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“Hope deferred makes the heart sick, but when longing is fulfilled, it is a tree of life.”

Proverbs 13:12





CHAPTER 1

[image: images]

EVERYONE KNEW THEY WERE BEST FRIENDS.

In the Amish circle that was a bit unusual, but nothing ever changed, from that first day of school when they played a game of kickball and he told her she could kick better than any girl he knew. She looked into his sparkling blue eyes and checked out his white teeth in a smile that was as big as her world. He watched her step back, lower her brows, bite her tongue in determination, and place a direct kick that sent the ball flying in a wonderful arc.

They lived on neighboring farms in Lancaster County. They walked to school together with a gaggle of older siblings who hardly took notice of either one, except to yell at them to get off the road; didn’t they see that car coming? They didn’t.

David Stoltzfus was six years old, already tall and well built, with blue eyes that seemed lit with an inner light. His beaming enthusiasm endeared him to his teachers. Way ahead of his class, his hand waving wildly at every question, knowing all the answers, he was never left behind in any discussion, or sport.

Anna Fisher was no slacker, either, only a bit shy and unsure of her own answers. She was a small child, thin to the point of being skinny but able to run effortlessly, like a small deer, her legs propelling her forward with no strain, simply a seamless rhythm of arms and legs. Her blonde hair was the color of ripe wheat flecked with cream-colored strands where the sun bleached the rolls along the side of her head and where her mother twisted them according to the Amish ordnung for small girls. Every school day she wore colorful dresses with a black pinafore-style apron, her feet bare in warm weather.

When David learned to drive a pony, Anna was the first one he took for a ride. She sat beside him in the spring sunshine and allowed a giggle of pure joy to escape her mouth before turning to look at him to share the bubbly feeling of riding in a cart that swayed and bobbed. The pony arched its neck and trotted down the road, its small hooves beating out a staccato rhythm that caused the harness to flap and bounce, sending small puffs of dust from the thick hair on its rump. It was all right if the loose hair from the pony’s winter coat floated back and clung to the sides of her mouth or stuck to her cheeks. It was all in the bargain of being allowed to sit beside David as he handled the reins, a competent driver, even if he took the turns too fast, causing her to lean over and grab the iron railing that curved around the wooden seat.

Their lives intertwined like the borders of their families’ properties were joined by the Pequea Creek, each family’s right to half of the water never disputed. It was a lovely little waterway, meandering through the countryside beneath overhanging willow branches that hung into the creek, the ends carried endlessly along by the current as it ran its riverward course. It separated rolling hills, deep-soiled corn fields, and verdant stands of soybeans and alfalfa.

In spring the water turned the color of caramel pie, a thick brown roiling sluice that was more dangerous than it appeared. Parents warned their children, “Bleivat aus de grick.” More than one drowning had cruelly taken loved ones when the Pequea was in flood, and well they remembered. But in summer, the creek was a pleasant place to play, cool, deep and green beneath overhanging maple and oak branches, the banks slick with mud and heavy green grass. Minnows darted beneath gnarled tree trunks, and the only way to catch them was with a net scooped in the proper area. The minnows were deposited in their mother’s plastic scrub bucket, taken home, and dumped into the water trough in the barn, where they all met an untimely death. David and Anna never could figure out what caused them to become so dead so quickly, the white flash of their silver bellies the first thing they saw in the morning when they checked on them.

“Dote. Sie sinn all dote.” David said sadly.

His older brother gave him the oxygen statistics of a creek versus a water trough, but David shook his head in furious denial. “You don’t know everything!” he shouted, then gathered up all the dead “minnies,” put them in an old shoebox, gave them proper names, and then buried them behind the henhouse.

Melvin, Marcus, Mervin, Mary, Mattie, Marvin, and when he couldn’t think of more names that started with M, he named the rest with names starting with N. Nancy, Naomi, Neil. He couldn’t tell the boys from the girls, but that was all right; at least they had a proper burial if they could never grow up to be big fish.

Anna and David loved playing in the creek, with Abner and Isaac and Anna’s sister MaryAnn, who were all older and wiser and tried to boss them around. The bossing resulted in the same passionate blow-up from the outraged David, Anna standing stoically beside him completely in awe of every word he said.

Where does childhood begin and end? No one can say, as each child is an individual and begins remembering at a different time than his or her peers.

David remembered being carried to the barn in his father’s arms and deposited on a prickly bale of hay, his father hurrying to milk the cows. He never stayed on the bale of hay but slid off immediately, finding cows that couldn’t reach their allotment of corn silage, which he quickly remedied by pushing it within the reach of the animal’s long, sandpapery tongue. He wandered quietly around the barn like one of the cats, darting here and there in search of whatever interested him at the moment, usually the corn silage disposal, an empty bucket, a brush, or any empty feedbag he could throw at the cats that rubbed themselves against his trousers.

In summer, he played in the milk house, squirting water on the floor from the hose coiled on the cement block wall, then sliding across the slick painted floor, making an awful mess. Being the youngest boy, he was not scolded, simply put up with.

His life was inhabited by adults, his closest sibling being eight years his senior. MaryAnn was like a second mother, sent to keep an eye on him and make sure he didn’t get into trouble. How was she supposed to keep him out of it if he turned into an outraged little Rumpelstiltskin the minute she tried to propel him away from yet another disaster? He would turn fire engine red, yell, wave his arms, and stomp his feet if he was not allowed to continue with whatever forbidden project he’d thought of now.

And this all before he turned five years old.

His mother, Rachel, a bowed and plump housewife of forty-seven years, was simply tired. She had been past what she considered childbearing age when she produced a nine-pound, twelve-ounce baby boy. The pregnancy had been rife with nausea and water retention, until she felt like a water balloon and resembled a hippopotamus.

After David entered the world, she was merely exhausted and stayed that way, her shoulders steadily rounding, her head tilted forward in a bowed stance of martyrdom and submission. The spark that had been reduced by the antics of Abner and Isaac had been extinguished completely by the youngest son’s passionate outburst of rage.

