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  CHAPTER 1

  [image: image]

  HE WAS HERE.

  She could see the sunlight glinting off the roof of his car. The new leaves were pushing out of the buds on the branches of the maples trees in the Stoltzfuses’ yard. They threw dancing shadows of sunlight across the vehicle, but she could easily see it from her station at the living room window. She dusted the philodendron plant and clipped a few yellowing leaves from an ivy, attempting to hide the fact that she was unable to keep from longing to see him.

  Would it be the same? Would her heart flutter in that same way, her breath quicken when he smiled? It had been so long.

  When she could no longer justify her presence at the window, she picked up the yellow can of furniture polish and moved to the sideboard. She lifted the crocheted doilies, the candleholders, and the basket of greeting cards to dust beneath them.

  As soon as she had that accomplished, the magnetic pull of Matthew’s car began all over again. Quickly, she stole another glance. The same dappled sunlight on the glossy roof of the car. He was still there.

  “Sarah.”

  She jumped at the sound of her mother’s voice.

  “Hmm?”

  “When you’re finished with the dusting, do you mind washing the floor? When Abram Miller’s family was here yesterday, their children got a bit lively, and the grape juice was spilled more than once.”

  Mam looked up from mixing the Crisco into the mound of soft, white flour, deftly incorporating it for the flaky pie crust she could always turn out. She stopped and blinked, her mouth drawing into a tight line as Sarah turned to glance out the living room window yet again.

  Mam knew.

  The knowledge rested uneasily on her rounded shoulders and the capable arms that cooked and cleaned for her large family, some of them strapping sons who had married and gone off to Dauphin County, where property prices were more affordable.

  Her large, white covering concealed her graying hair, or most of it. Her face was still smooth, though her glasses well worn. She was a comely older woman with years of compassion and hard work molding her features.

  Mam sighed and resumed her mixing, absentmindedly now. She rolled a bit of floured Crisco between her thumb and forefinger.

  So he was here.

  He came to see her later that evening, when Sarah least expected him. He bounded up on the porch when she was washing dishes, and she had no time to fix her hair or her covering or have a quick look in the mirror. All she could do was lift her hands from the soapy water and snatch up a corner of her black bib apron, wiping furiously as her heart began its usual wild take-off.

  His knock was the same. Rapid, eager.

  Sarah flew to the door, her feet skimming the kitchen floor, color rushing to her cheeks as she reached for the doorknob.

  Matthew Stoltzfus stood on the porch, his dark hair cut in a stylish manner, polished, in the English way. His eyes were still the same deep brown, but his skin was darker than she had ever seen it. When he smiled, those perfect white teeth dazzled her, and she became quite faint.

  “Sarah?”

  It was a question, a timid, quiet inquiry.

  Her eyes found his, and she was at home. After a long, arduous journey of a million years, she was home. The glad light in his eyes peeled away the thin reserve she had been able to build up, and with a broken cry of welcome, she flung herself into his arms.

  “Matthew!”

  Her cry was no more than a whisper. She felt his arms gather her trembling form against him, felt the soft fabric of his cotton shirt against her cheek. She closed her eyes to the unbelievable sensation of being in Matthew’s arms. Suddenly, the safety of those arms was pulled away as hard fingers closed around her forearms and pushed her away, firmly, cruelly.

  “No.”

  That was all he said. That one small word meant she had been bold, presumptuous.

  “I’m sorry.”

  Her head was bent as she mumbled the words.

  “I’m a widower, Sarah.”

  “Yes, I heard. I was sorry to hear of it.”

  “Yes.”

  Matthew cleared his throat and looked around uneasily. He shifted his weight from one well-clad foot to the other.

  “Will your mam speak to me? Is your dat around?”

  “Yes, come in. Levi will be pleased.”

  Matthew smiled, and she had to tear her eyes away from his face.

  When they entered the kitchen, Mam turned from the pantry door, years of training hiding her emotions. She smiled, greeting Matthew with genuine friendliness.

  Matthew grasped her hand, saying, “God bless you,” and continued holding Mam’s hand until she gently tugged it away, and Matthew asked how she was doing.

  She inclined her head and answered, still reserved, but friendly, remembering the Matthew of years past. Hannah’s eldest son, the apple of her best friend’s eye.

  Levi sat at his window, his elbows propped on the arms of the swiveling desk chair, his narrowed, brown eyes alight with interest, his large body leaning forward with anticipation.

  “There’s Matthew!” he bellowed, breaking into a delighted laugh that bounced from wall to wall.

  Instantly, Matthew bounded to Levi’s side, one brown hand clapping his shoulder, another pumping Levi’s plump hand, leaving him giggling with happiness.

  Levi was a special character, the symptoms of Down syndrome endearing him to his family and the community. He often held court from his desk chair or the recliner, spreading humor and goodwill with his sometimes hilarious view of the world around him.

  “Levi, old boy! Good to see you!” Matthew said, sincere in his greeting of an old friend.

  Sarah stood rooted by the kitchen table, her large green eyes reflecting the worship she felt for Matthew. Tall, athletic, with curly brown hair, she carried herself with a finesse that she was completely unaware of.

  “Where were you so long?” Levi inquired.

  Matthew laughed easily. Having known Levi as a small boy, he was accustomed to his lack of restraint.

