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Chapter 1
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  IT WAS EASIER TO love a horse than it was to love people. Horses understood. Oh, Sadie knew her sisters rolled their eyes about that philosophy, but that was all right. It meant they didn’t understand, same as Mam and Dat. Especially Dat.


  He was the one who made her finally part with Paris, her old, beloved, palomino riding horse. Paris wasn’t really her own horse. Her uncle had kind of loaned her to Sadie to see if she could do anything with the unruly monster who bit, bucked, and even attacked men—especially small men who were assertive in their way of handling her.


  Sadie understood Paris. Underneath all that bucking and kicking was a timid spirit—perhaps too timid—and that’s why she bucked and kicked. It was hard to explain, but Paris was afraid of being controlled by someone she could not trust completely.


  Paris was beautiful, but she hadn’t always been that way. When Uncle Emanuel brought her in a silver horse trailer, Sadie was shocked at the sight of the pathetic creature that was coaxed out of the trailer’s squeaking door.


  The truck driver, a tall, skinny youth with a wad of snuff as large as a walnut stuck in his lower lip, refused to help at all. Paris terrified him, there was no doubt about that.


  Sadie crossed her arms tightly across her stomach, watching every move Uncle Emanuel made, urging, talking, threatening, and pulling on the dirty halter. First she heard an awful commotion—dull, thudding clicks against the side of the trailer and yelling from Uncle Emanuel. Then he came skidding down the manure-encrusted ramp, his eyes rolling behind his thick glasses, his straw hat clumped down on his head of riotous red curls.


  “Yikes!” he shouted, grinning at Sadie.


  Sadie smiled and said nothing. Her stomach hurt so badly, she couldn’t utter a word. She was afraid, too. She didn’t have much experience with horses, other than with their fat, black, little Shetland pony named Chocolate that they had when she was barely six years old.


  She had always wanted a horse of her own—one she could name and brush, a horse whose mane and tail she could braid. She’d give the horse its very own saddle and bridle and pretty saddle blanket with a zebra design on it, and she’d put pretty pink ribbons at the end of the braids.


  She was almost 15-years-old when she heard Mam tell her sister Leah about being at sisters’ day. Uncle Emanuel’s wife, Hannah, had related the story of this palomino horse he bought, saying, “She was a pure danger, that one. Emanuel was scared of her, that was all there was to it.” Mam was laughing, thinking of her brother and his quick, funny ways.


  Sadie had been standing at the refrigerator, peering inside for a stalk of celery to load up with peanut butter. She was so hungry after having spent the afternoon with her cousin, Eva, who lived down the road.


  Slowly, as if in a dream, she closed the refrigerator door, completely forgetting about her hunger, the celery, and the peanut butter.


  “What?” she uttered dreamily.


  “Oh, my brother Emanuel. Can you imagine him with a horse he can’t handle?”


  Mam laughed again and plopped another peeled potato into her stainless steel pot.


  “What kind of horse? I mean, did he buy her or him? Is it a driving horse for the buggy or a riding horse?”


  “I think a rider. He bought her for his son, who I’m sure is not old enough to ride a full-grown horse.”


  “Mam!”


  Mam’s knife stopped slicing through the potato as she turned, giving her full attention to Sadie, her oldest daughter.


  “What, Sadie? My, you are serious!”


  “Mam, listen to me. Could I . . . Would I be able to . . . Do you suppose Dat would let me try to . . . ?”


  Sadie swiped nervously at the stray brown hair coming loose from behind the dichly she wore for everyday work. A dichly is a triangle of cotton fabric, usually a men’s handkerchief cut in half and hemmed, worn by Amish women and girls when they do yard work or anything strenuous.


  Sadie’s coverings were always a disaster, Mam said, so she only wore one to go away on Sundays, or to quiltings, or sisters’ day, or to go to town.


  “Ach, now, Sadie.”


  That was all Mam said, and the way she said it was not promising in the least.


  Her hope of ever having a horse of her own stood before her again like an insurmountable cliff. There was no getting over it or around it. It was just there, looming high and large, giving her a huge lump in her throat. No one understood. No one knew about this huge, gray and brown cliff ahead of her which had no handholds or any steps or easy ways to climb up and over. And if she told anyone, they would think there was something seriously wrong with her.


  She wanted a horse. That was all.


  Dat didn’t particularly like horses. He was a bit different in this area than other Amish men. He hitched up his big, brown, standard-bred road horse to the freshly washed and sparkling carriage every two weeks to go to church and on the rare occasion they went visiting someone on the in-between Sundays. But mostly, Jacob Miller’s horse had a life of leisure.


  Sadie had knelt by her bed every evening for weeks, folded her hands, bent her head, closed her eyes, and prayed to God to somehow, some way soften her father’s heart. As she prayed, she could feel some little crevices in her cliff—just tiny little cracks you could stick one foot in.


  The Bible said that if you had faith as small as a grain of mustard seed, you could move a mountain, which, as far as Sadie could tell, no one had ever done. Surely if someone had done it in the past, they would have written about it and stashed it away as very significant history.


  But that mustard seed verse is why she decided that it was worth a try. Dat’s big, brown horse had no company in the barn except a few rabbits and the cackling hens. He had always said horses do better when there are two or three together in one barn.


  Her opening argument came when Dat asked her to help move the rabbit hutch to the other end of the barn beside the chicken coop. She tugged and lifted mightily, pulling her share, glad she had a good, strong back and arms.