His father, tall, slim, with energy that never waned, went full speed from sunup to sundown, his eyes bright with the zest of his life on the farm. If his wife seemed unenthused, it was all right; he loved her anyway. Chewing tobacco behind her back, he sat on the cultivator and sent streams of its juice across the corn rows. He lifted his old straw hat to scratch his head and consider ways to improve profits on the price of milk. Good-humored 90 percent of his life, easygoing, and never riled about much of anything, Eli Fisher was well liked and respected, always voting on one board or another. He’d done a good job with his boys, raising them to be hardworking and obedient. The girls, too, were good workers and sought after by the market-stand owners.

The farm itself was a testimony to hard work and good management, the buildings preserved through decades of use from one generation to the next. The gray limestone house was built in 1798 and set close to Hollander Road, a bank of Boston ivy keeping the weeds down on the north side beneath an oak tree.

The first impressions on anyone who turned into the homestead came from the wide front porch, the low windows, and a massive door that seemed to welcome visitors. A white barn appended with a new hip-roofed cow stable complemented the constant flowering of perennials and annuals such as petunia, marigold, begonia, and hot pink vinca. These were set off by a row of pine trees that separated the machine shed and horse barns from the garden, a row of lilac bushes along the south side of the lawn kept as neat as a green carpet, and edges dug in precise borders.

The Stoltzfus property was another picturesque Lancaster County farm built on fertile soil tilled for centuries and nurtured with animal waste, lime, and commercial fertilizer. Seasons came and went, babies were born, the elderly were laid to rest, the traditions carried on, a vein of teachings from the ordained ministers nourishing the lifeblood of the community.

Vass die alte trick glesst hen. An interwoven mixture of moral values and obedience to God and His word, submission to the ordnung, chaste, honest brotherly love, one caring for the other in humility, the wife’s duty to her husband as keeper of the home.

Some more than others.

As in every culture, there was diversity. Liberals and conservatives strove to coexist in harmony, to allow each one his own prickling of conscience by standards as various as the colors on the earth, yet bound to God and each other through the very existence of the Amish faith. A simple life, without electricity and automobiles. In spite of this truth, modernity stabbed its fingers into the woven fabric of the ancient culture, rearranging, tweaking, and bringing small changes here and there. Solar panels on roofs powered washing machines and LED light bulbs positioned above a happy housewife’s sink. Cell phones creeped into the fabric of the church, considered unwanted as sin by some folks, and the handiest of devices by the more liberal ones, gleefully Googling a world of knowledge. Either way, the youth slipped into the informational lure of the cell phone on the well-oiled slide of the world. The ministers and bishops repaired rents in the woven fabric of the church. They conferred among themselves, prayed for the wisdom to advise, admonish, discipline, and tread the tightrope of accepting small changes while preserving the old Amish lifestyle.

David Stoltzfus was born and raised in this world, where his story begins at the age of seven, when he attended Meadow Run School in New Holland township.

The windows were bitter cold. Autumn wind blew the leaves in nervous shades of dull orange and red as the gale tore at the tender stems, sending a great many of them swirling off into the woven wire fence surrounding the small parochial schoolhouse that was the color of sand. Cornfields had been reduced to stubble by the plodding teams of Belgians or mules that drew cutters along the rows, binding the immense stalks of corn that had grown all summer, nurtured in the excellent soil by sun and rain that seemed to arrive when and where it was needed. It truly was the garden spot of America.

David walked backward, his hat pulled down so far it hid his eyebrows and most of his eyes, so he could talk to Anna, his words hurled away on the howling wind.

He carried the same sensible red and white Rubbermaid lunch box he’d carried the year before, the bottom lined with a stiff Great Value paper towel from Walmart, a juice box, a bologna and cheese sandwich on a white roll with mayonnaise, a sour red apple he wouldn’t eat but that would stay in his lunch all week, a bag of rippled potato chips, two molasses cookies sprinkled with sugar, and a packet of cheese crackers.

No granola bars. He’d eaten the last one in bed last night, waking up to find his pillow holding a raisin, which he popped into his mouth first thing.

David entered the schoolhouse, answered Naomi King’s “good morning” with one of his own, smiling, jaunty, already organizing the game of kickball that would take place before the bell rang. Anna, Melinda, Marvin, and Sammy on his team; Ruthanna, Elvin, Christopher, Mark, and Emily on theirs.

The sound of the bell clapper atop the roof of the schoolhouse put an end to the game. Each child raced to the front door, eager to begin the day.

Naomi King was in her late twenties, a tall, slim, brown-haired brown-eyed girl with a pleasant but plain face. There was no outstanding feature, but no ugliness either, just a face that held no attraction, save an occasional smile that showed more of her gums than what was deemed conventional. She was kind, strict but fair, managing her classroom of eight grades efficiently. Twenty-four students and one sixteen-year-old helper who was more interested in the shape of her eyebrows and the gleam of oil on her nose than anything else.

Naomi thought wryly about having twenty-five students and no helper.

She stood to read the first chapter of Psalms in the Bible, watching for any movement, any rustling of paper from beneath lowered lashes. Students were expected to sit still while the Bible was read.

“David.”

Guilty, David closed the tablet and put it away. Like a cornered rat, he glared back at the curious stares of his classmates, ready to hurl insults at accusing eyes.

They stood to repeat the Lord’s prayer, all together in modulated tones and a certain reverence.

“Our Father which art in heaven, Hallowed be thy name.”

After praying, they all surged forward and helped themselves to a handmade songbook, the pages filled with hymns the various teachers had taught them through the years. They raised their eyes expectantly.

“Sally, I believe it’s your turn.”

Sally whispered shyly, “Forty-three.”

Naomi repeated it more loudly so the others could hear. Shuffling their songbooks, older children reached forward to help the first graders. Then the room was filled with the voices of twenty-four children who poured their hearts and efforts into the hymn. The clean bell-like tones of innocent children whose voices were unmarred by self-consciousness or strife rose and fell as the beauty of the song poured across the classroom.

