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I.

Except for that wild old doctor in the other bed who raves some and wanders up and down the hall looking for his family, it’s peaceful here at Landis Homes. It’s a Christian home run by the Mennonite church. Most of the nurses dress plain in the Mennonite way, and Biney’s just down the hall. She’s almost the only cousin I have left, but she’s still a high stepper, if she is going on ninety-three. Biney brought her own furniture with her, and she rocks in her painted chair when I look in. If I miss, she’s here in a wink to check things out and ask why I haven’t been to visit.

Biney and I don’t talk about the accident. Nobody does, but it’s still with me, even if I was only fifteen back in 1896 when it happened and Biney was seventeen, just eight months older than Barbie. They were good friends—same age and first cousins—and the farms neighbored. Neither one of us ever forgot, even if we don’t talk about it. It’s been with me all my life, but here in the Home looking out the window across the fields, I seem to remember it better than all the rest of my life that happened in between.

Now that it’s April and the fields are green again, I keep thinking I smell trailing arbutus and going through that year over again in my mind, I can’t believe it all happened almost seventy-five years ago, even if everything has changed since then.

The next April everything was different, but that year we were happy the way we used to be in the spring when the wheat was up and the last of the tobacco had been stripped and sold and was ready to be hauled off to the warehouse. Pap had a buyer for his money crop (though prices were still so low that he said he’d get more from it if he smoked it himself), and the new bed was sprouting in the flats under the muslin behind the barn. The orchard behind the house made the ground white with apple blossoms, and there was hazy green all over the fields when you looked down towards the road and across to where the valley ended in a black line of trees on the south ridge. It was mostly too soon to do much to the fields except spread manure, but even that smell was sharp and good because it meant we’d soon have corn and tobacco and hay and wheat again all over our ninety-four acres. When Pap asked did anyone want to go along to Levison Hollow to fetch wood from the woodlot, even Martha scrambled to get ready, because it was good to feel the spring, and Pap said the arbutus should be out.

There were only four of us home that spring. Of the thirteen, the two babies born silent didn’t count (except with Mammy) or my two little sisters Mary and Ellen who died in the scarlet fever epidemic when Martha almost died too but got off with being frail and having a deaf ear. Mammy always fussed over Martha after that, I guess because she was afraid she’d lose another and couldn’t bear it, though Hen said much as Martha pampered herself she’d outlive us all. Barbie was born a couple months after my little sisters died, so dimpled and happy that Pap said God must have sent her to put some sun back in Mam’s life, and he gave her Mam’s name. Mam lost the second of the babies the next year, and I was born in 1881, the last of the brood. Only Hen, Martha, Barbie, and I were home that spring because the oldest four were all married and raising families of their own, and my brother Mart had gone out west to work wheat fields in the Dakotas.

That April day I went out with Pap to hitch up the wagon while Mam and the girls finished the dinner dishes and put on their wraps. Hen came out to the barn with us, but he shuffled his feet and said he guessed he wouldn’t come along if Pap could manage without him. “I got to run down to the Gap,” he said. Hen was twenty-four and the oldest still at home and single, old enough that Pap let him have a pretty loose rein. Pap didn’t even look around from where he was settling the collar on Ben Gray, the big lead mule, to say he guessed we’d manage. He paused, though, to ask if by any chance Henry was planning on taking the courting buggy. Hen grunted, and Pap went back to fitting on the harness. “In that case, Silas,” he said to me, “you’d better hitch up the spring wagon so your mother and sisters have something to ride in.”

Till we came clattering down the barn hill and around beside the house, me in the spring wagon and Pap balanced on the axle of the big farm wagon we’d hoisted the box from the day before, Hen and the buggy were already halfway out the lane. “Where’s he off to?” Mammy asked while Pap helped her to climb up to the wagon seat. “Off to the Gap,” Pap said, and Martha gave a look to Barbie. “He’s going to see that girl,” she said and puckered her mouth like she was sucking a lemon before she climbed up beside Mam on the spring wagon. “No need for anyone to fuss except Silas,” Pap said in his calm way. “It means he’ll have to put in some work this time,” and Mammy and Barb both laughed.