  “In Haiti.”

  Levi nodded sagely, then looked up at Matthew with a cunning glance.

  “Snakes didn’t get you, huh?”

  Matthew laughed again and shook his head.

  “No, Levi, they didn’t.”

  “But your wife died.”

  “Yes.”

  Matthew’s features steadied, folded, the happiness now erased by his sorrow. His brown eyes turned liquid with the pain. Sarah had to grip the back of a kitchen chair to keep from going to him, running her hands over the beloved contours of his handsome face, replacing the pain with her love.

  Mam had to turn away from the raw yearning in her daughter’s eyes.

  They sat together later, on the same swing beneath the grapevines, in the chilly spring evening.

  Sarah wrapped her sweater securely around her body and drank in the words he spoke. She savored the sound of his voice, never tiring of hearing about his experiences in Haiti and his marriage to Hephzibah, the black woman he had loved, who had contracted a deadly strain of malaria.

  When darkness hid the stark brown vines surrounding them and her teeth began to chatter, Matthew said he should be going as his mother would wonder where he was.

  She could not let him go, not without knowing. She could not face the future without the assurance that he would stay.

  “Matthew.”

  He became very still, the desperation in her voice assaulting him.

  “You’ll be back? You’ll return to the Amish? You’ll come back to us and pick up where you left off? I mean, quite obviously, God wants you to be here. He took Hephzibah. So now your work in Haiti is done. It was a learning experience, and now you’ll be one of us again, right? I just need to know. Matthew, I have to know what you’re planning for the future.”

  She was babbling, becoming hysterical, her voice turning into a thin, reedy whine, and she didn’t care. This was her one chance.

  Matthew exhaled loudly, then spoke with the patient tone of one far superior.

  “Sarah, you just don’t get it, do you?”

  “What do you mean?”

  “I can’t come back to the Amish. Your beliefs are all wrong.”

  “Really?”

  “Yes.”

  “Well, couldn’t you believe what you want and still be Amish?”

  There was a long silence, stony—hard, gray, and unrelenting.

  “Dat says there are many levels of faith. Some eat meat and others dare eat only herbs. But the way of love is for the lion to lie peacefully with the lamb. He says you don’t have to leave us to live as a Christian, the way you think.”

  Still Matthew stayed silent, which only increased Sarah’s desperate desire to win him back—back to her, back to the faith of their childhood.

  All her dreams were rolled into the vision of sitting beside him in a buggy, the warm summer air laden with the heady scent of flowers blowing gently through the open window. A good, sleek horse with a spirited head pulled them along, lifting his feet and making solid, ringing sounds against the macadam.

  She would be his wife, secure in the knowledge that he loved her, that he wanted her there beside him, and that she was worthy. It was all she wanted.

  “And Matthew, your parents would be so happy to have you return to the fold. You should think of them sometimes.”

  Matthew’s words were clipped, harsh.

  “My mother gave me her blessing the day I left, and you know it.”

  There was nothing to say to this.

  “I chose to serve God the way I want.”

  “Yes. Yes, of course.”

  There was no use angering him further. If she argued, she would lose him, certainly.

  “You really don’t get it, Sarah. You’re always going to stay Amish and not know any better.”

  Sarah bristled at the accusation in his voice, but she remained quiet.

  “You didn’t come to Haiti. You didn’t come. It’s your own fault that I married Hephzibah.”

  Sarah sat up very straight, the breath leaving her body in one quick expulsion, a sort of disbelief.

  “You didn’t want me!”

  The tortured words burst from her, lava wreaking havoc as it rained from the still bubbling volcano of her heart.

  The swing suddenly came to a stop. Somewhere an owl hooted, probably in the apple tree down by the orchard. Another one gave an answering call. A dog began a deep, anxious barking.

  “I did want you, Sarah. I was just afraid that you wouldn’t make the break with your parents. Your father is, after all, a man of God, a minister of the Amish church, and—I don’t know.”

  His voice became quiet and trailed off, leaving Sarah hanging on desperately, searching the vertical wall of his voice for one more chance, one more fissure to pull herself up.

  “You didn’t think I’d leave?”

  “No.”

  A song started in her heart then, the finely-tuned melody of repression and denial. She captured the knowledge that he had loved her, had wanted her, and still did.

  “Matthew,” she began, then choked and remained still.

  “I wanted to go, would have gone.”

  “Would you now?”

  “You know I would.”

  “I am a widower.”

  “I’ll wait.”

  “You will?”

  “Yes.”

  Again, he sighed.

  “You must be sure.”

  “I love you, Matthew. I always have.”

  Victory was hers now, firmly in her grasp, the Olympic gold around her neck and lifted high.

  “If you love me, you’ll wait six months, and then we’ll leave. Your job is to persuade your parents.”

  “I will.”

  The old wooden swing creaked. A lamp was lit upstairs, creating a yellow rectangle of light where there had been only darkness. Priscilla and Suzie were getting ready for bed. It must be later than she thought.

  There was a woofing sound from the barnyard. The half moon rose above the implement shed, casting soft shadows across the newly tilled garden soil. Sarah thought of the insurmountable task she had promised.

  In a very small voice, she asked if he loved her enough to come home to his Amish roots.

  “Well, if that’s how you’re going to be, then just forget it,” he said, without wavering.