“Father, I adore thee, Lay my life before thee.”

Once singing was over, David found his Spunky the Donkey arithmetic book and opened it to the page to be worked on that day. He looked around furtively before clicking down on his lead pencil and proceeding to write. He knew he was supposed to wait till Naomi announced his class, but he was ambitious. By the time she got to second grade, he had finished more than half of his work, bringing a sigh from his teacher.

“David. You know you should wait till I explain your new lesson.”

“I already know how.”

“I know. But you need to wait.”

“Why?”

“What will you do the rest of the period?”

“Read.”

David held up a copy of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer.

Naomi shook her head. “Really, David? Tom Sawyer?”

“What’s wrong with that?”

Nothing really, Naomi thought as she shrugged and gave him a small smile. But he was seven. Most of her students were reading Amish picture books. There was nothing really wrong with David’s book, it was just, well, advanced for a seven-year-old.

But she knew he would be able to read and understand every word. He was just so ahead of his class, just so old for a second grader.

Too busy to be pondering the intellectual advancement of one small boy, she moved on to aid little stumbling Henry Esh. “Anna, would you give Henry these flas hcards after you’re finished, please?”

Eagerly, the angelic blonde-haired girl nodded.

Naomi smiled, gave the class to her helper, and moved on to third grade.

His arithmetic completed in less than forty-five minutes, David slid down into his seat, opened Tom Sawyer where his bookmark was inserted, its black tassel swinging from the stiff cardboard, and began to read, entering Tom’s world of a muddy brown Mississippi River, the villain Injun Joe, the blonde-haired Becky Thatcher, and all the crazy things that went on in that watery, steamy hot world in the antebellum South.

David sneezed, unexpectedly sending a spray of moisture across his desk and anointing the unkempt strands of brown hair directly in front of him. The hair turned into a furious white face, eyebrows lowered in true boyish outrage. David met the snapping black eyes with indifference, lifting a forefinger and twirling it slowly.

“Turn around,” he mouthed silently.

And, of course, Henry did. In the unspoken pecking order among the children, David was the undisputed king of second grade.

Anna Fisher was the second child in a family of five. Her parents were in their early thirties, a slim ambitious mother with hair the color of new wheat and eyes bluer than robin’s eggs.

Her husband, Elias, short, trim, and as light of hair and eyes as his wife, matched her energy with that of his own, driven to succeed on the farm handed down to him from his father.

Elias and Barbie Fisher were a model couple who’d been raised to be exactly what they were: hardworking, God-fearing young people who were an asset to the community and the church in numerous ways. They never missed a church service unless there was an illness or an emergency, or if they attended services in another district to show support for friends or family.

Die gmay nemma.

Every Amish family was responsible to take their turn hosting church services in the home, be it in a basement, shop, or shed, or perhaps in a garage or an empty upstairs apartment. Services are held every two weeks. If there were twenty-six households in a district, that meant each family’s turn came once a year. Less than twenty-six meant every ten or eleven months. But all in all, roughly once a year, more than one hundred people descended on a home expecting to be seated according to tradition and fed lunch after the three-hour service.

Anna Fisher had the good fortune to be raised in an Amish home that upheld the highest standards. At daily devotions around the breakfast table, Elias read from the Bible in his well-rounded baritone. The family sung a hymn afterward, the melodious blending of man and wife, the sweet, celestial voices of the children chiming in.

Discipline was doled out in love, arguments were quiet, well-modulated discussions as each parent sought to be the example the children would come to see as the light of Christ’s love. But they unknowingly developed a form of pride, secure in their position as leaders in the community, a perfection of character that slowly shifted into the realm of loftiness, of haughtiness.

They took notice of loose morals and loud voices, fancy dresses and youth with hair cut in the English style. They clipped their words short and compressed their lips when discussing the goings-on of the disobedient, saying, “Where are the parents?”

But sweet Anna remained as free as an unfettered butterfly, eating her healthy granola and singing her fervent hymn at the breakfast table, her world infused with the golden glow of her parents’ love for her and for Christ. There was no ugliness in Anna’s domain, no tension between her parents, never an angry word or a sharp slap given in anger, so she remained covered by the gossamer silk of a righteous, happy home.

She loved David, the way she loved everyone, expecting all those in her world to be as kind and sweet and loving as she was. She enjoyed spending time with David and his big sister MaryAnn, who had to accompany them to the creek and on pony rides.

From her seat in the long row of wooden desks at Meadow Run School, she could slant her gaze sideways to watch David finish his arithmetic with long, sure strokes of his pencil, seldom using an eraser, charging to the table with the finished work, twirling around to run back to his desk and slam into his seat. He looked up to give her one of his dazzling displays of white teeth, and sank into his seat with his book, while she bent over her work, agonizing over the correct answer of 6 + 4 + 2.

Her family and the school taught her to do the utmost to her ability. Things done halfway were not acceptable, so each problem had to be correct. She checked and rechecked her work, resulting in high grades that brought flowering speeches of praise from both parents.

It puzzled her how David could fly through his work and still have scores of 100 percent almost every time. On the way home, when the cold autumnal wind was at their back, leaves skittering across the road like panicked children, she asked him how he could finish his lessons so fast then stick his nose into a book.

David shrugged. “I dunno. It isn’t hard.”

“You’re smart, that’s what.”

He smiled his bright smile, swung his red-and-white lunch box in a wide arc, and pranced along like a long-legged colt. Her admiration for him was an accepted thing, a part of her living breath. She never thought about it, nor did she try not to think about it. She didn’t know exactly why she waited to walk home until he was beside her so they could talk, or why she kept her pumpkin whoopie pie until they were on the way home so she could share it with him. She only knew that to be with David made her happy, and she could talk more easily and freely than she could with anyone else, including her own parents.

“You hungry?” she asked, holding out the whoopie pie.

“Oh, wow! Sure!”





CHAPTER 2

[image: images]

THEY WALKED SIDE BY SIDE THEN, THE SHARED PUMPKIN WHOOPIE PIE OPENing up a world that contained no other creatures except themselves.

