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Chapter One

HE GRIPPED THE HANDLEBAR OF HIS FLEET red scooter with one hand, reached up and smashed his straw hat down on his thick brown hair as far as it would go, hunkered down and prepared for the ascent.

Traverse Hill was no child’s play, he knew. You had to stay sharp. Especially this morning, with the fine, hard snow just starting to drive in from the northeast, pinging against his face like midget cannonballs. They hurt.

His ears were two red lumps of ice. That was what happened if you didn’t wear a beanie to school, but Dat frowned on them, saying he never wore one. In his day, you wore your Amish hat to go to school, not a beanie, which in his view, was still the law, or ordnung, of the church.

He said this in the same level way he said everything: that half smile, the gentleness, the genuine kindness that was always in his voice.

Isaac had never heard Dat raise his voice in anger. He was firm, but always kind. Ordnung mattered to him. His family was raised to be conservative, strictly adhering to the old ways, never judging others who were less stringent.

Isaac thought Dat was a lot like God. He wanted your obedience, but it came easy, being loved the way Isaac was.

Sometimes, Isaac would have liked to have a beanie, or a red shirt that had faint stripes in it, or a pair of suspenders with prints on them, gray or navy blue or red. But it was not Dat’s way. Or Mam’s for that matter.

Mam was a lot like Dat, only she talked too much. She said the same thing over and over, which usually drove Isaac a little crazy, but Mam was just busy being Mam.

When Mam milked the cows, she lifted those heavy milkers as handily as Dat, her red men’s kerchief tied the whole way over her brown hair, her cheeks round and flushed, her green eyes snapping, always whistling or singing or talking.

Isaac’s eyes were green, like Mam’s. His last name was Stoltzfus, and he lived in Lancaster County, where a bunch of Amish people lived, making up a large community of plain folks, all members of the Old Order. Isaac was the youngest son in a family of 10 children. All of them were baptized, the older ones married in the Amish church. Seven sisters and two brothers.

Jonas got married to Priscilla a year ago in December. Mam said wasn’t that the most wonderful thing, attending your son’s wedding, being the guest of honor and not having to do a single, solitary thing all day except eat and sing German hymns, which, after talking, was Mam’s favorite thing to do.

The other Stoltzfus brother, Simon, was still at home. He was 21, and worked with Dat on the farm. The German version of Simon’s name was “Sim,” or “Simmy,” but since he was older, they called him Sim. He was already a member of the church, so he was never very disobedient.

Isaac was in seventh grade, attending Hickory Grove School, a one-room parochial school nestled in a grove of maple trees on the edge of Leroy Zook’s farm. There were 22 pupils. The teacher’s name was Catherine Speicher, and she was about the prettiest, sweetest girl he had ever met.

Isaac didn’t think girls were of much account. Not one of them had any common sense. They shrieked hysterically about nothing and sniffed in the most annoying manner when you traded arithmetic papers to check in class. They sniffed because they were mad that they had more wrong than he did. But they weren’t allowed to say anything, so they drew air in through their noses and batted their eyelashes, giving their faces something to do if they weren’t allowed to speak.

Girls were all the same, in Isaac’s opinion.

Except this new teacher, Catherine Speicher. She could stay quiet. Common sense rested on her shoulders, and she wore it like a fine cape. She was excellent with those squirmy little first-graders. Isaac had to be careful or he’d get carried away, watching her animated face as she explained letters and numbers to the little ones.

She was fancy, in a way. She wore bright colors and combed her blond hair a bit straighter, not rolled in as sleekly as his Mam or all his married sisters. Her eyes were so blue he thought they could be artificial, but Dat said those Speichers all had blue eyes, so he guessed they were the real thing. She was also kind, like Dat.

You could hardly disobey Dat and feel right about it. That was why Isaac wore his straw hat on weekday winter mornings. Dat was very frugal. Straw hats didn’t cost as much as black felt hats, so his and Mam’s boys wore straw hats, even in winter, except for more important times like church and funerals and maybe school Christmas programs.

Isaac’s plastic Rubbermaid lunch box rattled in the wire basket attached to his handlebars, and the wind whistled in his cold ears. The front brim of his hat jigged up and down. He closed his eyes to mere slits, enough to watch where he was going but nothing much besides. As he swooped to the bottom of the hill, his pace slowed, and he saw the dark forms of his classmates arriving from each direction.

The schoolhouse was hunkered down under the maple trees, its yellowish stucco walls withstanding the snow and cold, the same as it always had. There were paper candy canes and holly on the windows, the red and green colors looking so much like Christmas, especially now that it was snowing this morning. The Christmas program was only a month away, which sent little knots of excitement dancing in his stomach. School programs were nerve-wracking.

“Hey, Professor!” Calvin Beiler waved from his scooter, his gray beanie pulled low over his ears.

“Morning, Calvin!” Isaac yelled back.

Isaac was used to being called “Professor.” It started as a joke, when he was fitted with a pair of eyeglasses, Mam taking him to Lancaster City to an eye specialist when he had trouble seeing the blackboard. His glasses were sturdy but plain, a bit rounder than he would have liked, but Mam said they were serviceable, strong and very expensive, meaning he had better be careful with them.

So because Isaac could multiply in his head, recite the Beatitudes in German, say “The Village Blacksmith” without missing a word ever since he was in fourth grade and was always at the top of his class, they started calling him “Professor.”

He was secretly pleased.

He had found out early on you couldn’t brag about it. That simply didn’t work. You kept your mouth shut about your grades, learned to praise others and then everyone liked you.