  “No, no, oh no.”

  She grasped his arms with nerveless fingers and implored him to have patience with her weakness. Then she gave up and threw herself into his arms, suddenly so aware of her need to feel secure, to grasp the fact that he did love her, without a smidgen of doubt.

  He did not resist her, crushing her to him as his mouth sought hers.

  Much later, she stumbled into her room and stood alone, her arms hanging by her sides, her senses reeling. A sob rose in her throat, then another. With steely resolve, she tamped down the tsunami of emotion, the quavering doubt and fear that threatened her.

  The next morning she was red eyed but awake, making desperate attempts to act normal. She was kind to Levi, spoke quietly to Mam, answered Dat’s questions honestly, but she was glad to escape when the school driver pulled into the driveway.

  Entering the schoolhouse, she raised the blinds. The sunshine etched streaks on the glass, highlighting the small dots of residue the sticky tack had left after they removed the valentines, the colorful pink and red decorations the children had made the month before. She would wash windows today, throw herself into her work with renewed energy.

  She greeted the children with a pale face, eyes that were brilliantly green, a smile that flashed a little too intensely. Rosanna lifted one shoulder, tossed her head, and said it must be that the teacher has a new boyfriend.

  Little David in second grade raised his hand and said Sammy stuck a pin in his arm, whereupon that little person set up an awful howling of guilt and fear. He was duly punished, and quiet was restored.

  They decided to begin decorating for Easter that afternoon. Sarah stood with her pupils clustered around her, discussing the artwork they had done for Easter in previous years. She was amazed at their ideas and the willingness to submit them without a trace of the former animosity.

  At noon, she sat at her desk, opened her lunchbox, and spread the waxed paper carefully beside it. The thickly-cut baked ham drooped between the sliced whole wheat bread Mam had taken from the hot oven the evening before. The crisp lettuce was piled on top, and small streaks of mayonnaise clung to the golden brown crust. The scent of her sandwich mingled with the delicious smells that always accompanied the opening of twenty lunchboxes, and she could not imagine leaving the only life she knew.

  Her classroom was dear and familiar, the only challenge she had faced, the small victories she won here serving as stepping stones to a new and different school environment. Even in the past month, the victories had come one after another as the baby steps of progress she had made developed into toddler steps.

  Her reverie was broken by a blonde-haired, round form, eyes alight with pride, bearing a greasy wrapper.

  “Here! My mother made these.”

  “Oh. Oh, my goodness! A doughnut!”

  It was a soft cream-filled one, dusted liberally with powdered sugar, wrapped in brown paper.

  Surely this was not the same belligerent, impossible child that had entered her classroom that first day?

  Sarah’s voice shook as she thanked her over and over, an arm hugging the soft, chubby body against her, quick tears filling her eyes.

  When Rosanna offered to stay after school to wash windows, Sarah accepted happily. The extra help would allow a thorough job.

  They raised the blinds and set to work, efficiently removing every trace of smudges and fingerprints, chatting as if they had always been friends, which Sarah knew had certainly not been the case.

  Sarah was caught completely off guard when Rosanna eyed her frankly in that way only eighth grade girls can and blurted, “Hey, what was wrong with you this morning?”

  As the heat rose in her face, she rubbed vigorously at one spot on a window, biding her time, desperately trying to hide her face from Rosanna.

  “Well, aren’t you going to answer?”

  Feigning innocence, Sarah muttered, “Why are you asking?”

  “Well, you looked different. Sort of shook up.”

  Should she confide in Rosanna? Should she tell an eighth-grade pupil that her whole world was spinning off its axis, thrusting her into outer space where she wasn’t completely positive who Sarah Beiler really was?

  No, she couldn’t confide in Rosanna.

  “Oh, now, why would you say that? I didn’t feel different.”

  “You looked different.”

  Ah, the social graces of a thirteen-year-old!

  Sarah tried to change the subject, but Rosanna maneuvered right back to what was wrong with her teacher.

  “I bet you anything that Matthew Stoltzfus came back to visit his parents.”

  A streak of lightning could not have shocked her more. As it was, she stared open mouthed at the guileless face of her student, studying the blue eyes intently. How could she know?

  “Yeah, well, if you’re not going to answer, then I guess I’ll know he came to see you. You know he really made a mess of my sister’s life—Barbie Ann. She’s married now. Thank goodness she had the nerve to step out of his clutches. He said he wanted her, but, well, bottom line, he didn’t.”

  Rosanna sprayed far too much Windex on a window, vigorously pumping the sprayer, the painful memory of her jilted sister lending her strength.

  “Whoops! Too much Windex.”

  Rosanna shrugged her shoulders and set to work, mopping up the excess window cleaner, saying, “You know every girl this side of Harrisburg wanted him.”

  Sarah nodded agreement, her face averted.

  “Did you hear me?”

  “I heard you.”

  “You know you’re much too nice to waste your time on Matthew. My mother doesn’t let us say certain words, but I could use one to describe him.”

  Sarah smiled but said nothing. Rosanna was always pushing against her mother’s restrictions, which were few and far between as it was.

  Sarah decided to conceal any further information she gleaned, cocooning it away to be safely brought out later in the privacy of her room.