“Your mam makes the best whoopie pies ever.”

“I know. She makes blueberry ones too.”

“Blueberry whoopie pies? Wow!”

His own overweight old mam was always too tired to make whoopie pies and just bought vanilla-cream cookies at the bulk food store, all crumpled together in a plastic bag with a red twisty on top. They were hardly worth eating.

“Should I bring you one?”

“Sure. If your mam doesn’t mind?”

“She doesn’t.”

“Okay.”

“When will you drive Rudy again?”

“Rudy? He has a loose shoe. Dat said I’m not allowed to drive him barefooted. His hooves will crack.”

“That’s too bad. I was hoping we could drive him before winter. At least once,” Anna said, a hint of sadness in her voice.

“I’ll ask my dat, okay?”

“I’ll watch for you. Think MaryAnn will go?”

“She doesn’t always have to. I can handle Rudy.”

He had so much confidence. Her eyes shone as she ate the last of the pumpkin whoopie pie, carefully crumpled the Saran Wrap, and put it back in her lunch tote.

David watched her replace the Saran Wrap and asked why she didn’t throw it in the weeds. Shocked, Anna shook her head.

“Never. That’s littering.”

“No one would see you, though.”

Anna pursed her lips. “I suppose you’re right. But just because no one sees you doesn’t make it right, you know. God would see you. He sees everything.”

“He doesn’t care. God doesn’t care about little things like that. He just cares about the big things, like lying and stealing and stuff like that.”

No matter their differences, they always seemed to rectify the situation in a manner far beyond their years. Their complete love and admiration for each other was, of course, the reason their personalities blended so well. But neither one understood this. The only thing they both knew was how much they looked forward to being in one another’s company.

David let the door slam behind him on the way into his house, letting in cold air and the smell of burnt leaves and dust, the residue of whoopie pie icing around his mouth.

“Hey!” he yelled.

“What? Oh, hi, David. Home from school so soon?”

His mother poked her head around the frame of the open bedroom door, her hair allus schtruvvlich, pinning her white covering hastily, jabbing the pins with a guilty look in her small blue eyes.

“I was napping. I shouldn’t do it, but your dat is at the horse sale in New Holland, MaryAnn is helping Abner sie Ruth, and a nap just felt so good.”

David watched her lumber out to the recliner and jerk the footrest into position, lifting the white legs and feet encased in a pair of ratty house slippers before flipping her skirt down over the sausage-like legs.

“Come give me a kiss, David.”

She reached for him, her fat white fingers beckoning him to obey her, so he did, thinking it would help the pony situation, for sure.

Her cheek was soft and warm and silky. She smelled of her warm bed and laundry soap and the kitchen. He placed his lips on the softest part and made a smacking sound, then stepped back and smiled into his mother’s eyes.

“Ach, David, you’re growing up so fast. My baby boy. Next thing we know MaryAnn will be married and then you’ll be almost out of school.”

“Mam, me and Anna want to drive Rudy. Can I hitch him up?”

“Why not? Sure. Then I’ll finish my nap on the recliner, okay?”

“Yeah, sure. Thanks, Mam.”

Not a word about the missing shoe or his father’s warning. David knew his father wouldn’t be home for a while, not when he was at the horse sale, so he had plenty of time to hitch up Rudy and get down the road to Anna’s house.

Rudy seemed as eager to go as David was to drive him. He had a hard time getting the prancing pony between the shafts, finally managing to secure the traces with a constant volley of loud whoas.

“Whoa! Whoa. Rudy! Whoa, now. Hold still till I’m in the cart. Seriously, you dumb pony. Hold it right there. Whoa!”

The last whoa was a bellow of frustration, followed by a hard tug on both reins, which lifted the pony’s head as he strained to ease the pressure on the bit. David caught the cart with one leg hooked over the side and pulled in the rest of his body as Rudy took off, tearing down the driveway as fast as his short legs could take him. David leaned back on the reins as he fought to keep the pony under control.

Any mother that had not raised a bevy of boys and their many accidents would have been a bit more concerned. But as it was, she soon fell into another soft and fluffy nap as her youngest son careened out the drive at breakneck speed. David was barely able to slow the pony enough to turn right, taking the turn on one wheel, lurching in his seat, his feet sliding out from under him as he struggled to stay upright.

“Rudy! You slow down right this minute,” he bellowed, his face beet red. The pony took no notice of the outraged instructions of his driver, merely running for the joy of it. He took the turn into Elias Fisher’s lane as if he was in a sulky race, spitting gravel and dust and dirt as he lunged on.

David pulled him to a stop at the hitching rack by the barn and waited. Elias Fisher came around the corner of the barn, a smile lighting up his features.

“Why David! You drove over by yourself?”

“Sure. Of course. I can handle Rudy. I came to give Anna a ride.”

“You sure?”

Always careful, Elias narrowed his eyes, assessing the spirited pony and the overconfident seven-year-old. The pony was small, not much larger than a miniature one, but still. . . He valued the safety of his daughters above many other things, the way a good, conservative parent normally does.

David fastened a bright stare on Elias’s face, an unnerving look that made him feel as if he had done something wrong and should absolutely apologize. And what was he doing, standing there and not going to get Anna, the way he was supposed to?

“All right. I’ll get her,” he said, and went to the house.

Delighted, Anna came flying out the door, pulling on her coat and scarf and settling happily into the slippery upholstered seat as Rudy tossed his head, eager to go.

“Why don’t you just take him out through the field lane?” Elias asked. “I’d rather you didn’t take him on the road with Anna.”

David looked at Anna.

“Are you scared?”

“No.”

“We’ll be back.”

With that, David loosened the reins, turned the pony in the direction of the road, which was toward home, and the rest was pony history.

Every pony loves to return to its home. It will increase its energy and speed the minute its nose is turned in the direction it came from, a trait that is repeated constantly, especially in small Shetland ponies, which is what Rudy was.