Pap had planned on driving the mules and sending the women ahead in the spring wagon, but Barb asked could she ride on the farm wagon and I asked could I drive it. Pap nodded and told me to mind the downhill parts before he climbed up beside Mam and Martha. Barbie and I made a run and jumped up on the big empty frame behind the mules, her balancing on the beam down the middle and me standing astraddle on the axle, fifteen years old and proud to be standing up there and driving Pap’s gray mules. In the spring wagon Pap clicked to the horse, and we were off, jolting out the lane and then east down the valley towards the woodlot.

It was a rough ride because work wagons didn’t have springs, and roads weren’t macadamed in those days. Every time we hit a bad bump Barbie bounced and giggled, enjoying the hanging on as much as I enjoyed keeping my footing and standing tall behind the mules. Up front on the wooden seat of the spring wagon Mammy and Pap bounced too, Pap tall and straight and jolting up and down like a pump ram, and Mammy fat beside him and heaving over the bumps like the waves we saw off the boardwalk when we visited my sister Lizzie at the seashore. Martha was tiny beside them, straight as Pap and short as Mam but holding herself so stiff she hardly even moved, as if she’d glued herself onto the wagon seat.

Mammy was fat, I guess, but we liked her that way, with her round face and long Buckwalter nose and wide mouth always ready to smile unless she was worried over us kids or pretending to be mad. I still hugged her sometimes. Pap would, too, and say, “Silas, when you pick a woman, you have to look for one like this with some speck on her, not some bag of bones too skinny to heft a hayfork.” Mammy would laugh and tell him to get on, or else she’d say she’d known a thing too and how to pick a handsome man. She hoped she’d taught her daughters to do as well, she’d say. Mam was a smart manager and ran the house and garden and dairy so Pap never had anything to complain about, and she knew how to help in the fields at haying and harvest, too, strong and steady as she was. If she was soft on anything, it was us kids, after losing the two babies but especially my two little sisters to the scarlet fever.

Pap didn’t fuss over us like Mammy, but in some ways he was as soft as she was and liked to see us kids having a good time, maybe because his pap had been a minister, though he died before I remember. I never could imagine what it would be like having a Mennonite minister for a pap, though if old Grandmother Hershey was any indication, I don’t think I’d have liked it and always figured my grandfather must have been as scary as she was, lying big and white at Uncle Elias’s in the front room. They used to say Pap took after her, but I could never see it except in his being such a big man, though even at fifteen I was almost as tall as he was. They said I took after the Neffs and my mammy’s mam, but I’ve always liked to think I took after Pap, because he was the kind of man a kid wanted to be like when he grew up.

Whoever Pap took after, I wouldn’t have complained about following him down the Strasburg Road towards the woodlot or anywhere else, even if I knew he only let me drive the mules because he was ahead in the spring wagon so I couldn’t run them. Down the road we went, past the Blackhorse Hotel and the voting booth and on down beyond Uncle Menno’s farm and further on past my brother Enos’s, to where the south ridge started easing closer to the road and the railroad came close on the other side. We turned off then, and the mules started to strain some uphill into the woods that always seemed like a green fence stretched across the world and shutting off the south, though the funny thing was, just about any direction you looked, you could see a ridge off in the distance somewhere or other, shutting you in. Some people lived on the ridges, especially to the south near the Nickel Mines, but they weren’t our people, and when we got into the trees I could see Pap looking around sharp, his short winter beard outlined against the woods. The road dipped down through a hollow filled with skunk cabbage before we started to climb again. We passed a couple tracks into the woods where shacks showed through the spring growth, and Pap called back, “I hope those hillians haven’t put any shanties up on my land!” Finally he pulled up beside our section of woods, and we all climbed down, Mammy and the girls to rummage through the woods for poke and arbutus and anything else they could find, and Pap and me to work.

