup her hand beneath Paris’ nose and tell her everything that caused a dark mood to settle down over her, this cloak of grayness that made her breathe heavily, evenly, not wanting to perish because of it, but feeling as if she might.


  Why couldn’t she let go of Mark Peight? Here he was again, having bought the small, tumbledown place on the other side of Atkin’s Ridge, and there she went riding happily along with Reuben one sunny afternoon, not a care in the world. And who should be up on the roof of the old Zimmerman place but Mark Peight himself?


  Then that dry-mouthed, heart-hammering nonsense started all over again simply by the mere sight of him on that roof—the breadth of his shoulders, the way he turned his head, his blue-black hair tousled by the wind, his deep brown eyes looking straight into her heart. Suddenly she couldn’t find one word to say.


  He came back to Montana because of her, but what good did it do? Dat and Mam stood together as immovable as a rock. A fortress of parents. Staunch, and side by side. She was not allowed to date this mysterious stranger.


  Was he a stranger? He had lived within their community for quite a while. He attended church, went to the hymn-singings, and joined the youth. He said he was raised Amish back in Pennsylvania.


  But was he raised Amish, really? Who could know if he was telling the truth?


  He had a past, that was sure. He was a troubled man, had been troubled in his teen years. But why? He had come so close to telling her his life’s story, but then left suddenly to return to Pennsylvania. He sent a brief note to her but with hardly any explanation inside.


  Sadie sighed, looked out the dirty window, and wished Mark Peight would get out of her life. But she knew if he did, her world would be completely devoid of meaning, as gray and miserable as the surface of the moon.


  She was pulled back to reality when the truck came to a stop.


  “There ya go, little lady.”


  “Thanks, Jim. See you in a little while.”


  A shifting of the toothpick was her only answer, but she knew he’d soon be in the kitchen to see Dorothy, the love of his life.


  The long, low ranch house was as beautiful as ever that morning, the yellow glow of the morning sun casting it in gold. The yard was immaculate, the shrubs and perennials tended lovingly by the aging gardener, Bertie Orthman.


  Bertie rounded the corner of the house, his shoulders sloped and stooped with age, his blue denim shirt hanging loosely on his sparse frame. His hair was as white as snow, and probably just as clean, his mustache trimmed just so, just like the shrubs he kept in perfect form. He stopped when he saw Sadie.


  “Now, ain’t that a sight for an ol’ man’s eyes?”


  Sadie turned to look behind her.


  “What?” she asked, her blue eyes two beautiful pools of innocence.


  Bertie grinned, then shook his head.


  “Sadie girl, you really are one different person. Don’t anybody ever give you no compliment? I meant you. You look so pretty wearing that there bluish dress. Just reminds me o’ my Matilda, God rest ’er soul.”


  “Why, thank you, Bertie. I thought you meant someone or something was behind me.”


  Bertie bent to pluck a weed, then tenderly ran a hand over the top of a boxwood.


  “Watch this!”


  Sadie watched as he showed her his technique for running the gas-powered trimmer. He was so precise that the shrubs looked like a horticulturist’s dream.


  “You’re good, Bertie. You really are. You have this place looking wonderful.”


  “Yep, I do.”


  Bertie grew visibly taller at Sadie’s compliment, straightening his shoulders, puffing out his thin chest.


  Not much humility in that one, Sadie thought as she smiled at Bertie. Still, he was a dear old man who would never hurt a flea. She felt blessed to work with people who truly were the salt of the earth.


  Sadie went around to the side of the house, stepped up on the porch, and let herself into the kitchen. This huge, commercial room was her work place; the room where large meals were planned, cooked, and served to the dozens of hungry ranch hands who worked for Richard Caldwell. Richard was a massive giant of a man with a voice that matched his size, never failing to give Sadie a start when he entered a room.


  This morning, there was no one in the kitchen.


  Hmm, that’s strange, Sadie thought.


  She sniffed the air. Biscuits baking. She turned to lift the lid on a large, cast-iron Dutch oven. Sausage on. She pulled on the stainless steel container that held the filter of coffee grounds and found it empty. No coffee made yet.


  “Dorothy?” Sadie called tentatively.


  There was no answer, the kitchen silent except for the hissing sausage in the Dutch oven.


  She bent to retrieve the coffee can and filters from the cupboard below. Measuring a half cup of coffee grounds into the white filter, she placed it into the container and slid it into place. She pushed the “START” button, happy to hear the usual gurgle accompanied by a whirring of sound.