There was a seven-year-old holding him back, but not a strong, muscular seven-year-old. A few yards out the driveway, and his speed increased by the second. David heard Elias shout, but he was too intent on getting Rudy under control to bother trying to answer. By the time they got to the end of the drive, Rudy turned left at a dead gallop. David and Anna were thrown right, sliding out of the cart to hit the macadam and roll. It all unfolded in front of the fast-running Elias, who felt the horror of what was happening long before he actually saw his beloved daughter fly off the cart and hit the ground like a rag doll.

His arms and legs pumped in unison. Elias reached the frightened children, their clothes torn and disheveled, their faces bleeding, sitting by the side of the road alternately yelping and crying.

Elias fell panting on his knees, gathered Anna into his arms, running his hands over her small arms and legs, asking if they were all right.

David stopped howling. His face turned burgundy with rage. He got to his feet, blood pouring out of his nose and a gash on his head excreting another stream of it. He shook his fist in the direction of the disappearing pony and yelled his wish for Rudy’s improbable doom, his ineptitude at being a pony, and, above everything, he hoped his hooves would crack forever.

Shocked, the conservative Elias told him to sit and calm down.

“David, my goodness. Don’t get so upset. Here, use my handkerchief.”

“Get away from me. I don’t need your stupid old schnuppy.” David batted it away then took off running down the road, oblivious to the slowing vehicles with alarmed motorists at the wheel.

In his gentle way, Elias spoke to the worried drivers, then steered his quietly sobbing daughter into the safety of the drive and the arms of her hysterical mother. Then he went to make sure David and his pony got home safely.

Elias was glad to see that Eli was home. Watching his son David steaming up to the barn and unhitching Rudy, Elias panting after them, Eli greeted both of them.

“Well, looks like Rudy didn’t want to be driven, huh?” he said with a barely concealed chuckle creasing his cheeks.

David was breathing hard, his face still bleeding, his eyes wild with rage and humiliation.

“He’s a dumb, stupid pony!” he shouted.

When his father burst into a great bellow of laughter, David stamped his feet, balled his fists and slammed them into his father’s side.

“Here. Here.” Still chucking, Eli caught his son’s fists with one hand, dug into his trouser pocket with the other, handing a wrinkled navy blue handkerchief to his irate son. David batted it away with one swift kick, then delivered a few more resounding kicks that his father expertly sidestepped.

“S’what happens, Sonny, when we disobey. Now go to your mother so I can talk to Elias.”

David exited the barn. He was literally hopping mad, actually walking on the balls of his feet, his head jerking slightly as he stalked to the house, giving both men a baleful zinger from those bright eyes before he slammed the door with every ounce of his seven-year-old strength.

Eli chuckled softly, shook his head.

Elias was completely mystified. He’d never seen such a display of unprincipled anger. In a child so small, it was like the beginning of a small forest fire: dangerous and in need of special attention. All the child-rearing books he’d read, the hows and whys and methods of discipline, would certainly be helpful in a situation such as this. He didn’t hesitate to come to his neighbor’s assistance in raising his son, which was met with icy disapproval, much to the earnest Elias’s surprise.

Lifting his chin, Eli pointed in the direction of the house. “That little act he just pulled off? That’s classic David. He’s a bundle of energy, with a quick temper to match. My father all over again. No use getting riled. It’s healthy to let him blow off steam.”

“But . . . but . . .” his neighbor stammered. “In Michael Stern’s child-rearing book, a child should never ever be allowed to kick or hit a parent. That is a definite no-no. It portrays the undermining of authority and leaves the parent in a very vulnerable position.”

Eli sent a stream of tobacco juice into the empty box stall to his left. Elias winced, watching in horror. He had no idea his good neighbor used the abominable tobacco. It was uncouth, low-classed, a vicious, addictive, low-down, dirty habit.

“You can read a thousand of those books, Elias, but none of them will know your children the way you do. David is strong-willed, angry, passionate about everything, and way too smart for his age. You can make or break someone like him quite easily.”

“Maybe you’re right, Eli. Maybe you are. You know, I haven’t raised my family yet, the way you have, so I’ll keep my advice to myself, huh?”

Eli smiled slowly and shook his head in his wise way. “I don’t hold much account for one person telling another how to raise their children. You raise yours the way you see fit, and I’ll do the same, and we’ll see what happens. Okay?”

They parted after a few more words about the change in the weather, baling corn fodder, and the price of milk, no animosity between them.

Elias felt the need to pray for his neighbor, which he shared with his wife, who encouraged him to pray with her as they knelt side by side before retiring that night.

Eli talked to David and told his son the unvarnished truth: he could have been hurt worse or killed by an oncoming car, and by no means should he attempt anything like that ever again. Then he left it at that.

When David’s mother woke from her nap, her husband related the afternoon’s mishap, but she merely shook her head and said, “Lieve leut, voss doot eya sńeckst.”

They both believed all was well that ended well. David cuffed Rudy a good one out of spite but forgave his pony after a few days. The worst part of the whole deal was feeling bad about Anna. But she said it was all right, her knee was healing and so was her face, and her mother said Jesus had sent his guardian angels to keep them safe.

David thought a lot about angels from that moment on, but not in the way Anna did. Something invisible wasn’t there. How could she say stuff like that? It scared him so severely he didn’t sleep well for a week, thinking about angels fluttering around the house like gigantic birds.

Nobody knew things like that, for sure. So why did they say it? He wasn’t ever afraid of the dark until he thought of all the invisible stuff, like the devil for one thing. Where was he? The minister said the devil made people do bad stuff, but how exactly?

It was too creepy to think about. But being seven years old, eventually his old stability returned, restoring all his brash confidence until the next time something went awry, which was sure to happen with the Old Farmer’s Almanac predicting one of the worst winters in ten years.

The Christmas program at school was underway the week after Thanksgiving, each child given their part in the German play, with instructions to outline their sections of the script with a yellow highlighter, which David did not own. He was Grandfather Yoder, and, in his own opinion, he had absolutely no right to be a grandfather, as small as he was. And besides, the lines he had to say were stupid. They made no sense. He told his mother, his teacher, and all his classmates, until the teacher gave the part to Andrew Lee in the third grade, which pleased him until he was given a long, serious poem about the birth of Jesus and the astounded shepherds in the fields to recite.