Pap and Hen had been out in the fall and cut down some trees to season over the winter, and our job now was to haul them home. It was hard work to heat a house on wood. I don’t know why nobody used coal, except because we’d have to buy it, but wood it was, for the cookstove in the kitchen, and the Franklin stoves in the front rooms, and the fires in the washhouse so Mam could do her baking. Seemed as if as far back as I could remember I’d been splitting wood and hauling it inside to the woodbox, every day, from the time I wasn’t any higher than the axe handle. That was kids’ work, but hauling logs was men’s, and I didn’t complain, pleased as I was to be taking Hen’s place.

When I got back to the women they were sitting on a log, Mammy heavy and squat, and the two girls on either side of her, all of a size with their heads level, but Martha sitting straight and prim as if she was in church and Barbie restless even when she was sitting still, jiggling her toe against the grass. Her calico apron showed under her short coat, and she had a lapful of arbutus. She was fiddling with a piece, studying the waxy flowers half pink against the dark green of the leaves and lifting it now and then to smell it. Mammy was holding a piece, too, and had a basket at her feet partly full of sassafras bark and other things she liked to give us for spring tonic.

Martha was just sitting with her hands folded and looking cold. Arbutus is about the sweetest thing I know, and I could smell it when I got close, but Martha didn’t have any smell after that epidemic when she was a baby. Pap used to say she was missing some of the best things in God’s world, but she never acted like she cared much. She was thin like me, and Mam was always trying to fatten her up so she’d be healthy and strong like Barbie. Pap said she’d get some appetite if she went out and worked in the fields like the rest of us, but he never said it very loud, because Martha was bossy even then, and Barbie was sure to speak up too, not talking sharp but pained and hurt. None of us wanted to hurt Barbie. We all knew that different as they were, they stuck up for each other.

The three of them were talking about Barbie’s young man and didn’t pay much mind to me when I plunked down beside Barb on the log. “I don’t know what you have against him,” Mammy was saying while Barbie pulled off a flower and rolled it in her hands to make the smell stronger. “He’s steady and comes from a good enough family. You’ll look a bit before you’ll find another one with a pap ready to buy him a farm of his own as soon as he finds the wife he wants. And he’s good-looking, too. Barbara, don’t you think he’s good-looking?”

“Yes,” Barbie said, as if she wasn’t convinced, and then “No” when Mam asked if she knew any other young men around better than Enos. “I know all that, Mam,” Barbie finally said with the voice she used when Mam told her some medicine would be good for her but wasn’t convinced the cure was worth the dose. “I know Enos would make a good husband.”

“Then what do you have against him?” Mam asked her. Martha spoke up then. “She just doesn’t like him, Mammy,” Martha said, “and I don’t think he’s good enough for her anyway.” Barbie looked up from the arbutus in her lap as if what Martha said might not be quite accurate and she wanted to set the record straight. “Well, I like him all right, I guess,” she said, sticking a foot out to touch a laurel bush near the log. “It’s just that he’s not much fun. When I’m with him all he does is pester me and talk about getting married.”

Mammy seemed not to notice the pestering part and only hear the part about getting married. “I can’t see what’s wrong with that,” she said. “Now if it was Silas here busy courting, it would be different,” and we all laughed. But Barbie still looked serious. She lifted her hand and smelled where she’d rolled the arbutus. “I guess I want to do more before I settle and join church and raise a family,” she said. “I don’t know what, but I’m not ready for Enos, Mammy, and that’s all there is to it.”

Mam sighed as much as to say she’d never understand young people, but before she could say more, Pap came out of the woods, and Barb gathered her apron and jumped up to meet him. “Pap, Mammy’s trying to marry me off again,” she called. Pap smiled. “Well, Mother, I guess she’s not an old maid yet, when she hasn’t turned eighteen,” he said, and we all laughed again.