  Where was Dorothy?


  Sadie walked to the basement door, opened it, and called Dorothy’s name again. She was just about to pull on the bathroom door handle when it flew open. A red-faced Dorothy stepped out, wiping her hands on two very wet, brown paper towels.


  “Sadie! Can’t ya give a person a rest? You just ‘Dorothy! Dorothy!’ all over this kitchen the minute you can’t find me! Can’t you just come in quiet-like and figger I’ll be around? When nature calls, I have to heed its voice. Can’t I get a moment’s peace in the bathroom? No!”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Sorry ain’t gonna getcha nowhere. From now on, if’n you come to work and I ain’t around, nature has called, and I’m where I should be at such a time.”


  Sadie looked into the snapping blue eyes below hers, the round face red with exertion, the gray hair electric with fury, and burst out laughing. She laughed until she clung to the counter for support, until tears squeezed between her eyelids, until she gulped and giggled and hiccupped. She peeped at Dorothy sideways, and when she saw Dorothy was still huffy, sitting now on a kitchen chair and eyeing her testily, she laughed some more.


  “Ach, my. Oh, my.”


  Sadie straightened her back and grabbed a paper towel from the roll on the wall to wipe her eyes, apologizing as she did so.


  “Dorothy, I won’t do it again. I am truly sorry.”


  Dorothy slurped from her big mug of tea, licked her lips, and eyed Sadie levelly.


  “It ain’t funny. When you get to be my age, the constitution of your body is an important part of your life. I ain’t had my bran muffins in quite some time, an’ I’m plumb out o’ Metamucil. You know, I told Jim all week, when he gits to town, go to the Rite Aid and git me the biggest bottle of Metamucil that’s there. Does he? Does he remember? No siree, he don’t. So see what happens? I got to set in the bathroom and here she comes. ‘Dorothy. Dorothy. Dorothy!’ It’s enough to weary a person at this early mornin’ hour.”


  Sadie felt the waves of humor, the beginning of a wonderful, deep-down, belly laugh, but she turned to start another pot of coffee before Dorothy could see her shoulders shaking and her mighty struggle to stay straight-faced.


  The kitchen door swung open, and Jim strode purposefully up to Dorothy.


  “I’m goin’ to town. Ya want me to git ya anything? Boss needs some three-quarter-inch nails.”


  Sadie watched as Dorothy rose from her chair, all five feet of her. Her chest swelled to even greater proportions as she took a mighty breath. Sadie ducked her head at the coming tirade, watching as Dorothy’s eyes narrowed and her lips pursed.


  “Now, Mr. Sevarr, what would I possibly want from town? Isn’t a thing. Nary a thing.”


  “But . . . I recollect there was somethin’. Wasn’t there somethin’ at the beginnin’ of the week? Asprin or somethin’?”


  “If you’d give two hoots about yer woman, you’d remember.”


  Jim looked uncomfortable then, taking off his battered Stetson and twisting it in blackened, gnarled fingers. He searched his wife’s face for any sign that would help him out.


  “Toothpaste? Shampoo?”


  Dorothy harrumphed her disgust, drank more coffee, and spilled it over the front of her dress. Then, she waved to Jim, telling him to go on, git to town, she’d get the item herself if he didn’t know what it was.


  Sadie knew, then, that all laughing was finished. Dorothy meant serious business, and she had better do her best in the kitchen. And if Jim knew what was good for him, he’d get out of Dorothy’s kitchen soon.


  Sadie worked efficiently during the following hour, side by side with Dorothy. The silence stretched between them comfortably and with the respect Sadie knew was required of her.


  She finished the sausage gravy, and then mixed batter for the hotcakes, pouring perfect yellow orbs of it onto a steaming griddle and flipping the cakes expertly. She and Dorothy cooked mounds of scrambled eggs, shining pots of grits and baked oatmeal, and great square pans of bacon cooked to perfection. Then they carried the vast quantities of food to the beautiful dining room. The steam table sat along one wall, and they slid the pans onto the grids. The steaming water beneath the pans, heated by electricity, kept everything piping hot.


  Sadie made sure everything was in order, setting out clean plates, napkins, silverware, mugs, and tumblers. Then she moved swiftly through the swinging doors as the clattering of boots and the rough voices of the jostling ranch hands were heard coming down the hallway from the main entrance.