He told Anna on the way home from school that he wasn’t too sure about this shepherd thing. How were the sheep out grazing given all the snow on the ground most Christmases?

She looked at him with wide-eyed innocence and said the hills were green around Bethlehem; they had colored them like that in a picture on the wall. He agreed immediately, then went home and asked MaryAnn what she thought about the shepherds.

Mam heard them, and said Bethlehem was in a warm country, so of course Anna was right. Then she told him he shouldn’t question things the way he did.

“Too young, David, you’re too young,” she said.

Voss Gebt mitt da boo? she thought.

On the night of the program he stood tall, fastened his eyes above the crowd, and recited the poem in a clean voice that carried well, making a huge impression on his teacher and everyone in the packed schoolhouse. Elias and Barbie thought of the prayers they had offered on his behalf and felt a deep abiding renewal of their faith. Surely David had changed after all. Thank God.

His father sat in the audience and wiped tears from his eyes, thinking what a talented young man he was and wondering how one was expected to know how to direct the energy to the greater good?

Anna simply smiled at him, a sweet warmth filling her chest.

By the time David was in fifth grade, he’d reached a level of intelligence seldom found in Amish parochial schools. He did his schoolwork out of necessity, then read anything he could manage to get his hands on.

His parents both read books, mostly history or true stories published by a variety of Christian publishers, believing all literature of the modern world contained teaching contrary to their belief. His mother enjoyed an occasional romance, and the magazine rack by her recliner held the “Reader’s Digest” and “National Geographic,” both of which David devoured like a starving little man. He read his father’s hunting publications, including the ads not meant for a ten-year-old. With no one knowing, he pondered the mysteries of life. He read every book in the limited library at the small parochial schoolhouse, reading and rereading the dog-eared paperbacks. Even the girls’ books Little Women, Amelia Bedelia, and Heidi were part of his world.

Teased unmercifully by the seventh grade girls for reading Little Women, he merely shrugged his shoulders and glared at them until their smiles slid sideways and they slunk away, feeling thoroughly punished by the light in those blue eyes.

He begged his mother to go to the Bookmobile, the large white bus emblazoned in green and blue that made regular stops at small towns throughout Lancaster County. She pursed her lips and shook her head, saying there were too many unfit books for boys his age.

Most Amish parents saw no good coming of a head swimming in nonsense, leading away from a simple, contented lifestyle. It’s the reason cell phones and computers were so frowned on. Forbidden. Verboten.

David threw one of his classic fits of rage to the point of wiping tears after the tirade had lost steam. Why? Why not? What was wrong with reading books?

He read every Laura Ingalls book at least a dozen times, especially Farmer Boy. He lived and breathed Almanzo and his brother Royal, telling MaryAnn she reminded him of Eliza, the bossy older sister. He practiced eating copious amounts of food, including two slices of pie, the way Almanzo did.

All the reading, the comprehension of what he read, coupled with an extremely lively imagination, produced an interesting young man at the age of twelve, entering sixth grade but able to do eighth-grade work and beyond. Life on the farm and in school was the physical part, but what went on in his head traveled way beyond the simple life.

He still walked to school with Anna, but it felt different now. They had grown older, with the attached stigma of being boyfriend and girlfriend, though they both denied it adamantly, Anna’s face flushing to a rosy hue, David’s burning with the start of a temper fit.

A boy of twelve did not want to have a girlfriend. Boys were tough and cool and never noticed the group of giggling females who hardly ever contained one brilliant thought in their head.

But he knew, deep down, that Anna did. She was cute and funny and sincere, and she was smart, too. She knew about the galaxy, the stars, and many of their names. She knew about coyotes killing baby deer, and she knew the correct pronunciation of gosling was not “gooseling.”

They no longer shared whoopie pies or plastic ziplock bags of cheese curls, knowing at a certain age that it was no longer proper. But they cared immensely when one hit a home run and wanted to be the first to smack a congratulatory high five. When their sparkling eyes met, they knew.

There was something there. It was the uplifting sensation he felt when Anna was in the same room, on the ballfield, along the same road. He knew the color of her dress, the gleam of her blonde hair, her smile when she was happy, and the frown of concentration that produced two fine lines between her eyebrows when she did arithmetic, her biggest challenge.

Every morning, he donned a clean shirt for her, he combed his hair just so for her. When most boys his age couldn’t have cared less, David harassed his mother until she remedied torn suspenders, or replaced them with a new pair. He begged for red ones, like the rumschpringa wore.

He cut slits in his old sneakers, after the toes turned up and the laces became frayed, when he saw the new gray and yellow Adidas that Michael in eighth grade had on his feet. This appearance thing was very important to David, in spite of his mother’s relaxed view on clothing and other apparel like shoes and coats and beanies.

Anna took to begging her mother to buy a package of wide barrettes, afraid that David would find Suzie attractive with gold in her dark hair.

Anna’s mother was an expert on child rearing. Having read all the latest books on adolescence, she prepared herself for the coming years when her daughter would notice these things.

Now that she had done just that, Barbie Fisher shivered, thinking of her eldest daughter’s innocence, her pure and unspoiled life, and the terrors of the world around her. Kidnappers, men with strange desires, traffic on the road, wild and unruly horses driven by wild and unruly youth who would stop at the yard gate to take her away on the weekends after she turned sixteen.

Well, there would be rules.

Fully aware of her daughter’s blossoming beauty, she determined with a fierce, almost maniacal resolve to protect Anna from heartache, from sin in its various forms, and certainly from marriage to someone who would not meet the high standards her parents had set for her.

It was God’s will that a daughter be raised to be chaste, a keeper at home, to love her husband, and raise children in willingness to follow God’s teaching in all matters.