  “There,” Dat said, “that’s better. More room for Charlie to get his drink.”


  Sadie lifted her big, blue eyes to her father’s which were a mirror of her own.


  “Dat?”


  He was already lifting bales of hay, making room for the straw he had ordered.


  “Hmm?”


  “Dat? Eva got a new white pony. Well, it’s a horse, actually. A small one. She can ride well. Bareback, too. She doesn’t like saddles.”


  “Mm-hmm.”


  “Does Charlie like it here by himself?”


  There was no answer. Dat had moved too far away, hanging up the strings that held the bales of hay together.


  Sadie waited. She arranged her dichly, smoothed her blue-green apron across her stomach, scuffed the hay with the toe of her black sneaker, and wished with all her heart her dat would like horses.


  When he returned, she started again.


  “Dat? If someone gave me a horse to train, would you allow it?”


  Dat looked at her a bit sharply.


  “You can’t ride. You never had a horse. And I’m not feeding two horses. No.”


  “I’ll pay for the feed.”


  “No.”


  Sadie walked away, hot tears stinging her long, dark lashes. Just plain no. Flat out no. He could have at least tried to be kind about it. Every crevice in her cliff disappeared, and the mountain became higher, darker, and more dangerous than ever. There was no getting around it or over it anymore. There was no use. Dat said no.


  Sadie knew that a basic Amish rule of child-rearing was being taught to give up your own will at a young age. Even when they prayed, they were taught to say, “Not my will, but Thine be done.”


  She knew very well that both Mam and Dat thought that was the solid base, the foundation of producing good, productive adults, but why did it always need to be so hard? She wanted a horse. And now Eva had one.


  But the good thing about Eva having a horse was that Sadie learned to ride, and ride well. The girls roamed the fields and woods of the rural Ohio countryside, sharing the small white horse named Spirit. They wore their dresses, which were a hassle, but there was no other way. They would never be allowed to ride in English clothes, although they each wore a pair of trousers beneath their dresses. It was just not ladylike to have their skirts flapping about when they galloped across the fields. Even so, their mothers, who were sisters, frowned on these Amish girls doing all that horse-back riding.


  Then, when Sadie had given up and the cliff had faded a bit, church services were held at Uncle Emanuel’s house. Only Dat and Mam had gone because it was a long way to their house in another district.


  Dat and Emanuel had walked to the pasture. Dat looked at this long-haired, diseased, wreck-of-a-horse, and he thought of Sadie. It might be a good thing.


  He didn’t tell Sadie until the morning before the horse arrived. Sadie was so excited, she couldn’t eat a thing all day, except to nibble on the crust of a grilled cheese sandwich at lunch. That’s why her stomach hurt so badly when Paris arrived.


  She had often told Eva that if she ever owned a horse of her own, she would name it Paris, because Paris was a faraway, fancy city that meant love. Paris was a place of dreams for an Amish girl. She knew she could never go there because Amish people don’t fly in big airplanes, and they don’t cross the ocean in big ships because they’d have to have their pictures taken. So they were pretty much stuck in the United States. She guessed when they came over from Germany in the 1700s, they didn’t need their pictures taken. That, or else cameras had not been invented yet.


  So Paris was a place of dreams. And Paris, once Sadie’s dream, had now become her horse.


  The truck driver grinned around his wad of snuff.


  “Havin’ problems, are you?”


  “Hey, this thing means business!” Emanuel shouted, tucking his shirttail into his denim broadfall pants.


  Sadie stepped forward.


  “Can I look at her?” she asked timidly.


  “You can look, but you better stay out of the trailer.”


  Sadie moved swiftly up the ramp, only to be met by a bony rear end and a tangled, dirty tail swishing about menacingly.


  Uh-oh, she thought.


  A tail swishing back and forth without any pesky flies hovering about meant the horse was most definitely unhappy. It was the same signal as ears flattened against a head, or teeth bared, so Sadie stood quietly and said, “Hello, Paris.”


  The bony hips sidled against the trailer’s side, and the tangled tail swished back and forth furiously.


  Sadie peeked around the steel side of the trailer. Paris looked back, glaring at her through a long, unkempt forelock stuck with burrs, bits of twigs, and dirt.


  “Poor baby,” Sadie murmured.


  Their eyes met then, Sadie declared to her sister Anna, and Paris sort of stood aside and her tail stopped swishing. A trust was born between Sadie and Paris, a very small one, of course, but it was born nevertheless.


  Sadie didn’t try to ride Paris for three weeks. She brushed her and bathed her with a bucket of warm, soapy water. She bought equine shampoo at the local harness shop, a new halter, a rope, and brushes.


  When she wasn’t with Paris, Sadie mowed grass, raked the leaves, watered flowers, worked in the neighbors’ yard—anything to earn five dollars. Then she was finally able to buy a nice brown saddle, secondhand, of course, but a saddle was a wonderful thing to own, no matter how used. She put the new green saddle blanket on Paris, whose coat was now sleek and pretty. Her ribs were still quite prominent, though, but they would take time to fill out.


  When the day finally arrived when she could put the real saddle on Paris’ back, Sadie’s heart pounded so loudly, her ears thudded with a dull, spongy, bonging sound.


  She didn’t tell anyone she was riding Paris. Not Mam or Dat, and especially not her pesky little brother Reuben, or any of her sisters. It was better to be alone, unhurried, quiet, able to talk to Paris in her own language which everyone else would probably think was silly.