  She was never at ease being in the dining room with the men. Her mother would not let her work here at Aspen East Ranch if she thought Sadie would be among the ranch hands. It was unthinkable. It was bad enough the way she was always talking about horses with her boss, Richard Caldwell.


  Mam was too strict, Sadie thought. Most of the men who worked at the ranch were married or had girlfriends. Richard Caldwell told her once that the white covering she wore reminded the men of a nun’s habit. It scared them and made them think twice about misbehaving. It was good for them that she was there. It reminded them that there was more to life than running cows and racing trucks and chasing girls they didn’t respect anyhow.


  Sadie had assured Richard Caldwell that she wasn’t any better than those men’s wives. They were good women who treated their men well, and she didn’t want to be viewed as someone who was better than they. She was certainly only human herself, regardless of her clothes.


  Richard Caldwell had only looked at her, levelly, and said nothing. She didn’t know whether he took what she said as truth or not.


  When she returned to the kitchen, Dorothy had disappeared once again. With one look at the closed bathroom door, Sadie stifled a smile and bent to the task of cleaning up. She soaked pans in hot, soapy water, filled the large, commercial dishwasher, wiped counters, scoured the stove, and then felt dizzy and a bit weak.


  She hadn’t eaten her breakfast at home, that’s what it was. Well, she’d drink some orange juice, then fill a plate after the men were finished eating.


  What was that?


  She straightened, turned off the hot water, then listened.


  A knock, although a soft one. There. Another one.


  Wiping her hands on her apron, Sadie went to the door and opened it slowly. She didn’t see anyone, until she looked down. There was a very dirty, very brown, little boy, clutching the hand of a little girl who must be his sister. She was an exact replica of him, only grimier, if such a thing was possible.


  Their hair was impossibly matted, snarled until it stood out from their little heads, stiff with dirt and dust. There were brown streaks caked onto their faces. The little boy’s T-shirt had been orange at one time, but now it was a color somewhere between brown and rust. The girl’s skirt was torn, her T-shirt hanging from one shoulder, the neckline completely stretched out of shape. She was carrying a small, leather satchel, not a purse or a duffel bag, but a homemade bag bulging with items that were anyone’s guess.


  The children stared up at Sadie, their black eyes bright with fear.


  Sadie opened the door wider.


  “Hi!” she said, smiling brightly, hoping they felt welcome enough to share their names and what they needed.


  They didn’t answer.


  “H . . . hello!” Sadie said, trying again.


  “I’m Marcellus. This is my brother.”


  The voice was soft and musical, spoken in perfect English with only a hint of an accent.


  “My name is Sadie Miller.”


  “My brother is named Louis.”


  “Hello, Louis,” Sadie said quickly.


  “Good morning.”


  Sadie was unprepared for the perfectly pronounced greeting, the voice as soft and cultivated as his sister’s.


  Looking around her, Sadie was undecided what to do. Invite them in? She did not want to get anyone into trouble, but she couldn’t let these poor little souls out here by themselves.


  Where was that Dorothy?


  Taking a deep breath, Sadie asked them to come in. Immediately, the children stepped inside, dropping the satchel on the rug inside the door. Their black eyes opened wide as they took in the vastness of the kitchen area.


  “Where . . . where did you come from?”


  “Our mother set us out of the car. She drove away. Our father went away first. There is a man who comes to our house. Our mother cries. We are not allowed to go with her. She will come back soon.”


  This was all spoken in perfect English, in the musical voice by the little girl named Marcellus.


  There was an audible gasp, and Sadie turned to find Dorothy behind her.


  “What in the world is going on here?”


  Dorothy for once spoke calmly, in disbelief. Her usual bristling personality quieted at the sight of these little ones.


  Sadie heard a sniff, then turned to see Dorothy lower her round, little frame to her knees, holding on to the kitchen chair as she did so. Tears pooled at the corners of her eyes, as she held out her short, heavy arms.


  “Angels, that’s what they are,” she whispered. “Come here,” she said, louder, in her usual commanding voice.


  The children stepped over obediently, and Dorothy’s arms enfolded them to her breast. She smoothed their filthy hair with no thought for the grime. She kissed the dirty little faces, murmuring to herself.


  “It’s God hisself came to our door. It’s a test. These little angels,” she kept murmuring.