It seems as though I remember us all laughing a lot in those days, especially Barbie. If I was the baby of the family, Barbie was the pet, the one all the laughing came from that I think about in the spring when I know the arbutus must be out and remember how it smelled. But it seems like we were all happy then, before all the changes.



II.

Sitting here in the Home, it could be I remember things better than they were. I remember how tired I got helping Pap and Hen saw up those logs and how much splitting I had to do to get them down to stove size. But I think more about how much fun we had, and especially all the visiting and running around we got done. Sundays we always had company for dinner (unless we were invited to someone else’s place), but people got around evenings, too, and even some afternoons.

Pap’s next older brother, Uncle Elias, farmed the home place where my Granddaddy Hershey lived before he died, just down the path through the back meadow and across the Blackhorse Road. It seemed as though my cousin Biney was always over at our place, maybe because out of that batch she was the only one still at home except her brother Dave, who spent all his time with Ella Wilson, the girl he married the next winter. Her full name was Sabina, of course, but I don’t remember anyone ever calling her that. Sabina was too fancy a name for such a catbird, Pap said. He always pretended to groan when he saw her scurrying down the barn hill or flying through the yard gate, and Mammy would say, “There goes the rest of the day’s work.”

Biney would bang the kitchen door shut—if she remembered to close it at all—, drop her coat on a chair, and shout, “Aunt Barbara, I have something I just got to tell Barbie!” Then the two of them, Barbie and Biney, would put their heads together and whisper and giggle till Mammy said it sounded like a squabble in the chicken coop, and Pap would ask Biney which young man she’d set her cap on this week.

“Uncle Peter,” Biney would say, “you know it’s leap year, and I got to do what I can while I got time.” Biney wasn’t much over five feet, same size as most of the women, but she was thin like the Hersheys and carried herself straight like Martha so she seemed taller. I wasn’t of an age to notice looks much, at least in a first cousin, but Biney wasn’t bad looking, as I remember, with the little hook most of us Hersheys have in our nose, so she looked half dignified till that mouth got going. Biney had a mouth on her, and as sure as she opened it, it was going a mile a minute with never a thought over what anybody would think. Every time she came over she was full of some party or meeting or other and bent on working out some scheme for getting there. She always asked Martha to come along, I suspect because Aunt Annie told her to, but Martha generally turned up her nose, saying the night air didn’t agree with her and she had to watch her health.

Lots of weekends there were parties—crushes, they called them then, with whoever was having them pairing young people off with each other—and there were other things to do week nights, like the singing school over at Gordonville or the sewing circle Mary Mellinger started up at Paradise. Biney managed to sample just about everything, though she didn’t stick to the sewing circle very long. Her mam gave her enough sewing at home, she said, but Pap asked her how many young men were sewing in the Paradise circle and teased her about devotion to charity till Mammy shushed him and said he shouldn’t torment the child.

There were getting to be more night meetings at church, too, sometimes preachers coming in from the West and sometimes some kind of local meetings Pap said hadn’t ought to be held. Sunday was for public worship, he said, and those evening meetings were only good for riling people up. But Biney never wanted to miss a one of them. I didn’t care if she and Barbie went to crushes every night of the week when they had young men counted off to take them, but whenever there was a night meeting, Biney was sure to pester me into driving her and Barbie. Her brother Dave was always going somewhere with his girl, and my brother Hen was usually running off to the Gap to be with Annie Keene. Annie’s people weren’t Mennonite, and he didn’t take her to church meetings, though even if they had been, Hen wasn’t the sort to spend any extra time in church.