  She would never forget the thrill of trusting Paris. Oh, the horse danced sideways awhile, even tried to scrape her off, but Sadie sat firmly, talking, telling Paris all the things she’d like to hear.


  It seemed that Paris loved it when Sadie told her she was beautiful and her best friend. Her eyes turned soft and liquidy, and Sadie knew she lowered her lashes, those gorgeous, silky, dark brushes surrounding her eyes.


  Sadie and Eva spent many days galloping across the rolling farmlands of Ohio. Eva never used a saddle, so Sadie learned to ride without one as well. They walked their horses, they talked, they rode to the creek on hot summer days with a container of shampoo, swam with their horses, washed them—and their own hair—with the soapy liquid. This was their favorite activity when the August heat flattened the leaves against the trees, the sky grew brassy yellow-blue with heat, and crickets, grasshoppers, and ants found cool leaves to creep under. Sometimes storms would come up in the northeast and drive them home, dripping wet and clean and filled with the joy of their youth, their girlhoods, their innocence.


  They raced their horses in freshly-mowed alfalfa fields. Sometimes they became competitive—and a bit miffed—when one thought the other got an unfair start to a race. They asked Reuben to call “Go!” then, but he was too busy playing with his Matchbox cars in the dirt under the silver maple tree where the grass didn’t grow well. He pushed the dirt with his tiny bulldozer and backhoe for hours on end. The girls and their horses bored him completely, and he told them so, glaring up at them under his strubbly bangs, his shirt collar rimmed with dust, his hands black from the fertile soil around the base of the tree.


  It was a wonderful summer for two 15-year-old girls.


  Then, one night, when the whole house was settling down with a creaky sort of sigh, the way houses do when darkness falls and the air cools and the old siding expands and contracts, Sadie heard her parents’ voices rising and falling, rising and falling. Their sounds kept her awake far into the night. She plumped her pillow, tossed the covers, turned to a more comfortable position, and finally put the pillow over her head to shut out her parents’ voices.


  The next day, they made the announcement.


  Dat and Mam asked Sadie, Leah, Rebekah, and Anna to come sit in the living room with them. They looked extremely sober. Reuben was still out under the maple tree with his Matchbox toys, but they let him there undisturbed.


  Sadie remembered hearing his faint “Brrr-rrrm, Brr-rm,” as Dat cleared his throat and dropped the bomb, as she thought of it ever after.


  They were moving. To Montana. Sadie felt like she was being pulled along by a huge, sticky, rubber band made of voices, and she had no scissors to cut it and get out from under its relentless power.


  Montana. An Amish settlement. Too many people. The youth misbehaving. Sadie soon 16.


  Mam looked happy, even excited. How could she? How could she be swept along, happily putting her hand in Dat’s and agreeing?


  The rubber band’s power increased as Anna clapped her hands, Leah’s blue eyes shone, Rebekah squealed, and Dat grinned broadly.


  David Troyers would be going, too. And Dan Detweilers. Sadie sat back on the sofa, creasing the ruffle on the homemade pillow top over and over. The noise around her made no sense, especially when Leah shrieked with pure excitement about a train ride.


  What train?


  “You mean, we’re traveling to Montana on a train?” Sadie managed to croak, her mouth dry with fear. “What about Paris?”


  It was all a blur after that. Sadie couldn’t remember anything clearly except the pain behind her eyes that carried her out of the living room and up the stairs and onto her bed. Sadie dissolved into great gulping sobs, trying to release the pain near her heart.


  She could not part with Paris.


  But she would have to. Dat said she had to. That was that. There was no livestock being moved all those miles.


  “Livestock?” Where in the world did he find a word like that to describe two horses, eight rabbits, and a bunch of silly hens? Paris was no “livestock.”


  The only consolation Sadie had was that Uncle Emanuel found a home for Paris on the local veterinarian’s farm. The vet’s daughter, Megan, an English girl who loved horses as much as Sadie, was ecstatic, Sadie could clearly tell.


  Sadie spent the last evening with Eva and Paris, crying nearly the whole time. Sometimes—between tears—she and Eva became hysterical, laughing and crying at the same time. But even when laughing, Sadie cried inside.


  At the end of the evening, Sadie and Paris clattered into the barn and Sadie slid off her beloved horse’s back, that golden, rounded, beautiful back. She threw her arms around Paris’ neck, and held on. She hugged her horse for every time they played in the creek, for every time Sadie braided her mane, for every ribbon she tied in it, for every apple Paris had ever crunched out of her hand, for every nuzzle Sadie had received on her shoulder, and for every aching hour she would never have with Paris ever again.


  Sadie did not watch them take Paris away in the big, fancy trailer. She set her shoulders squarely and went for a walk all by herself, knowing that it would be a long time until she would ever love another horse.


  But Paris would live on in her heart. That’s why she was named Paris—she was a dream. And love.


  Chapter 2
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  THE FIRST SNOW CAME early that year, blowing fine and white across the undulating landscape. It brought the dry cold that was so much a part of Montana—the state Sadie had now grown to love. Oh, it had taken a while, that was one thing sure. But since she had reached her 20th birthday, and after five years of growing in faith and womanhood, she knew she had drawn on a strength that was God-given. It was a great comfort to know that your spirit could triumph over fear, loneliness, or whatever life handed to you.