  Sadie bit down on her lower lip, trying to keep her composure.


  When Dorothy asked them where they were from, Marcellus repeated what she told Sadie. Dorothy got up, still holding the grimy little hands close, then sank into a chair. Her hand went to her head as if it was almost more than she could bear.


  “My little darlings!” she cried, suddenly. “Sadie, go get Richard Caldwell. Hurry up! He’s still eating in the dining room.”


  “But . . .”


  “Go!” Dorothy thundered, and Sadie went.


  A sea of faces looked up as she entered the vast dining room. She found the face of her boss quickly and went to him. He slid back his chair, knowing it was important if Sadie appeared in the dining room when he was eating breakfast with the men.


  “Excuse me.”


  “Yes, Sadie?”


  “Dorothy . . . I . . . You need to come to the kitchen for a minute.”


  Richard Caldwell followed her as she made her way through the swinging oak doors, then stopped at Dorothy’s side. She watched Richard Caldwell’s face as he looked at the children.


  He gave a low whistle, then shook his head back and forth. “Likely some drunk threw his kids out,” he muttered.


  Dorothy’s eyes flashed. “Now don’t you go sayin’ that, Richard Caldwell. These is angels sent from God to see what we’re goin’ to do with ’em. You ain’t turnin’ ’em out, so you’re not. They ain’t no drunk’s kids neither. Listen to ’em. Tell the nice man where you come from, Mary. Marcy. Marcelona.”


  Marcellus looked seriously from Dorothy to Richard Caldwell, then told them the same story as before, with Louis nodding his head beside her.


  “There now,” Dorothy said triumphantly. “These kids has some upbringing. Can’t cha tell?”


  Richard Caldwell was speechless. He opened his mouth, then closed it again.


  “I’m a goin’ to give them a bath, then me and Sadie’s gonna feed ’em. You go find your wife. Tell her to come to the kitchen in two hours. About 10 o’clock. You come with her. You an’ me an’ Sadie an’ her gotta decide what to do about these kids. We ain’t turnin’ ’em out, neither, an’ don’t even think ’bout calling the police. When Jim gets back, tell ’im to git in here!”


  And so Dorothy arranged her soldiers, ready to do battle for her God.


  Chapter 3


  [image: horses]


  DOROTHY BATHED AND SCRUBBED the children. She brushed their hair and dressed them in clean clothes she borrowed from a few of the ranch hands’ kids. She fed them at the kitchen table, heaping their plates with scrambled eggs, toast, bacon, and hotcakes. The children drank thirstily before lifting their forks to eat the food. They had perfect manners, wiping their mouths with the napkins provided.


  She huffed upstairs and back down, her face almost the same color as Barbara’s purple kimono.


  Barbara Caldwell came and watched Dorothy take care of the children. Her heavy, blonde hair was perfectly coiffed, her makeup applied expertly, the luxurious kimono she wore enhancing her elegance. She kept her emotions hidden, but there was no suspicion or judgment in her demeanor. She sat and observed, smiling, glancing at Richard Caldwell, occasionally commenting on the beauty of the children’s hair or eyes.


  Dorothy sent Sadie to clean the bathroom, dispose of the children’s filthy garments, and clean the guest bedroom for them. She sprayed the tub with Tilex, cleaned the heavy mirrors and the ceramic above the sinks, then stopped when she spied an old leather satchel. It was not homemade at all. Rather, there was a tag, also made of leather, with foreign words inscribed on it.


  Sadie knew enough about life to know what was affordable and what was not. This most definitely was not affordable, at least for anyone she knew, and it did not come from any store nearby.


  But, these destitute little ones? Carrying a bag of finest . . .?


  Glancing over her shoulder, Sadie lifted the flap and peered inside. Another bag. A cloth one. A drawstring. With fumbling fingers, she pulled it open and gasped. Quickly, she tightened the strings, closing the bag.


  It couldn’t be. Children didn’t carry things like this. Who in their right mind would send two little ones, likely no more than five years old, out into the vast world with an expensive satchel containing what appeared to be jewels? Diamonds, maybe?


  Sadie had no experience where jewelry was concerned, but she was pretty sure that when objects glittered and sparkled and were that heavy, they were probably real.


  She considered opening the drawstring bag again, just to make sure she hadn’t imagined what she saw, but decided against it. She shivered and looked at the satchel as if it was coiled and ready to strike.