  She and Rosanna shared a cupcake someone had left in the cloakroom and drank cold water from a cup by the water faucet. They admired the shining clean windows and did not speak of Matthew.

  Sarah did learn, however, that Lee Glick and Omar Esh had driven a pair of Belgians to the sales stables in New Holland, and it was the top selling team of the month.

  Rosanna giggled and rolled her eyes and said she didn’t know how old Lee Glick was, but she wished she wasn’t only thirteen.

  Sarah listened and smiled and thought of Matthew and wondered why the afternoon took on a dull quality.

  When Rosanna left, Sarah sat alone behind the desk as a grayness descended, obscuring the yellow sunshine and puffy white clouds. It stilled the meadowlarks and the chirping sparrows and the warm brown branches of the budding trees, turning them black and gothic and frightening.

  Outside the small, one-room schoolhouse, everything went on as before—the sun’s brilliance, the moving white clouds, the birdsongs—but in Sarah’s heart, a certain sense of despondency took over, a weight of discouragement.

  Was it only Rosanna’s prattle? What did she know?

  Nothing. It was only Rosanna voicing opinions of her own concoction.

  But what if Rosanna was right? What if God sent people like this girl to warn her? And what if she held herself in high esteem and pooh-poohed the warnings of one so young?

  She would talk to a more mature friend, the Widow Lydia, the most fair person on earth.


  CHAPTER 2
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  LEVI DIDN’T WANT HIS CHICKEN AND DUMPLINGS that evening and became quite ill later, so Sarah knew it was not a good time to visit with her friend Lydia.

  Mam was busy making Levi as comfortable as possible, so Sarah washed dishes, straightened the house, and sat down with her schoolwork afterward.

  It was a quiet evening, and even Dat seemed preoccupied, hiding behind an opened Lancaster newspaper, the Intelligencer Journal. Suzie went to bed early, and Priscilla sprawled on the rug beside the stove with another magazine.

  When Sarah heard the rustling of Dat’s paper, she looked up, her mind telling her before she actually saw Dat’s hooded eyes and his concerned expression.

  “Sarah.”

  “Yes?”

  Still she could not meet his eyes.

  “I guess Matthew was visiting here last evening.”

  “He was.”

  “How is he?”

  “Good.”

  The old clock on the mantle ticked too loudly. Priscilla coughed, cleared her throat, and positioned both elbows so her hands fit over her ears.

  “I guess we can trust you, Sarah.”

  “Yes.”

  “Did he . . . mention your past?”

  “Yes.”

  At this, Dat sat up, carefully folded the newspaper, and deliberately put it on the sewing machine beside his chair. He rose like an old man, painfully, unfolding his length as if each joint protested its support of him.

  When he came to stand at the kitchen table, one large, calloused hand resting on the back of a chair, she could not look up. Blindly, she made a few red check marks, without seeing the fine black numbers on the page of an arithmetic workbook.

  “I just want you to know that we are praying you won’t be led astray. I know Matthew is a powerful influence in your life, but consider the promise you made to God the day you were baptized.”

  That was all he said, but his words were seared into her conscience, as red hot and painful as a branding iron.

  She saw her father, old, bent, with white hair, years down the road, a silver stream of tears coursing deep ridges of pain in his wrinkled face. Our Sarah, he would say. Our Sarah left us. She stands im bann (in the ban, shunned).

  Without rebellion, this was going to be impossible.

  Sarah left the Widow Lydia a message on her voice mail and then waited to walk past Elam Stoltzfus’s till it was fully dark. She did not want Hannah to catch sight of her, furtively scuttling past to dump all her fears and frustrations on the widow who likely had more than enough of her own.

  She was cowardly, maybe, but this night she had to talk to Lydia.

  It was Wednesday, an ordinary weekday, which was good. She did not want her cousin Melvin to see her either. He never admitted to courting Lydia, although he spent every spare minute within decency at her house, fixing doors or planting shrubs and doing other necessary little duties. He wouldn’t be there on a Wednesday.

  She tried walking as far off the road as possible, the headlights of oncoming cars an unwelcome intrusion. She did not want to be seen, so she half walked, half ran the whole way, speeding up as she passed Matthew’s house.

  She was welcomed warmly at Lydia’s door and scolded sincerely for staying away so long.

  A tray of fruit and dip, cheese and crackers, and a pan of Reese’s peanut butter bars stood temptingly on the gingham tablecloth covering kitchen table, and a pot of tea steamed on the wood stove.

  Little Aaron lifted his arms to be held, and Sarah eagerly scooped him into her arms. He was dressed in green camouflage flannel pajamas and informed Sarah immediately that he was an English man and he was going hunting.

  Lydia laughed with Sarah, then shook her head. “I shouldn’t let him wear them, but Melvin gave them to him.”

  The girls welcomed Sarah as warmly as their mother had, and she smiled back with sincerity and promised to come more often.

  After nine o’clock, the children were put to bed, Lydia poured tea, and they settled comfortably by the kitchen table.

  Sarah began to talk, her speech nurtured with the encouraging manner Lydia possessed, unfolding her story, bit by bit, leaving nothing hidden.

  Somewhere during the course of the conversation, the exterior door to the kesslehaus (wash house) opened, and there was a great clattering, laughter, and talking heard through the closed door.

  “Omar,” Lydia said quickly.