  The Miller family lived high on a ridge overlooking the Aspendale Valley, where a mixture of sturdy pines, aspen, and hearty oak trees protected them from much of the frigid winter winds. Dat had remodeled parts of the old log house, built a barn large enough to accommodate the horse and cattle they owned, and surrounded the pasture with a split-rail fence.


  It was an idyllic setting overlooking the valley dotted with homesteads, ranches, and dwellings where the Amish community had settled and thrived.


  Dat was no farmer or rancher. His love was not in horses or cattle, although he owned both—enough to keep the pasture clipped and to transport his family to church on Sunday.


  Instead, he built log homes and established a good reputation as an honest, hardworking carpenter. He left his customers happy with their sturdy houses made from the finest quality material and precise workmanship.


  Their life in Montana was blessed, Mam said. She was very happy most of the time, although Sadie sometimes found her wiping a stray tear directly related to her homesickness. It was a constant thing, this missing dearly beloved family and friends who were so many hundreds of miles away.


  Mam wrote letters and went to the phone out by the barn to talk to her mother and sisters. Sometimes she was laughing when she came back to the house and sometimes crying. It was all a part of Sadie’s life now but more manageable than it had been that first year.


  The surrounding valley, and on into the hills beyond, held 33 Amish families. It was a good-sized community, which meant it was soon time to divide the church into two districts. Church services were held in the homes. When the house became too crowded, dividing the church became a necessity.


  There was a group of 20 or 30 youth, which Sadie had always been grateful for. They had been her friends for quite a few years, good friends with whom she could share her feelings and also Sunday afternoons and evenings playing volleyball and having supper together, often with a hymn-singing afterward. Sometimes the youth went camping or riding or shopping in a faraway location, which was something Sadie always anticipated.


  The winters were long here in Montana. Months of cold wind swept down from the distant mountain ranges, which were always covered with snow. The snow on the tips of the mountains never ceased to amaze her, especially when the sun warmed her back or she felt a gentle summer breeze in her face. But in winter, everything was white and cold, and the whole world felt like the tops of the mountains.


  Sadie sat at the table in the dining room watching the snow swirling across the wooden patio floor. Little eddies of it tried to accumulate in the corners of the panes in the French doors but were swept away by the howling wind.


  “It’s always windy here, Mam.”


  Mam looked up from the cookbook she was leafing through, took a sip of coffee from the brown stoneware mug, and nodded her head.


  “It’s Montana.”


  Sadie sliced half a banana into her dish of thick, honeyed oatmeal, adding a handful of dark, sticky raisins, and nodded.


  “I know.”


  Mam glanced at the clock.


  “Jim’s late.”


  “Probably because of the snow.”


  She finished pouring the rich, creamy milk onto the raisins, stirred, and spooned a large amount into her mouth. She closed her eyes.


  “Mmmm. Oatmeal with honey.”


  Mam smiled.


  “What do we want for Christmas dinner this year?”


  Sadie looked at Mam, surprised


  “Christmas is two months away.”


  “I can still plan ahead.”


  Sadie nodded, grimacing as the battered truck pulled up to the French doors—a dark intruder into the lovely, pristine whiteness outside.


  “Oh, here I go.”


  “You haven’t finished your breakfast.”


  “It’s all right.”


  She put her arms into the sleeves of her black, wool coat, threw a white scarf around her head, and was out the door to the tune of Mam’s usual, “Have a good day!”


  The whirling bits of snow made her bend her head to avoid the worst of the sharp little stings against her bare face. She pulled quickly on the door handle, bounced up into the torn vinyl of the pickup seat, and flashed a warm smile at the occupant behind the steering wheel.


  “How you, Missy?”


  “Good. Good, Jim.”


  Jim put the truck in reverse, a smile of pleasure lighting his pale blue eyes, the dark weathered lines of his face all changing direction. His long, graying mustache spread and widened with the lines, and he touched the brim of his stained Stetson more out of habit than anything else.


  Jim Sevarr was of the old western line of hard-working, hard-driving range riders who lived with horses and cattle, dogs and sheep, and were more comfortable on the back of a horse than behind the wheel of a truck. His jeans were perpetually soiled, his boots half worn out, and his plaid shirttail was hanging out of his belt on one side, with the other side tucked securely beneath it.


  He ground the gears of the pickup, frowned, and uttered an annoyance under his breath.


  “These gears are never where they’re supposed to be.”


  Sadie smiled to herself, knowing the gears were right where they needed to be. It was the hand that was more adept with a horse’s bridle that was the problem.


  “Twelve inches,” he said, shifting the toothpick to the other side of his mustache.


  “What?”


  “Of snow.”


  “Really?”


  “Yep.”


  Sadie knew the cold and snow meant more work for her down in the valley at Aspen East Ranch. She was one of the girls who helped prepare vast amounts of food each day for the 20 ranch hands, give or take a few. There were always newcomers, or someone moving on, but the number of men never varied much.


  Sadie kept the lovely old ranch house clean as well. There was always something that needed to be cleaned after the food was prepared.


  The furniture was rustic, the seating made of genuine leather. Valuable sculptures were placed carefully to complement the costly artwork on the wall behind them. The lighting was muted, casting a warm, yellow glow from the expensive lamps. Candles flickered and glowed in little alcoves built into the rooms. Sadie especially loved to clean the rooms filled with art, expensive objects bought from foreign countries, and the fine rugs on the wide plank floors which were all aged and worn to smooth perfection.