  Sadie cleaned the tile floor on her hands and knees, wringing the cloth well over a bucket of hot, soapy water. She hurried downstairs to dispose of the soiled water, told Dorothy the bathroom was finished, and asked if she needed anything else done in the kitchen before she tackled the bedroom.


  “Nah, go on yer way. I’ll keep an eye on Louise and Marcelona.”


  “Louis and Marcellus,” Sadie said softly.


  “I know. That’s what I said.”


  Sadie didn’t respond. She had to find Richard Caldwell. Or Barbara. Someone needed to know about that bag of jewels.


  She put the bucket in the closet, then walked resolutely through the dining room and down the wide, oak-lined hallway to Richard Caldwell’s study. Taking a deep breath to steady herself, she knocked softly and cringed when she heard that ear-splitting, “Come on in!”


  She pushed the heavy, oak door timidly and was relieved to see her boss relaxed. He was tilting back in his great, leather chair. His feet, encased in heavy boots, were propped on his desk. His teeth flashed white in his tanned face as he smiled at her.


  “Sadie!”


  “Yes. Hello, again. I’m sorry to interrupt your . . .”


  Her voice was drowned out by the shrill ringing of his desk phone. Richard Caldwell motioned for her to sit down, then picked up the receiver and yelled, “Richard Caldwell speaking!”


  Sadie grimaced inwardly and imagined the person at the opposite end of the line holding the receiver away from his ear.


  She tried not to listen, her eyes roaming the bookshelves and the expensive objects of art. She noticed dust on the wooden blinds and made a mental note to take time to wipe them tomorrow when she cleaned the study.


  “Mike? No? Mark? Yeah, got it. What did you say? Paint? Pate? Can you spell that?”


  His feet clattered to the oak floor. Tipping his chair forward, he grabbed a notebook and scribbled, yelling the letters as he wrote.


  “P . . . ei . . . Huh?”


  There was a pause before he finished with the “G . . . H . . . T.”


  “Got it.”


  Then, “Yeah, come on down. I’ll talk to you. Never enough farriers to go around.”


  Another pause, then a chuckle.


  “All right. See you this afternoon.”


  Sadie’s eyes were two large pools of agitation when Richard Caldwell turned to her.


  “He sure doesn’t have a lot to say. A new farmer. Weird name. Hey, what’s wrong with you, Sadie? You look like you just swallowed your grandma.”


  “N . . . nothing. I mean . . . yes, there is. I . . . The children?”


  Richard Caldwell nodded.


  “They . . . After they had their bath and got cleaned up, they . . . I found a bag of . . . of . . . I think diamonds or at least jewels of some kind—in a leather . . . purse. It was upstairs in the bathroom. I thought you needed to know about it.”


  “What? Now come on, Sadie. Kids that dirty and tattered-looking don’t carry around bags of jewels.”


  Sadie’s eyes flashed.


  “Would I make this stuff up?” she asked.


  “No,” Richard Caldwell shook his massive head, laughing, “Not you, Sadie, not you.”


  He rose and asked her to take him to this leather satchel.


  Sadie walked down the hallway and up the wide staircase, acutely conscious of Richard Caldwell’s heavy footsteps following her. She paused at the bathroom door before walking to the well-lit counter and handing the leather bag to her employer. She watched closely as his thick fingers tried to undo the flap and then the drawstring. Muttering, he handed it to Sadie.


  “You do it.”


  Her small fingers opened the drawstring efficiently. She held the opened bag out to him, her eyes searching his. Taking the bag, he spilled the contents onto the marble countertop, bent low, and whistled.


  “What the . . . ?”


  He looked at Sadie, then bent to examine the small mound of glittering jewels, his heavy fingers raking through them.


  “Earrings. Necklaces. Rings,” he murmured, holding each one up to the light coming from the bathroom mirror.


  There was a whisper of movement at the door, and they both turned to see the tall form of Richard Caldwell’s wife, Barbara, enter the room.


  There was a time when Barbara would have been suspicious, hateful even, of this Amish girl with the unusually beautiful face, her hair as dark as a raven’s wing, her great blue eyes fringed with naturally dark lashes.


  Sadie’s presence had been a threat until Richard Caldwell helped her nurture the sick, broken horse, Nevaeh, back to health. During that time, Barbara’s husband came to grips with his past and, as each day unfolded, he grew more loving and tender, especially toward his wife.
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