It wasn’t exactly my favorite place either, but it was something to do, and when Biney got an idea into her head I hadn’t much choice, especially with Mammy shaking her head and saying what a shame it was for the girls not to have a ride. I usually said I didn’t see why they couldn’t walk the two miles to Paradise, when they didn’t have any trouble longshanking it to the post office every day, but Mam would give me a look and say something about what she thought she’d have for dinner the next day or bake come Saturday. Since it was always something I had a special weakness for, I’d shrug my shoulders and get ready to hitch up the buggy after supper, knowing full well I was as likely as not to come home alone in the dark if Barbie and Biney got offered rides with any young men.

Biney fussed as much as usual to get to the mission meeting they were having at the Paradise Church the Thursday after Easter. Pap said the whole mission business sounded to him like a lot of meddling. Turning Christian was something personal you decided on your own, he said, not something you forced down people like a bolus down a sick horse. He wondered what foolishness Ike Eby would be up to next. “Now, Pap,” Mammy said, “it can’t do any harm,” and I knew I might as well get ready to hitch Bluebell to the buggy.

Paradise Mennonite was our home church, though they only had services there every other Sunday with Sunday school on afternoons of the off weeks, when we went to Hershey’s Church where the graveyard was, to catch the preaching that moved around between those two places and the Old Road Meetinghouse. Paradise wasn’t a very big place, but it had four churches, one Presbyterian and one Episcopal and St. John’s Evangelical United Brethren all stretched out along the Pike, and ours just south off the Cherry Hill Road. It wasn’t a very long hike, and we walked it often enough except Sundays, when Pap drove us over in the two-seated surrey because he said we showed more respect that way. It wasn’t exactly respect Mam had in mind, making me drive the girls in the buggy. I guess she thought they were of an age when it was proper to send them off in style.

Barbie and I were ready in time, but, as usual, Biney was late. We waited till Mam said, flighty as that girl was, we might as well take the long way and pick her up at Uncle Elias’s. She was still primping when we got there and kept us waiting some more, so that by the time we got to the church they were already singing. Barbie and Biney jumped right down and went in through the women’s door, but I had to find an empty spot for Bluebell in the carriage shed, and the singing had ended by the time I could slip into the men’s side and look around for my cousin Sam and his brothers Hon and Charl. Sam had been on the lookout for me and moved over to make room, but I barely had time to give him a poke in the ribs and look across the aisle to see which girls were at the meeting when Bishop Eby got up and started to preach.

Bishops are pretty important men in our church, though they’re not like what the Catholics have or any of that kind of heathendom. I hear tell they live like princes and make the people bow down to them, but our bishops are farmers like anyone else. They’re the ones chosen out of the ministers of the district to do the marrying and funerals and to give out communion, but they don’t preach regular sermons except at spring and fall communion. This meeting wasn’t usual church but a special one, and Bishop Isaac Eby wasn’t the sort to miss a trick when it came to putting over another of his projects.

The bee in his bonnet this time was to start up a mission movement, and I wasn’t surprised to see who the other men were, sitting on the platform behind the preachers’ stand: John Buckwalter and a couple others, but mostly Elias Groff, the Sunday school superintendent over at Strasburg. He and Bishop Eby were always putting their heads together over some kind of change, like the Sunday schools they’d started up all over the county. South around New Providence and Willow Street and Strasburg, people took to them pretty early, but they’d only got picked up in Paradise and Hershey’s when I was six or seven.

Pap didn’t approve of Sunday schools, and he didn’t approve of Bishop Eby, even if they were first cousins and Bishop Eby just about five years older than he was. Pap said it must have meant something that Ike Eby was born the year of the School Act when they made everyone go to school in English. It had been nothing but fuss, Pap said, from the time he got the lot maybe twenty years back and was chosen minister.

Pap said his daddy never got over how out of a class of sixteen men the Bible with the lot in it fell to the only one who couldn’t talk German and had to do all his preaching in English, and it only got worse when he was chosen bishop. Pap always said his granddaddy who was the great bishop wouldn’t have stood for such nonsense. But then Pap grew up talking German a lot cleaner than you hear much in the county nowadays, though we didn’t use it at home any more after my oldest brothers, Enos and Bob, married English wives so it wasn’t polite. I never learned to talk it right, so I didn’t mind that Bishop Eby preached in English. In fact, that might have been one reason he was so popular.