She sang hymns of praise as she worked in her bright gleaming kitchen, smiled with motherly benevolence as they baked cookies together, read Bible stories on most evenings in her quiet, well-modulated voice, listened to prayers with practiced ears, then discussed each child’s strengths and weaknesses with her husband, listening to his wise counsel with an open mind.





CHAPTER 3

[image: images]

“MOM, SUZIE HAS NEW BARRETTES FROM HER OLDER SISTER. THEY LOOK really pretty in her hair.”

Anna was taught to call her mother Mom, not the old-fashioned Mam. Barbie and Elias decided early on that Mom and Dad were just better, more in keeping with the facts in the Christian child-rearing books.

Barbie looked up from her pea shelling to search her daughter’s face. There was no rebellion, no challenge, only a wish to have what a classmate wore in her hair. Barbie gave her daughter a smile of kind understanding. “And what do these hairpieces represent?”

Perplexed, Anna frowned, the two lines appearing. “Nothing, really.”

“But of course they do, Anna. The Bible teaches us to stay away from outward adornment, from the hanging on of gold and jewels. What is good and humble in the sight of the Lord is an unadorned body, and a meek and quiet spirit within. So rather than having you strive to adorn the outside, you should be seeking a meek and quiet spirit, like Christ had while he was here on earth.”

“But it’s only two barrettes.”

“No, Anna. It’s much more than that. You are lusting after adornment that is not our ordnung.”

“But you wear them.”

Quickly, Barbie’s hand slid beneath her covering, finding the hard metal surface of the black barrettes.

“Black ones, Anna. No one can see them.”

“But they are still barrettes.”

Barbie searched the daughter’s face and tried to stay calm in the face of the first display of questioning her parents’ wishes. What had Debra Rissler spoken of in her latest book? Chapter 7, “How to Say No.”

“We would not believe the barrettes are important. What is more important is for you to obey my words without question.”

“But, why, if you wear them?”

There was no reply, merely a compression of the mouth and a sad shaking of the head. The conversation was ended.

That evening, parents and daughter held a long, difficult discussion, the parents elaborating with hand-picked verses from the Bible, explaining views on modesty and the inward adornment. That made it difficult for Anna, choking on a strong dose of spiritual meat that was hard for her young mind to comprehend. But she listened quietly, which was her way, then knelt obediently to ask God to cleanse her of the longings of the world.

Afterward, she lay with her hands crossed on her chest, her eyes wide open as the light from the neighboring pole and the movement of the leaves toyed with her mind.

She knew plain from fancy. Any twelve-year-old girl will know the difference between a large, conservative covering compared to the smaller heart-shaped version on the younger, more permissive women in the Amish church. It was normal, everyday variety, both acceptable.

So why was her mother’s covering one of the smallest? Her dresses were bright colors cut in the latest trend, made of dimpled fabric, or fabric with small checks or raised bubbles. Why were those adornments ok, but not barrettes?

Far away in the night, a dog set up a mournful howl; another series of short yips followed it. Anna shivered, pulled up the quilt, and turned on her side to tuck both hands below her cheek, her eyes drifting shut as the questions faded away.

These days David wandered to the creek alone, fishing pole and bait bag slung over one shoulder. MaryAnn had no interest in accompanying him to the creek, and Anna never did, either. He often wondered when she lost interest but never got up the nerve to ask. He figured correctly that it had something to do with boyfriend-girlfriend stuff. If they went to the creek together it would mean they liked each other, which of course, they didn’t.

He missed Anna to the point that he’d taken to sitting along the bank at a strategic angle, where he felt sure she could see him from her front kitchen window. He baited his hook with canned corn and caught two nice brown trout within a half hour. He kept watching Anna’s house. Maybe, just maybe, this time she’d be down. School had been over for a month. The days were getting hot and summery, with corn stretching from the soil as the heat and wetness increased. A month was an awful long time to go without seeing Anna, and he was wondering how to signal her from the creek bank when he heard splashing and voices to his right.

He turned and peered around the swaying curtain of willow branches to find Anna and her twin little sisters wading along the edges of the creek, their skirts knotted in two fists, their legs bare to above their knees, hoisting a minnow net.

Anna was laughing, her blue dress like a portion of the sky.

“Hey, you!” she called.

David scrambled to his feet, tripped backward on a tree root, then righted himself before reeling in his hook.

“Hey.”

“What are you doing?”

“Fishing.”

“Catch anything?”

He held up two fingers, “Catch and release.”

“You let them go?”

“Yeah.”

She came to where the bank rose in front of David, stood still, and looked over to her sisters.

“Velleta raus?”

David reached for her extended hand and drew her up. She was as light and agile as a fawn. He reached for both sisters and drew them to the safety of the matted grass on level ground.

“There you go.”

They looked at one another. Both were filled with infinite inadequacies. Floundering, David tried conversation.

“How’s . . . you know, how’s summer going?”

“Good.”

A long silence, stiff with new and unresolved feeling.

“Um, Kathryn, you ready? Rachel Ann?”

She turned to her sisters and made as if to go.

David wanted her to stay but didn’t know how to accomplish this. Desperate, he picked up his fishing rod and thrust it at one of the sisters.

“Would you like to fish? Do you know how?”

Hands clasped behind backs, their heads wagged in unison.

“No.”

“You want to try?”

“No. Worms are icky,” Kathryn griped.

“I’m not using worms. I’m using corn. See?”

He held up a green-labeled can of corn.

He baited the hook cleanly, piercing the large kernel with precision, then drew back, released the button on the reel, swung expertly, and watched as the hooked corn sailed through the air and plunked into the quiet waters of the creek.

Anna laughed, a sound he never tired of.

“You want to try?”

She nodded, “I do.”

His hands on hers, he taught her proper technique.

She cast in short plunks, the corn barely skirting the grass. Over and over she cast, finally sending the bait to the middle of the creek. Her sisters whined that they were thirsty.

Did David understand his regret at not bringing his blue Coleman jug full of ice water? Did Anna realize the quick irritation that rose in her chest? At twelve years of age, they were possessed by a longing to be together, a happiness at being in one another’s company, but now this pristine shyness, this scrambling to locate words that had never eluded them before.