  “Who is with him?”

  Averting her eyes, Lydia adjusted the tablecloth.

  “It’s Lee.”

  “Lee?”

  Lydia nodded and sipped her tea.

  There was no chance to get away, nowhere to hide, before they burst into the kitchen, their faces alight, flushed with success.

  “She did it, Mam!” Omar burst out. “Penny had her colt! It’s a filly! A little girl!”

  Lydia leaped to her feet, and for a moment, it seemed as though Lee was going to hug her, but he didn’t.

  What he did do was catch sight of Sarah.

  Slowly the elation left his face as he struggled to regain the former feeling of success, but he was clearly caught off guard.

  “Sarah.”

  That was all he said. Not “How are you?” or “Hello” or anything.

  She didn’t answer, except for a small, frightened smile.

  When Omar yelled up the stairs, a great commotion followed—a mad, headlong dash through the kitchen, out the kesslehaus door, and down the slope to the new horse barn. Sarah followed along, carrying Aaron a bit clumsily and then stopped to let Lee take him, his hand leaving a trail of awareness where he touched her as he took the small boy from her.

  Together, they all huddled by the heavy timbers forming the box stall, as Omar held the LED battery lamp high, illuminating every corner.

  Cries of awe went up as the blonde, spindly little creature wobbled around on new, unsteady legs. The great Belgian mare nuzzled her newborn, batting her eyelashes as if to remind the small group of people that she had accomplished this miracle all by herself, and they had better use the proper discretion—they were dealing with royalty here.

  She was truly magnificent, and so was her colt.

  “She’s so huge!” Sarah said.

  “She’s a Belgian!” Omar crowed.

  Aaron yelled that he was going to ride her as soon as he had breakfast the next morning, and Sarah looked at him, held high in Lee’s arms, and smiled, her eyes shining.

  Later, Lee would remember every perfect contour of her face, the beautiful green eyes, the generous mouth, and the hair that never quite succumbed to the efforts of a comb, hairspray, or hairpins.

  Eventually, the children slowly returned to their beds after glasses of milk and large squares of the chocolatey peanut butter bars. Lee declined an invitation to join them, and Sarah was caught by surprise by the strong feeling of loss when he moved off across the driveway, riding his best horse through the night.

  It wasn’t safe, Lydia said, but Omar assured her Lee would ride in fields and along fence rows most of the time.

  It was a bit after eleven o’clock when the propane tank ran empty, casting the kitchen into a steadily receding lamplight.

  “Ach,” Lydia said.

  “I’ll go,” Sarah assured her.

  “Please don’t, Sarah. I still haven’t told you everything.”

  Sarah laughed.

  “Just light a kerosene lamp. Here, I’ll get the one in the bathroom.”

  Sarah carried it out and set the small lamp with its cozy orange glow in the middle of the table, as Lydia replenished their tea.

  “What I haven’t told you is kind of hard now. I feel guilty, being so happy, when you are so obviously tormented with indecision,” Lydia said, sighing.

  “Just tell me.”

  “Melvin asked me to be his wife.”

  She said the words softly, as if they would not hurt Sarah if she spoke as lightly as possible.

  Sarah gasped, the words filling her with surprise.

  “Oh, Lydia. I am so happy for you. Congratulations!”

  Lydia smiled and lowered her eyes, the humility that was so much a part of her so evident now.

  They continued their conversation, both of them aghast when they noticed the clock’s hands had moved another two hours.

  “I’ll walk home with you, Sarah,” Lydia offered.

  “Of course not. I’ll be fine. No one’s out at this hour.”

  They parted with a long hug. There were tears in Lydia’s eyes as she promised to pray on Sarah’s behalf.

  “God does not want us to live in unhappiness or indecision, Sarah. You know, if we are a willing sacrifice, we are able to discern His perfect will.”

  But when the kesslehaus door closed and Sarah slipped out into the frost-tipped spring night, Lydia stood in the middle of her kitchen and clenched her fists. Then she picked up a small, square pillow and threw it against the wall with all her strength. Then she stamped one foot and growled a very unladylike growl and thought she had never wanted to shake some sense into anyone as much as she wanted to shake Sarah until her teeth rattled.

  Sarah walked down the sloping sidewalk to the gate, opened it, and let herself out, then walked on down the driveway, the gravel crunching under her feet.

  She waited in the shadow of the new barn, allowing a car to pass. She did not want to be caught alone in the middle of the night.

  She shivered, stopped to button her sweater securely, and walked on. Lifting her face, she enjoyed the sight of the velvety night sky alive with the stars twinkling, winking down at her the way they always did, a reminder that God was up there in the heavens, the same as He always was, and things would be okay somehow.

  Exactly what made her turn her head in the direction of the horse barn, she would never know. She did, however, and caught sight of an orange glow in the small window—the one under the eaves.

  Surprisingly, at first, she was very calm. Reasoning, even. The moon was about half, maybe two thirds full. It had to be the glow of an orange moon.

  Or perhaps her mind refused to accept what her instincts knew.

  Not the Widow Lydia. Please, dear God. If You have to allow another fire, please, not her.

  Is a prayer a thought, or a thought a prayer? Can anybody pray when monstrous knowledge slams into them with the force of a sledgehammer?