Isaac Eby wasn’t as tall as I was, but he was a good-sized man, thick and deep with a square face that turned red when he talked, though his cheeks were red all the time—from ploughing the wrong fields at the wrong time, Pap said—and his nose was fleshy with sort of a knob at the end, not slender and half-arched like Pap’s from the Hershey side.

The bishop always started kind of slow, but soon his face was red and he was leaning out at us while he talked. His subject was “Feed My Lambs” and he told us how anyone who followed Christ had an obligation to bring others into the fold and went on to talk about how people all around us needed help and we weren’t giving them any. He talked about the poor people in the city and about the closer ones in the hills that had to hire out on farms to earn bread but never got the kind they needed. We had to feed their souls, he said, and then he talked about some of the good work starting to come out of the Paradise Church and said we should pray for more people like Mary Denlinger who’d gone off last year to work at the Home Mission in Chicago. But we should remember the people needing help close to home, too, he said.

Bishop Eby was a good speaker, but I wasn’t particularly interested in turning missionary, and I was fifteen, when it was easy to stop listening. John Mellinger was sitting at the end of the bench, so interested I thought his ears would bend forward, and I couldn’t see past him very well to the women’s side. What I could get a view of besides the preachers’ platform were the benches facing it on either side where the old people sat so they’d be close enough to hear.

While Bishop Eby kept on talking I looked them over and found myself counting how many there were: nine on the women’s side and just four on the men’s, though the other benches were pretty much full of younger people. The old women all had caps on over their hair. Older women put them on when they got dressed up, just like Mam did. A couple of them were pretty fancy, too, but the women weren’t dressed any special way except that most of them had capes over their shoulders with the front points tucked under at the waist. I knew all of them, of course, and couldn’t see as they looked particularly interested in what the bishop was saying, or the men either. In fact most of the men, especially, looked as if they’d been carved out of wood. I knew they’d come there to find out what was going on, not to help the bishop set up more newfangledness. Mostly I couldn’t help watching old Peter Eby. The whole time the bishop was talking, I never saw him twitch a muscle.

He was as old-fashioned as they came, and I knew he wasn’t one for changes and mission meetings and such. He never could abide Ike Eby and his English preaching. Peter Eby was in his seventies, almost ten years older than the bishop. He was Ike Eby’s first cousin, too, just like he was Pap’s and named like Pap for their grandfather Bishop Peter Eby. We saw a fair bit of him because my oldest sister Sarah had married his son. Besides, my pap always liked him. But he had a reputation round about, and most people called him Peter the Hermit because they said he got funny after his three youngest daughters married men who couldn’t talk German (what we younger ones called Dutch). My sister Sarah could talk it though, and I guess old Peter Eby was as close to our family as he was to anyone. I was surprised even to see him at an English meeting, but I guess he’d heard that Bishop Eby was up to something and wanted to find out about it for himself.

By now the bishop was telling us we had to reach out and do as much as the heathen Samaritan but if we were real Christians, we had to feed the hungry with the bread of life. Then all of a sudden he said, “Let us pray.”

There was a shuffle while everybody stood up and turned around and knelt against the benches. Bishop Eby always did that to us, catching us off guard. As soon as we were down and the grown-ups had their faces hidden, Sam and I put our heads together and started to whisper behind our arms while the bishop prayed. Sam said in my ear that Charl had been tickling suckers under the creek bank and putting them in the watering trough. Uncle Menno didn’t know right away why the horses shied and wouldn’t drink, but he was plenty mad when he found out. The two of us started to laugh at that, till we had to stuff our arms in our mouths so no one would notice besides Charl and Hon. They were eleven and nine and not likely to snitch on us, but we hadn’t counted on John Mellinger on the other side. He gave Sam a nudge with his elbow, and I knew we’d better straighten out or there’d be the dickens to pay. The Mellingers were pretty churchy, and they were all more or less related and likely to tell Pap. He didn’t hold by mission meetings, but he had clear ideas about what was proper for church.