Still a child in every sense of the word, having been taught well in the ways of kindness, Anna put a hand on Rachel’s shoulder and said, “Okay, we’ll go. I’m thirsty too.”

Looking back once, she lifted a hand to say goodbye.

On the creek bank, David lifted a hand in answer, slowly, hesitantly, as if to prolong the leaving. A sigh escaped him. Two brown trout were enough. He reeled in his line, removed the soggy corn, shouldered his rod and bait bag, and moved off slowly.

And so it went for another summer. He gave himself to hard work in the broiling sun, unloading bales of hay and straw onto the rattling elevator, sweat dripping off the tip of his nose, tasting salt as it pooled in the corners of his mouth, his shirt stained dark with the sweat on his back.

His hands blistered and bled, then turned to thickened calluses. His legs became strong and sinewy with hours of walking, lifting, bending, and stretching. He mowed most of the grass in the large well-kept lawn and dug all of the borders around the flower beds.

He put up the wire of the pea vines and pounded the wooden stakes into the soil with the broad side of a hammer, the way he’d seen his father do it. He found his father’s tobacco pouch, inserted two fingers and lifted a hefty chunk, placed it in his left cheek, waited for the taste, then threw up violently and never tried it again.

He ran the large wheeled cultivator up and down the rows of corn and beans, leaning into the bent, wooden handle, his elbows stuck out like wings, straining and puffing, his legs cramping as the bent teeth dug up the soil removing chickweed and redroot, thistle and dandelion.

He pushed wheelbarrow loads of mushroom soil, distributed it in wide curved flower beds filled with roses and hydrangea, boxwood and daylilies, MaryAnn scolding and shouting and telling him to slow down and stop ruining the coreopsis.

David couldn’t tell one flower from another, so he went right ahead and dumped the mulch where he wanted, figuring she would yell, but she was lucky she had him to do all the hard work while she scuffed around in the bushes and shrubs. Until she got really mad and grasped his ear between her thumb and forefinger, and twisted till he thought she’d surely pulled it off. He grimaced and threatened before running off to tell his mother. “Ach my,” she said, and went right on reading the mail.

Picking peas was the worst. Whoever heard of putting all that effort into raising a vegetable that wasn’t edible in the first place? Peas were unhandy little green marbles that rolled around on your plate and that you were expected to stab with a fork and get to your mouth somehow. If macaroni and cheese grew on those crawly vines it would be different.

Peas ripened in June, when the mornings were wet and cold and the days turned broiling hot in a hurry. The peas hung thick and saggy in their shells, some of them ripe, some of them half-ripe, and some not ripe at all, so it was up to you to decide which to pick. The most depressing feeling came from leaving so many on the vine, knowing you’d have to go back and do this same soggy backbreaking work in about four or five days.

It was only him and his mother and MaryAnn. His mother wasn’t worth that much, with all her stretching and groaning and exclaiming. She had a bad back and achy knees, she said, and nothing was worse than bending over halfway to pick peas off a wire.

“You can buy peas, Mam,” David said, standing to open a long wet pad, extract the row of green peas neatly into his mouth.

Raw peas were good, it was the mushy cooked ones he had a problem with.

“Now, you know your Dat would have a fit. Those bought peas are just horrible,” she answered.

“Well, if Dat likes his peas homegrown, he can pick them.”

“David, you know you’re way too big for your britches.”

Unhandy, arrogant little know-it-all, she thought to herself.

“My britches fit just fine.”

And so it went, picking peas. No one could say they really enjoyed it, not even holier-than-thou MaryAnn, and certainly not his fat, complaining mother. Pure misery for David.

“Mam?”

“Stop it. How old are you two? Three or four?”

She straightened her back, rubbed the palms of her wet hands over it, and said, “I’m quitting. I can’t take this bending over.”

“Seriously, Mam?”

“Yes, seriously. You can finish. There are only two more rows. I’ll get the bowls and chairs ready. Daudy’s are coming to help.”

MaryAnn rolled her eyes.

“Why can’t we shell peas by ourselves?”

“They mean well,” Mam called over her shoulder as she left the pea patch, leaving MaryAnn and David to continue the work. The sun burned the surrounding fog into submission, becoming hot on their backs and creating a whole new level of discomfort.

MaryAnn’s hands flashed in and out, grasping swollen pea pods, leaving flat underdeveloped ones, her mouth set in a determined line. David knew things would get ugly in a hurry without his mother, so he bent his back and picked peas.

“David, you’re missing a whole pile of them.”

“No, I’m not. You’re just making that up.”

“Yes, you are. Look here.”

She parted the pea vines to show a cluster of ripe peas, her red face accusing him of treachery.

“It’s not like I did it on purpose,” he shouted.

“Oh, relax.”

That did it. He yanked off pea pods and pelted her with them until she stalked off to tell Mam, who appeared on the porch as big as a bison and made him pick all those peas by himself. He disliked peas and everything to do with them, including his mother and sister. Muttering disparaging thoughts to himself, he slowly continued picking, the sun climbing high in the sky, pinning him into the earth with its heat.

He looked up to find the old, bent form of his grandfather, leaning heavily on his cane, his eyes as blue as a cornflower, twinkling with merriment.

“Ganz allenich?”

“Ya.”

“Vell, vell.”

He laid his cane aside, and made his way carefully down the row, his wide brimmed straw hat stained and torn, his beard long and full and white. His shirt had been blue years ago but had turned a grayish white with countless washings in homemade lye soap.

“So how is David?” he asked.

“Not good.”

“I guess not, picking peas.”

David braced for the usual boring account that started with, “Now when I was a boy,” but nothing was forthcoming. He straightened to watch his grandfather’s old gnarled hand search among the vines. His fingers were like small oak branches, so thin and misshapen, the veins on the backs of his hands like night crawlers, thick and discolored. David wondered what would happen if he accidentally punctured a vein. Would blood spurt out until he needed a tourniquet?
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