  Aspen East Ranch was owned by a man named Richard Caldwell who came from a long line of wealthy cattlemen from the west. He was a man of great height and massive build. His stentorian voice rolled across the rooms like a freight train. Once, Sadie almost knocked an expensive item off a shelf while dusting with a chamois cloth and a can of Pledge Furniture Polish, her body automatically recoiling at his first booming yell.


  Everyone snapped to attention when Richard Cald­well’s voice was heard rolling and bouncing through the house, and they tried to produce exactly the response he demanded. Patience was not one of his virtues. If the poor, hapless creature he needed was out of earshot at the moment he opened his mouth, woe to that unlucky person. It felt, as Jim once said, like being “dragged across coals.”


  Richard Caldwell frightened Sadie, but only at first. After the can of Pledge almost went flying out of her nerveless fingers, her initial shock was over. Sadie’s eyes stopped bulging and returned to their normal size, and her heartbeat stopped pounding and slowed considerably when that enormous man entered the room. Now she could face him with some semblance of composure.


  But she still always felt as if her covering was unbalanced, that her breakfast was clinging to the corner of her mouth, or that there was something seriously wrong with her dress whenever Richard Caldwell appeared. His piercing gaze shot straight through her, and she felt as though she never quite passed his intimidating inspection.


  Sadie had been helping at the ranch for almost three years and he could still unnerve her, although she had glimpsed a kindly heart on more than one occasion.


  He teased her sometimes, mostly humorous jabs at the Amish ways. Then he would watch her like an eagle, observing her struggle to keep her composure yet answer in the way she knew was right.


  “That thing on your head,” he would say, “What’s it for?”


  Sadie blushed furiously at first, appalled as the heat rose in her cheeks, knowing her face was showing her discomfort. After stumbling clumsily and muttering a few words about her mother wearing one too, she asked Mam what she should say if he kept up his relentless questioning.


  One day, when almost nothing had gone right and she was completely sick of all the menial tasks, Richard Caldwell’s booming questions irritated her. When he pulled on the strings of her covering and asked again why she wore that white thing on her head, she swiped at an annoying lock of brown hair, breathed out, straightened up, and looked Richard Caldwell straight in the eye.


  “Because we are committed to the ways in which the Bible says we should live. God has an order. God is the head, then man, and after that his wife is subject to her husband. This covering is an outward sign of submission.”


  Richard’s eyes turned into narrow slits of thought.


  “Hmmm.”


  That was all he said, and it was the last time he mentioned “that thing on her head.” Sadie had been a bit shaky after that outburst of self-defense, but he always treated her a bit more respectfully than he had previously. Her fear shifted to confidence, making her job less nerve-wracking.


  Richard Caldwell’s wife, Barbara, on the other hand, was a formidable figure in Sadie’s life—a person to be feared. It wasn’t her voice as much as the sheer disapproval that emanated from her cold presence.


  Her clothes were impeccable; the drape of the expensive fabric hiding the well-endowed figure, making her appear regal. Scary to Sadie.


  She did not accept Sadie, so she knew it was Richard Caldwell who hired her, not Barbara. She was only tolerating Sadie for her husband’s sake.


  It was always a humbling experience to be with the Lady of the House. Whether she was cleaning, dusting, or running the vacuum, it was always the same. Sadie felt violated, silly even, knowing Barbara held only derision for the Amish and their strange ways.


  Sadie always thought that if there was a true version of a woman of the world, Barbara was it: no children, no interest in cooking or cleaning, no need to care for anyone but herself.


  Much of her time she spent either buying clothes or arranging them in her enormous walk-in closet. Shoes, hats, jewelry, it was all at her fingertips to be tried on, shown off to her friends, given away, or sent back if things weren’t quite up to her taste.


  But Sadie knew it was not up to her to judge Barbara or condemn her. She was just being Barbara, the wife of a wealthy ranch owner. Sadie simply did her best to stay out of the way.


  She loved her job, she really did. She always felt fortunate to have the beautiful old ranch house to clean and admire, and she liked being a part of the atmosphere—the hubbub and constantly-changing, colorful world that was Aspen East Ranch.


  Amish children were not educated beyond eighth grade, spending their eight years in a one-room parochial school, learning the basics of arithmetic, spelling, reading, and English. They also learned German. Their first language was Pennsylvania Dutch, a dialect related to German with a sprinkling of English that kept changing through the years.


  So for the short time between age 15 and marriage, most girls took jobs, normally cleaning, cooking, babysitting, quilting, or sewing. They handed the money they earned over to their parents, except for a small allowance.


  When a young woman married, her parents provided most of the young couple’s housekeeping necessities—furniture, bedding, towels, dishes, and almost everything else. The gifts from the wedding completed their household needs.


  Sadie often wondered how it would be to put her entire check in the bank and then have money of her own to do anything she wanted. She understood, having this knowledge instilled in her at a young age, that money, and the earthly possessions it could buy, was not what brought true happiness to any person. Rather, money was the root of all evil if you let it control your life.


  No, she did not want a lot of money, just enough to buy another horse like Paris. But she had to admit to herself that she had never connected with another horse in the same way, not even close. She could never figure out why.


  Horses were everywhere here in Montana; on the hills, in trailers, in barns, being ridden. Everywhere Sadie looked, there were horses of all colors, shapes, and sizes, but not one of them interested her.


  Dat bought a riding horse for the girls, but in Sadie’s heart, he was just the same as a driving horse. She treated him well, fed him, patted his coarse forelock, and stroked the smooth, velvety skin beneath his mane, but she never wanted to bathe him or braid his tail and put silky, pink ribbons in it.