But it was easier to whisper than to listen to the prayer, because the whispering helped you forget how much your knees hurt against the floor. Mammy had big spots on hers like bruises that never went away. Housemaid’s knee, she called it, though Pap said it was the flesh warring against the spirit and the church should think of getting rugs. I forgot the prayer and was thinking about Mammy’s knees, wondering if mine would get like that if the prayer went on much longer, when Bishop Eby said “Amen” and everyone stood up, turned around, and sat down, us younger ones moving late and fast, as though we’d been listening and knew the prayer was over the same time as everybody else.

Bishop Eby sat down then, and the other men on the platform got up one by one and talked some, Elias Groff and the others all saying how important it was to carry on our duty and how lazy the church had been for so long. The very least we could do was take the Word to places like the Welsh Mountains where we had the heathen among us, he said.

While he and the others talked I couldn’t help paying some attention, it sounded so exciting—like a kind of adventure. When I thought to look around, I saw that most other people must have thought so too, all so quiet and interested you could have heard a pin drop.

As for John Mellinger sitting at the end of the bench, I wasn’t sure he wasn’t ready to sprout wings and fly to heaven through the church roof, if it hadn’t been a bit undignified for the way people behaved in our church. When the bishop got up again and asked people what they wanted to do, he was the first to stand up and say we’d be failing in our Christian duty if we didn’t preach the Gospel, though he added that it might help some of us closer to home, too, who could use a stronger dose of what the Bible says. At that Sam looked over and rolled the corners of his mouth down at me, and I winked back, because we both knew John Mellinger had people like us in mind and our paps, who weren’t all fired up over missions and Sunday schools and changes, or afraid to chew tobacco or take a nip now and then if they felt like it. Pap said the church was changing into a nest of wild men, and old Peter Eby said something stronger, that it had turned schwärmerisch.

I couldn’t help looking at him while Bishop Eby said we were all agreed, then, and he hoped we’d all support the Lancaster County Sunday School Mission. By now the bishop’s face looked like a piece of red flannel, and if he wasn’t exactly smiling, you could tell he was wearing a great big grin inside. But not old Peter Eby. You couldn’t say he was pale except beside the bishop, but his face could have been set in concrete. He’d sat like a statue through all the talk and never batted an eye till after Milt Denlinger stood up and gave the pitch for the singing. Then while everybody was being carried along by the music, old Eby stood up, turned his back to the bishop and the others in the preachers’ box, and walked the length of the church and out the men’s door. I nudged Sam, and we both watched him as far as we could see without turning our heads.

As soon as the meeting was over and we got outside, Sam whistled and said Peter the Hermit sure had a way of letting everyone know where he stood on things. We both laughed a bit, wondering what Ike Eby thought of his cousin’s contrariness, but from what I could see, he wasn’t bothered any. The bishop was standing near the door talking with some of the other men about the mission society. I was glad he was too busy to come over and talk to us like he did sometimes, making me feel a hundred miles tall and asking if we ever went over to St. John’s and whether we thought the United Brethren services were exciting, that so many young people went to them evenings. But the bishop had other things on his mind tonight, and Sam and I had a chance to slip past the grown-ups and look across to where the girls were.

They were bunched like flowers beside the picket fence, most of them wearing short coats or sweaters against the night air. I remember Lillie in a maroon dress, sort of velvety with ribbons on it. She didn’t pay me much attention till years later, so I winked at Annie Ressler and smiled across at Lena Hostetter. I was too young to court, you know, but Sam and I were priming, and I couldn’t go home till I got the tip from Barbie and Biney anyway. Little by little we moved closer together until the young men were beside the girls they were interested in while Sam and I hung back a bit, being too young to do more than wink and call over things we thought were smart if we saw the chance.