  When the orange glow flickered, Sarah was immobilized. She was frozen to the macadam, as wave after wave of nausea attacked her.

  She was only one person, a weak young girl, and who could blame her if she fled to the safety of her father’s arms?

  As she stood, her gaze riveted to the small second story window, the orange glow became decidedly brighter.

  Then she remembered Penny and the newborn filly. She remembered Lydia’s humility. This would beat her down so badly, she might never recover. Something had to be done.

  Her feet unlocked as anger coursed through her veins. She did not utter a sound. She had no tears. She just clenched her fists and ran. She ran past the house, her only thoughts of Penny and her colt. She had to get them out.

  She tore open the main entrance door, groped her way along one wall, trying to remember where Omar had taken the battery lamp. As she entered the row of stalls, there was an alarming roar overhead, gaining momentum by the second.

  All her common sense told her to go to the house, but she knew every horse would be lost if she did.

  Did she scream, or was it the horses?

  She remembered Dat’s words. Horses want to stay in their familiar home, no matter how terrified they become.

  She whipped off her sweater, called Penny’s name, opened the massive gate, called again, cajoled, coaxed, begged. Then, mercifully, her fingers caught the part of Penny’s halter below her chin, and she tugged with every ounce of strength.

  “Come on, girl. Good. Easy!”

  Talking, she coaxed the horse as the crashing sound of hooves against heavy boards increased. She was so intent on coaxing Penny that the intensity of the flames overhead became lost on her.

  Sarah was tall, but Penny was enormous, her head lifting repeatedly as Sarah tried to cover the horse’s eyes with her sweater, only to have it slide down around Penny’s nose.

  Desperate now, Sarah slowly coaxed the great horse to the water trough and clambered up to balance precariously on its rim. With renewed effort, she threw the sweater over the great head, hanging on when Penny lifted her head and shook it.

  The hours-old filly bounced awkwardly, its legs splayed out ungracefully like a baby giraffe.

  Again, Sarah talked to the great horse, pulled with all her strength on the chain that opened the door facing the house, and with one final heart-stopping leap, they made it through.

  Sarah was crying now, her relief was so great. Opening the gate to the pasture, she turned them loose, peeling the black sweater off as the panicked horse shot through the opening to safety, the squealing little filly cavorting along as best it could.

  The barn was fully engulfed, although it was contained to the upper level.

  Sarah raced up the driveway, through the gate, and pounded on the house door with all her strength, crying hoarsely now, then resorting to an otherworldly scream of fear.

  When Lydia came to the door, it was as Sarah had feared. The defeat in Lydia’s eyes was already evident.

  She turned and ran back down the slope, leaving the gate swinging drunkenly on its hinges, aware of only one purpose, to save the horses.

  Behind her, she heard Omar cry out, warning her, but she ran, crashed through the door, yanked open the door to the stables, her black sweater clutched in one hand, her chest heaving, her breath coming in great, tearful gasps.

  The horse stable was strangely quiet, except for a lone whinny at the far end. One horse remained. It must be the great stallion. They had likely turned the rest of them out to pasture.

  She was aware of another presence.

  “Sarah!” Omar screamed her name, again warning her.

  Silently, she handed him the black sweater, then stood back, as he worked swiftly, efficiently, covering the massive head with her sweater, as the crackling roar overhead became a raging inferno.

  Should she go? No, she’d stay. She wanted to be certain Omar and the stallion made it out safely.

  “Get out!” he screamed, as the stallion plunged past, dragging him along.

  Turning, she took one last look around, making sure there was nothing in the box stalls, as the roar overhead shut out all other senses.

  Sarah was moving toward the door and could see the cool, clean night beyond, when a fiery beam exploded over her head. She looked through the opened door, wide, beckoning, and she knew she could make it out. When she heard the cracking, tearing sound, she was puzzled by it.

  The great, blackened beam slowly tilted to the side, gathering momentum, and crashed to the cement floor below. The only object cushioning its impact was Sarah’s bent form. When it hit her head and neck and shoulders, the sparks and flames from the burning wood ignited the soft fleece of her headscarf, which instantly caught on fire.

  There was a moment of blinding, indescribable pain, and then nothing as Sarah’s world turned darker than black.

  Omar could not hold back Dominic, the great Belgian stallion, as he hung frantically to the thick leather of the halter. He had no regard for his own safety as the stallion reared, lifting him off the ground. He talked to the animal, he screamed out his fear, but in the end, he had to let go and watch helplessly as the enormous giant tried to return to his stall.

  Horrified, Omar could only stand helplessly as the horse tried to crash through the opened door. Omar let out a desperate cry as a woman, skirts billowing, darkly clad arms waving, stepped directly in front of the plunging behemoth, turning him aside at the very last minute.

  Snorting, eyes rolling in terror, the stallion wheeled, galloped down the driveway, and up the road in the direction of the Beiler home.

  Omar skidded to a stop, panting.

  “Mam!”

  Lydia stood beside him, watching Dominic race out the drive.

  “Where’s Sarah?” Lydia asked.

  “Where is she?”

  “Don’t you know?”

  “No!”

  “Omar! Oh, please!”

  “She was in the barn!”

  “With you?”

  Omar didn’t answer, he was already through the door, into the mouth of the roiling, smoking, crackling furnace that had been the proud handiwork of Lee Glick.