  She still harbored that longing for just the right horse. Once, she had watched a black and white paint being led from a trailer. He bounced and lifted his beautiful head and something—she didn’t know what—stirred in her heart but only for a moment. It wasn’t Paris, and it wasn’t Ohio with Eva and the creek and the alfalfa fields.


  Mam said it was because Paris was a part of her youth, and she’d never be able to recapture that youthful emotion that bound her to the palomino. It was time for Sadie to grow up and stop being dreamy-eyed about a horse named Paris. Whoever heard of a horse named Paris anyway, she said. But that was how Mam was, and Sadie still knew, at the age of 20, that Mam just didn’t understand.


  Mam and Dat didn’t understand about breaking up with Ezra, either.


  Ezra was a fixture in the Montana community. He was 26 years old, a member of the church, and concerned about keeping the Amish Ordnung and not being swept up into the worldly drift. A too-small covering, a fancy house, pride in the amount of money one made—those kinds of things seriously worried him.


  Worried him and those around him until Sadie felt her head beginning to bow and her eyebrows elevating with these exact same worries. Her life stretched before her in one long, tedious blend of worries, concerns, cannots, and do nots, until she felt like screaming and jumping up and down and rebelling. She wanted to tell Ezra that there was not a black cloud hanging over every little thing—that God made roses bright red and daisies white and yellow instead of gray and black.


  She did not mean to be irreverent, she really didn’t. She just hated the feeling of having a wet blanket thrown over her head and suffocating her freedom and her breathing whenever she spent time in his company.


  Being Amish was not hard, and certainly it was no burden. It was a way of life that was secure and happy. When Richard Caldwell asked her if she’d like to take his new Jeep out for a spin in that semi-mocking manner of his, she could truthfully say no. If you don’t know any better and are taught to be content, nothing is a hardship—nothing within reason—and Sadie didn’t feel that her life was squashed down, flat, heavy, or drained of happiness.


  The teachings of her parents were a precious heritage handed down for generations and a firm foundation that allowed for happy freedom of spirit. Honoring her parents and respecting their wishes brought peace and a secure, cuddly feeling like a warm, fuzzy shawl you wrapped up with in the wintertime.


  Sadie often thought about this. What if she would have rebelled and refused to accompany her parents to Montana? It would have been unthinkable, but still . . . So far, no husband and no horse. She wasn’t sure which one she longed for more. Probably a horse.


  Every husband was apparently a little like Ezra. Sadie sometimes caught Mam compressing her lips into a thin, straight line when Dat said something was too fancy. Like French doors. Mam had her heart set on them so she could look at the awesome, gently rolling, wooded hillside while she ate at the dining-room table. Dat had snorted, saying he didn’t know what kind of fancy notion she got herself into now. French doors were too English. But in the end, Dat smiled and agreed, saying Amish houses could have French doors, he guessed. Mam had laughed and her eyes shone and Sadie could tell she was very happy.


  So husbands could be a bit intimidating, especially if they were too weird about a lot of different subjects. Horses were easier. If only she could find one.


  Jim gripped the steering wheel and slammed on the brakes, hard, drawing Sadie back to the present. She grabbed at the dash, nearly slamming against it, a scream rising in her throat.


  “What the . . . ?” Jim yelled.


  Sadie struggled to regain her seat, her eyes wide with fear. Through the swirling whiteness outside, a dim, shadowy form leapt in front of the truck, slid, and went down—way down—as Jim struggled to keep control of the careening vehicle. Sadie screamed again as the tires hit the form on the road and bumped to a stop.


  Her hands crossed her heart as if to contain the beating, and her eyes searched Jim’s, wild with questions.


  “I’ll be danged if it ain’t a cow,” he muttered, jerking on the door handle.


  “Sh . . . should I . . .” Sadie asked, her voice hoarse.


  “Come on out. We’ll see what we got.”


  Chapter 3


  [image: horses]


  SADIE GRABBED FOR THE door handle, then hesitated. A cold blast of air from the opposite side of the truck caught her head scarf, and she was shaken to reality.


  What had they done?


  Struggling to stay on her feet in the ice and snow, Sadie held on to the side of the truck, straining to see what had gone down, what had been so big, so unexpected, what had so suddenly disappeared in front of the truck.


  She heard Jim’s low whistle. In the same instant, she saw the thick, heavy hairs of . . .


  “Well, it ain’t a cow.”


  Sadie stood and stared. She had never seen a horse as thin and gaunt as this. In fact, she had never seen any animal as thin as this—a skeleton covered with hide and a shaggy black and white coat.


  “Skinniest horse I ever laid eyes on.”


  “Is he . . . hurt?” Sadie ventured.


  “Dunno.”


  “He’s . . . just lying there. Do you think he’s dead?”


  “Well, no. We didn’t hit him very hard. He sort of slid and went down before we hit him.”


  “He’s likely starving. He could be dying right here.”


  “Dunno.”


  Jim knelt in the swirling snow, bent low, and laid a hand on the horse’s cheekbone. Sadie stood, holding her arms tightly against her waist, and wondered how a horse’s face could be thinner than normal.


  Horses don’t have a lot of flesh on their faces. The softest part is the smooth, velvety nose, always whooshing warm, sweet breath into your face. Horses don’t have bad breath like humans. That’s because they eat clean hay, oats, corn, and fresh, sweet grass in pastures. They don’t eat greasy bacon and aged cheese and Twinkies and whoopie pies and potato chips that leave their stomachs sour and make gas rise to the top, and then cause them to belch the way people do.