Biney was next to a new young man I half recognized from over at Mellinger’s Church, Amos Landis, and she was smiling and chattering to beat the band. He had his hands behind his back and kept staring down to where he was moving his feet as though he was studying out a little dance. Biney liked special meetings because people came to them from churches all around, not just Hershey’s and Paradise. It opened things up, she said, and gave her room to look around so she didn’t have to settle for leavings.

It didn’t take me long to see that Enos Barge was there, too, and had moved right over to Barbie. His home church was Strasburg, but he’d turned up at a lot of services at Paradise the last year, I thought. He was about the height of the bishop, shorter than me but a lot thicker, being full grown (and well grown at that), with a good chest on him and a serious face with brows like a heavy line drawn over his eyes. His mouth wasn’t thin, but it was serious too, like a line drawn on the bottom of his face to match the one on the top. I couldn’t tell what he was saying to Barbie, but he was standing close and talking fast while she hung her head and gave out an answer now and then. I dawdled and hung around for all of ten minutes, waiting to find out what was going on. Finally I walked up to them and said to Barb, “Do you want a ride home or don’t you?” “Oh, there you are, Silas,” Barbie said, all pink and flustered. Enos looked at me and at Barbie. Then he said, “You might as well go on home. I’ll look to her.”

Barbie may have said something, thinking to stop me, but I wasn’t about to wait around longer and find out. I could see that Biney was in shape to get herself home, too, so I gave a call to Sam and hightailed it for the carriage shed, Charl and Hon right at our heels, looking to get a ride as far as the Strasburg Road and save some shoe leather on the walk home.



III.

Pap didn’t say much about it, but I knew he wasn’t any more pleased than Mam that my brother Hen was keeping company with Annie Keene. It wasn’t that Pap was conservative like, say, old Peter Eby, but he had convictions, and he and Mam both hoped us kids would join church eventually, the same way they had. Joining church was different in those days, something you did when you were grown-up and sure you’d decided for certain, usually after you’d been married a year or so and settled. Then you got baptized and promised to live by the church till you died. That way young people had a chance to get the wildness out of their systems and be serious about what they decided, not carried away one day by something they were sorry for the next.

Our church didn’t hold much with people getting carried away, and Pap didn’t hold with trying to force people into turning Mennonite. We had to come to it on our own, he said, because no one could make a decision that serious for anyone else, but if we were brought up right, chances were we’d all join same as Pap and all his brothers and sisters had and my brothers Enos and Bob and my sister Sarah.

Mammy always went along with what Pap did, but she was more worried over Hen than he was, probably because she’d already lost a daughter by Lizzie marrying Harry Hess. She always looked embarrassed for half a second when people asked how Harry and Lizzie were making out in Atlantic City, as if she still didn’t really believe she had a daughter so worldly, and she always gave a funny look to the fancy boxes they brought us at Christmas before she’d start to open them. I knew she was afraid she’d lose Hen the way she had Lizzie but maybe worse. Lizzie’s man at least was from Mennonite stock, but Annie Keene didn’t have a drop of Mennonite blood. Her pap farmed on shares over in Puddingtown near the Gap, and if they went to church at all, it sure wasn’t to a Mennonite one.

I’d only seen Annie a couple times, once when they auctioned off the Kreider place and once over at Marsh’s store in the Gap. She was big and ruddy and wearing a dress with bright flowers, her arms bare and a good patch of her neck showing around a ruffle. The flowers were orange and picked up the color of the hair all fluffed around her face. She was laughing both times, with her mouth red and her cheeks pink. I guess I gawked some when I saw her at the store, because she caught me out and said, “What’s the matter, sonny? Never seen a woman before?” Anyone could see that Annie wasn’t the kind of girl Mennonite boys married if they were thinking about joining the church. When Hen and Annie had the fight and broke up, some of the family were pretty relieved.
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