  “Sarah!”

  He screamed and screamed.

  Smoke filled his eyes, his nose, and his mouth. He gagged, choked, couldn’t breathe. Faraway, as if in a dream, he heard the thin, panicked voice of his mother, but he could not go back.

  Somewhere, Sarah might have fallen, been overtaken by smoke inhalation.

  He bent low and stumbled, falling headlong to the fiery concrete floor, aware of the dark still form beside a flaming timber.

  Lifting an arm, he coughed into the inner elbow, the fabric of his shirt mercifully allowing him one more gasp for breath.

  In one swift movement, he turned and found her, inert, the length of her completely engulfed in small flames.

  Without knowing how, he rolled her, shoving, gasping, choking, until every devilish, dancing little flame was extinguished.

  Disoriented now, the forebay spun around him as he staggered and fell to his knees.

  It was the popping, cracking sound of the great timbers overhead that infused his veins with the adrenaline he so desperately needed.

  In one swoop, his strong, young arms scooped up the charred, heated body that was Sarah. With flaming lungs bursting, he stumbled through the door and across the cold gravel to the frosty grass on the other side.

  Lydia could not control her voice—hoarse sobs and cries emerging in unearthly wails as terror consumed her. Omar lay face down, gagging, as wave after wave of nausea expelled his stomach’s contents.

  Her cries reduced to moans and sobs, Lydia bent to Sarah’s charred form, tenderly laying her sweater over the burnt body. Then she removed her housecoat and covered her legs as well.

  Lydia stood in her homemade, flannel nightgown, her large eyes pools of shock and incomprehension, as Elam Stoltzfus and Matthew came gasping up the driveway, Hannah’s large figure behind them, crying, questioning, answering herself.

  Immediately, they heard the high, thin wail of the vehicles from Gordonville Fire Company heading their way.

  “What happened?” Elam gasped.

  Matthew remained silent, surveying the almost fully engulfed barn before turning to look at the covered form on the grass.

  “Who?”

  Lydia, slowly entering the first state of shock, shivered, crossed her arms, and rocked from side to side, as small beads of sweat formed on her forehead.

  Matthew yelled at her, not realizing what was occurring, “Don’t act so dense!”

  Grasping her arm, he lowered his face and yelled again, but Lydia’s head wobbled on her shoulders, a rag doll now, as she slowly sank to the ground.

  It was the brilliant, bluish headlights piercing through the orange, smoke filled night that illuminated Sarah’s still dark form with Lydia sitting beside her, awake, but not aware. Omar sat up, tears streaming down his cheeks, and told Elam and Hannah that it was Sarah lying there, and, no, he did not know if she was dead or if she still lived.


  CHAPTER 3

  [image: image]

  THE TRAINED INDIVIDUALS, BOTH AMISH AND English, that answered the call of 911 that night all agreed. They thought she had died and then wondered why she hadn’t. It was the worst case they had ever seen.

  They found a weak, fluttering pulse and sprang into action. Radios crackled, lights flashed blue and orange, sirens wailed repeatedly through the early spring night. The fire raged, roared, and crackled. The walls collapsed, then the roof.

  Neighbors came on foot. Men had thrown on their clothes haphazardly and jammed straw hats backwards on their heads.

  Women left at home hovered on porches or at upstairs windows with blinds rolled up, curtains held aside. Children pressed against them, and the mothers stooped to answer childish questions as their hands dried frightened little tears.

  Davey Beiler was awakened by his wife, Malinda, with a soft, repeated calling of his name. At first, he was bewildered, but then he knew with the assurance of experience. Somewhere, there was another fire.

  When Malinda told him it looked like the Widow Lydia’s barn, he groaned within himself. Why her? Why a second time?

  He fought back a rage so intense it filled his mouth with a metallic taste. He yanked on the strings of his brown, leather work shoes so hard that his ankles hurt.

  Who was demented enough to return and do this same evil to Lydia a second time?

  Davey pulled his broad brimmed straw hat down on his head, smashing it angrily. The rough straw beside the soft cloth lining inside of the crown scratched his forehead, but he was beyond caring.

  “Take care of the girls and Levi,” he said roughly, before lunging through the door.

  His thoughts were tangled, his steps long, as he hurried up the road past Elam’s. Cars were now vying for position to get near the fire, sirens wailing repeatedly through the night.

  Men were directing traffic around roadblocks, their fluorescent vests gleaming in the night. Davey was glad. No use having all this traffic around.

  As he neared the scene of the fire, he noticed the Gordonville ambulance at Lydia’s gate. Had someone been hurt?

  As he hurried, his mouth turned dry, and a premonition pushed its dark head into his mind.

  Omar?

  The Widow Lydia?

  He remembered Sarah then. She had gone to visit her friend. Hadn’t she returned?

  He was fighting emotions as he walked up to Elam, his neighbor for almost thirty years, and touched his elbow.

  “Who?”

  That was all he could think to say.

  When Elam looked at him and his mouth twitched downward, Davey knew it was Sarah.

  When Elam’s lips compressed in an attempt to check his emotions, and his great, calloused hand was clapped on Davey’s shoulder, he knew it was bad.

  “Iss noch laeva dot (Is there life yet)?”