  This horse’s face was thinner than most, its large eyes sunk into huge cavities. He looked like a skeleton with a head much too large for the scrawny, protruding neck, almost like the drawings prehistoric men etched on cave walls.


  The snow kept coming from the sky, a whirling, grayish-white filled with icy little pings which stung Sadie’s face. She watched as Jim felt along the horse’s painfully thin neck, then down to its shoulder, before touching its pitiful ripples of bone and hide that was its side.


  “He’s breathin’.”


  “He is?”


  Sadie knelt in the snow by the horse’s head, watching for a flicker—any sign of life—from this poor, starved creature. Slowly she reached out to touch the unkempt forelock, still very thick and heavy in spite of his weakened state. She lifted it, letting the heavy hair run through her fingers, and murmured, “Poor, poor baby. Whatever happened to you?”


  Jim rose a bit stiffly, then reached in his coat pocket for his cell phone. Sadie stayed by the horse’s head, speaking soft endearments, willing this emaciated creature to life.


  Jim was muttering to himself, clumsily pressing buttons too small for his large, calloused finger, repeatedly pushing the wrong one, growling over and over before finally stopping, his eyes narrowing.


  “Hey. Yeah, Jim here. I’m bringin’ the Amish girl to the ranch. A half-dead horse jumped out in front of us. He’s down. Ain’t responding.”


  There was a pause.


  “Huh-uh. No. Dunno. Just . . . No! Somebody bring a trailer. What? Up on Butte Road. Where? So there’s no trailer?”


  Jim paced, went to the truck for a pair of gloves, still talking, listening, talking.


  “Listen. I ain’t stayin’ here all day. Either Jeff brings a trailer or I’m callin’ the boss.”


  Jim hung up angrily. Sadie hesitated, then stood up and faced Jim.


  “You go get the trailer. I’ll stay here.”


  “No you ain’t.”


  “Yes, I’m not afraid of this horse. I’ll stay here. Just go. Hurry.”


  “Listen, little girl. You ain’t stayin’ here by yerself.”


  “Yes, I am. I will. No one will go by here that’s dangerous. We can’t let this poor, sick horse lying in the middle of the road. Someone else will hit him. I’ll be fine. Just go.”


  Jim stared at Sadie, then shook his head.


  “All right. I’ll go fast. Be back soon. But . . .”


  “No, Jim. Just hurry.”


  The truck roared to life, eased carefully onto the road, and disappeared around an outcropping of overhanging rock. The snow kept falling around Sadie and the horse. Little swirls piled up in the strangest places, as if the snow was trying to wake up the inert form on the cold ground. It settled into crevices in the animal’s ears, which were so soft and lifeless, and formed tiny drifts in the soft, black hairs. The long, sweeping eyelashes even held tiny clumps of cold particles, making the horse appear to have no spark of life. It looked completely dead.


  Sadie shivered, then knelt again.


  “Come on, come, boy. Wake up. Don’t die now.”


  She kept talking, more to instill confidence in herself than to elicit a response from this bony, wasted form. Even if he was still breathing, he was indeed a very sick horse—probably too sick for anyone to try and revive.


  She straightened as she heard the unmistakable sound of a vehicle, though muffled, the way vehicles sound in the snow. Probably someone I know, Sadie assured herself in spite of her thudding heart.


  A large, red cattle truck came plowing around the bend, much too fast on road conditions like this.


  Irritation replaced fear, and Sadie stayed in the exact same spot, knowing the truck’s occupants would see her much better than one thin horse half covered with snow.


  Suddenly it registered in her brain that the road was icy, and she might very easily be hit. She began flailing her arms, screaming without being aware that she was, jumping, and shouting. She was in danger of being swallowed by this monstrous red cattle truck.


  Suddenly, the driver saw her but applied the brakes too hard. The truck slowed, skidded, zigzagged, righted itself, and came to a lopsided halt with its two left tires in a ditch by the side of the road.


  Everything went quiet except for the jays screaming in the treetops and the sighing of the cold wind in the alders. The truck door slammed and a very irate person plodded in front of it, his beefy, red face supporting his battered Stetson, which he pushed back before yanking it forward over his face again.


  “And just what do you think you’re doing, young lady? Don’t you know this is a very good way to get killed?”


  Sadie met his angry gaze, then lowered her eyes.


  “I’m sorry. I . . . well . . . Look.”


  She waved her arms helplessly, gesturing toward the still form on the road, now almost covered with snow.


  “What the . . .”


  He smashed his Stetson down harder until Sadie thought his hat would hide his whole head completely and just sit on his shoulders. But somehow she guessed he could see because he said the same thing again.


  “What the . . . ?”


  He bent lower and asked, “What’s wrong with him? He ain’t dead, is he?”


  “I think he’s dying.”


  “How are you going to get him off the road?”


  “I don’t know.”


  She explained what happened, about Jim leaving, and assured him he’d soon be back for her and the horse. The beefy man whistled, then motioned to the truck, moving his arm to indicate that he wanted the rest of the occupants out.


  “Mark, get over here.”


  Sadie watched a tall person jump down from the truck. Not really jump, more like bounce, or pounce like a cat. He was huge—tall and wide with denims and very dark skin. His steps were long and lively, and he reminded Sadie of a horse one of her uncles owned in Ohio. He seemed to be on springs and hardly ever held still long enough to . . . well, hold still.