  “Ach, ich glaub (Oh, I believe so), Davey.”

  Davey nodded.

  In the kaleidoscope of lights and sound, he singled out a member of the trained personnel and plucked at his sleeve. He pushed his white face towards the worker’s and asked who it was, his capable fingers shaking, useless now, devoid of their usual power.

  “I understand it’s a neighbor girl.”

  “Sarah Beiler?”

  The man inquired, returned, and nodded his head, affirming the premonition.

  “I am her father.”

  Davey bowed his head then and let the tears roll down his cheeks. He shook like a leaf. He jammed his hands into the pockets of his broadfall denim trousers to still them, acknowledged the arm thrown about his shoulders.

  He prayed silently that God would spare her life, but that His will might be done. He knew God ruled omnipotent, His ways so far above his own, and who knew if God would choose to take Sarah as well as Mervin, his beloved, towheaded six-year-old?

  He could feel the submission come, the calming arrive, as he prayed on. Slowly, the night, the sounds, the smoke, and flames receded, and he focused on the interior of the red and white ambulance, where four people hovered over the figure on a stretcher.

  He saw the tubes, the stethoscopes, the tanks, the lights, and knew there was nothing he could do. She was in good hands.

  A driver came. He was ushered into the front seat of the ambulance.

  “Remember to tell Malinda. Bring her.”

  Elam bowed his head, shook it. Matthew stood beside his father, his face waxy, white.

  Hannah was illuminated in the lights of the ambulance as she knelt by her neighbor Lydia, a hand on Omar’s back, the girls huddled around their brother.

  The last thing he saw was the streams of water directed on the new dairy barn, keeping it safe from the overpowering heat from the burning horse barn. Then the ambulance crunched down the lane and turned onto the road, on its way to the emergency room at Lancaster General.

  A sharp sense of reality made the night, the headlights, the two yellow lines on the road, the frosty grasses by the roadside, come into a clear focus.

  When the driver turned on the siren and pushed down on the accelerator, Davey pressed back in his seat as they shot forward.

  He sat immobile, as they raced through the night, picking up speed as they turned onto 340, the Old Philadelphia Pike, on their way through Bird-In-Hand and towards the city of Lancaster.

  His lips moved in prayer, his shoulders slumped in submission, but his hands continued their weak trembling, so he stuck them both between his knees to still them.

  As a minister of the Old Order Amish church, Davey was no stranger to the ER or the Lancaster General Hospital. His duties took him there many times. The lights, the automatic doors that slid quietly open, the voices of doctors and nurses as they padded down glistening tiled hallways in professional footwear—it was all familiar.

  The night air revived him, helped stabilize the feeling of defeat, but there was nothing he could do about his trembling limbs, so he stood, shaking, in the cold night air as the ambulance doors were flung open.

  He cried slow, hot tears when the realization hit him.

  A helicopter was standing by.

  Men and women clad in pastel colors rushed out, swarmed the stretcher. Without thinking, acting solely on instinct, Davey rushed to the stretcher. He bent over, peering frantically between the doctors and nurses, trying to see until he was pulled gently away.

  “I want to see her,” he pleaded.

  No one answered.

  Inside, he sank to a chair in the waiting room and did as he was told. He answered questions, nodded his head, said yes or no, provided an address, a telephone number, her birth date.

  No, he didn’t know her Social Security number. He produced his own and felt like crying all over again because the small blue card was so old and worn, and he shouldn’t carry it in his wallet, he knew.

  He showed his ID, his wallet slapping against his knee as he tried to insert it back into the plastic sleeve.

  He wished for Malinda intensely. She was quicker, smarter, better spoken at times like this. Small, stout, quick, she was so capable.

  They didn’t let him see Sarah. That was the hardest part. And he didn’t know they’d taken her until she had already gone. He’d signed forms but wasn’t aware how swiftly they would convey his daughter away from him.

  Mein Gott (My God), he cried inside.

  The Amish were forbidden to fly. They were not allowed to enter an airplane, small or large, so they didn’t. Except when medical aid was needed.

  It was hard to be alone, waiting, without knowing. He felt as though he was the one suspended in mid-air, dangling, fighting fear.

  He kept his head bowed, his straw hat beside him, occupying a whole chair by itself. He should hang it on the steel hooks provided for that purpose, but he felt better having his hat close by, a familiarity, an old friend to wait with him.

  He looked at the round black and white clock. Three eleven. Or twelve. Not quite quarter after three. He wondered when Malinda would come. Who would do the milking?

  Panicked, he turned his head to the left, then to the right. The waiting room was fairly empty. A few weary people slumped in their seats, and a couple was having a quiet conversation in the corner.

  Rising slowly, he went to the desk window and waited before asking if there was phone service available.

  When he was led to the nurses’ station, he followed instructions carefully, relieved to hear Malinda’s greeting on their voice mail. He left a message, saying Priscilla and Suzie would have to milk as best they could, and the vet was coming in the morning for number 84 in the box stall.

  He returned to the waiting room, his eyes filled with a new light when he found his wife standing hesitantly inside the automatic doors, wearing her black shawl and bonnet.

  Quickly, he was by her side. They did not hug or touch at all, but their eyes spoke volumes. They understood each other’s pain, the fiery trial, and the endurance that would be required. They were not strangers to suffering.
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