  She thought he was Mexican, except Latinos generally were not this tall. She wondered if he was Italian with that dark skin. Or Indian. Or maybe white but just spent a lot of time in the sun.


  He didn’t smile or say hello or even notice her. He just stood there beside the beefy man and said nothing. He was wearing a navy blue stocking hat. Everyone wore Stetsons or leather, wide-brimmed hats of some sort here in Montana. The English did, anyway. English is what the Amish people called other people who were non-Amish. This was because they spoke English.


  His clothes were neat and very clean—too clean to be an ordinary cowpuncher. But why was he wearing a stocking hat?


  “What do you think, Mark?”


  Mark still said nothing but lowered his huge frame easily and felt along the horse’s neck, flanks, and ribs. He lifted the soft muzzle and checked his teeth, then rubbed his ears.


  “Did you call a vet?”


  He straightened as he said this, then turned to look down at Sadie with eyes so brown they were almost black and fringed with the thickest, blackest lashes she had ever seen. His cheekbones were high, his nose perfect, and his mouth made her knees turn to jello, so that she lost her voice completely.


  Oh, it was sinful. It was awful. She felt deeply ashamed. She also felt as incapable of changing one thing about her emotions as a seagull feather trying to change direction as it hovered on the restless waves of the ocean. Then to her horror, she felt the color rise in her face. She was sure it was noticeable to both men.


  Sadie adjusted her head scarf, lowered her eyes, then raised them to his, summoning all her courage to keep his gaze.


  “I . . .”


  She was so flustered she couldn’t speak, so she brushed miserably at a stray lock of hair before lifting her eyes again.


  Then he smiled.


  Oh, he smiled the most wonderful smile. His white teeth turned her knees straight back into the shakiest sort of jello—the kind you got out of the refrigerator before it was fully set, and which Dat laughingly dubbed “nervous pudding.”


  “I guess you don’t have a cell phone, seeing you’re Amish and all.”


  Sadie shook her head.


  There was a whooshing, snorting sort of sound. Mark whirled, the heavy-set man exclaimed, and a soft cry escaped Sadie’s lips. They all turned, but Sadie was the first one to reach the horse’s head. She knelt in the snow murmuring, running her hands along the smooth planes of his face. There was another whooshing sound, and he tried to raise his head before letting it fall back weakly.


  “Let’s get him up.”


  Sadie looked up, questioningly.


  “How?”


  Mark didn’t answer. He just kept looking at Sadie with the strangest expression in his eyes, almost as if he was about to cry. Sort of. Not really, though. More like his eyes softened, and he caught his breath before she asked the same question.


  “How?”


  “Just . . . Okay, Fred. You help lift his hind end. You . . .,” His eyes questioned her.


  “Sadie.”


  “Okay, Sadie. You stay at his head. Keep talking. Are you used to horses?”


  “I live here. Yes.”


  “Here we go.”


  The horse was black and white with black lashes circling deep blue eyes, now filled with a strange sort of despair and terror. His eyes opened wider, and he lifted his head again, making soft grunting sounds as he reached forward, trying to get his hooves beneath him.


  “Come on, sweetie pie. Come on, you can do it.”


  Sadie was completely unaware of the fact that she was speaking in her accustomed Pennsylvania Dutch dialect.


  “Doo kannsht. Komm on. Komm. Vidda. Vidda.”


  Mark lifted at the shoulders, urging, pushing. Fred lifted, strained, and fussed as his face grew more and more red. Sadie watched as the horse lay back down, completely at the end of his strength. She shuddered as he laid his head down in the snow and closed his beautiful eyes.


  Sadie forgot her shyness, her thoughts focused only on this horse and the fact that she wanted him to live. She had always wanted a paint. Maybe, just maybe, she could have this one if she could get him to survive.


  “If we just let him lie down, he’s going to die!”


  “Whose horse is he?” Fred asked.


  “I have no clue.”


  “I don’t know if he’s gonna make it,” Fred announced.


  “Well, we can’t just stand here and let him die,” Sadie said, her voice conveying her desperation.


  “We need a vet.”


  Mark said this bluntly but quite meaningfully. It was just a fact and had to be carried out.


  Fred got out his cell phone and, with nimble fingers for a man his size, called one of the local veterinarians. Then he snapped his phone shut and, grumbling, returned to the truck.


  Mark put his hands in his pockets, turned to Sadie, and was about to speak, when a vehicle came rattling from the opposite direction. It was Jim, pushing the old truck to the limit.


  He slowed, rolled down the window, and yelled to Sadie.


  “Get in.”


  Sadie’s eyes opened wide.


  “The boss is all up in the air. Bunch o’ extra men and not enough help in the kitchen. Said I’m supposed to get you down there straightaway and let this bag of bones die. Probably some diseased old mustang from out on the range.”


  He swung his grizzled head.


  “Get in.”


  A lump rose in Sadie’s throat. She wanted to stay so badly, just like when she was a little girl and had to leave the playground because the bell rang just when it was her turn to go down the slide.


  “Jim, please. I can’t go and leave this horse.”


  “You better if you want your job.”


  Her shoulders slumped dejectedly, her upbringing stirring her conscience. She knew her family needed the weekly paycheck she brought home from Aspen East, but she couldn’t walk away from this horse either. Indecision made her feet falter, until she turned back to the horse without thinking. Quickly, anything, please, please, please let’s do something for this horse.
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