“Didn’t your ears freeze coming down that hill?”

“Oh, they’re cold.” Isaac grinned, rubbing them with his gloved hands.

Calvin grinned back, and nothing more was said. It was okay. Calvin’s parents were more liberal, allowing more stylish things like different colored sneakers with white on them, which looked really sharp. But somehow it never bothered either of them that Isaac wore black sneakers, plain all over. They just liked each other a lot.

They both loved baseball, fishing and driving ponies. Calvin’s parents raised miniature ponies, but he had a Shetland pony named Streak that was the color of oatmeal with a caramel-colored mane and tail.

Isaac had four ponies. He was very good with the ponies, Dat said, but only Calvin knew about Dat saying that, because it would be bragging to tell anyone else.

Best friends knew you through and through. You didn’t have to be afraid of anything at all. Whatever you said or did was acceptable, and if it wasn’t, then Calvin would say so, which was also acceptable. Or the other way around.

Like trading food. Isaac’s Mam raised huge neck pumpkins, not the round orange kind that everyone thinks of when you say pumpkin. Neck pumpkins were greenish brown, or butterscotch-colored, shaped like a huge gourd. Or a duck or goose.

Mam tapped them, picked them, peeled and cooked them. Then she cold-packed the mounds of orange pumpkin, set the jars away in the canning cellar and made the best, custardy, shivery-high pumpkin pies anyone ever had.

Calvin would trade the entire contents of his lunch box for one large slice of that pie. Isaac never took it, of course, just taking one of Calvin’s chocolate Tastycakes, those little packages of cupcakes Mam would never buy. Or his potato chips, and sometimes both. Then if Calvin got too hungry at last recess, Isaac would share his saltines with peanut butter and marshmallow cream.

When the bell rang, Teacher Catherine stood by the bell pull inside the front door, smiling, nodding, saying good morning. She was wearing a royal-blue dress and cape, her black apron pinned low on her waist. Her white covering was a bit heart-shaped and lay on her ears, the strings tied in a loose bow on the front of her cape.

Her cheeks were a high color, a testimony to her own cold walk to school, probably shouldering that huge, green backpack like always.

Isaac hung up his homemade black coat, putting his hat on the shelf. He ran his fingers through his thick hair, shook his head to settle it away from his forehead and slid into his desk.

Ruthie Allgyer slid into hers across the aisle, never turning her head once to acknowledge his presence.

Fine with me, Isaac cast a sidelong glance in her direction. He decided anew that girls were an unhandy lot. There she was, her eyebrows lifted with anxiety, a tiny mirror already held to her face as she scraped at a gross-looking pimple with a fingernail.

Yuck. He swallowed, looked away.

“Good morning, boys and girls!”

“Good morning, Teacher!”

The chorus from the mouths of 22 children was a benediction for Teacher Catherine, who glowed as if there was a small sun somewhere in her face, then bent her blond head to begin reading a chapter of the Bible. Her voice was low, strong and steady, pronouncing even “Leviticus” right. His teacher was a wonder.

Ruthie sniffed, coughed, stuck her whole head into her desk to find a small package of Kleenexes, extracted one after a huge rumpus, then blew her nose with the most horrendous wet rattle he had ever heard.

Isaac winced, concentrating on the Bible story.

They rose, recited the Lord’s Prayer in English, then sang a fast-paced good morning song as they all streamed to the front of the classroom, picking up the homemade songbooks as they passed the stack.

Ruthie stood beside Isaac, so he had to share a songbook. She was still digging around with that dubious Kleenex, snorting and honking dry little sounds of pure annoyance, so he leaned to the right as far as he could and held the songbook with thumb and forefinger.

His shoulder bumped against Hannah Fisher’s, and she glared self-righteously straight into his eyes, so he hove to the left only a smidgen, stood on his tiptoes and stared straight up to the ceiling, the only safe place.

He certainly hoped girls would change in the next 10 years, or he’d never be able to get married. Girls like Teacher Catherine only came along once in about 20 years, he reasoned.

He had a strong suspicion his brother Sim was completely aware of this as well.

For one thing, Sim had offered to bring the gang mower to mow the schoolyard back in August. A gang mower was a bunch of reel mowers attached to a cart with a seat on it, and shafts to hitch a horse into. It was the Amish alternative to a gas-powered riding mower, and a huge nuisance, in Isaac’s opinion. By the time you caught a horse in the pasture and put the harness and bridle on him, you could have mowed half the grass with an ordinary reel mower. Isaac had caught Sim currycombing his best Haflinger, Jude, the prancy one. Then Sim gave Isaac the dumbest answer ever when he asked why he was hitching Jude to the gang mower instead of Dolly, who was far more dependable.

Besides using Jude, Sim had showered and then dressed in a sky-blue Sunday shirt which, to Isaac’s way of thinking, was totally uncalled for.

He even used cologne. Now if that wasn’t a sure sign that you noticed someone, Isaac didn’t know what was.

It was a wonder he hadn’t taken a rag to the mower blades. Polished them up.

Sim stayed till dark, even. Got himself a drink at the hydrant by the porch when Catherine was sweeping the soapy water across the cement, just so he could say hello to her.

Isaac was going to have to talk to Sim, see if he could arrange something.

That whole scenario had been way back before school started, when all the parents came to scrub and scour, wax the tile floor, mow and trim the schoolyard, paint the fence, repair anything broken, all in preparation for the coming term.

They wouldn’t have had to use the gang mower. Weed-eaters did a terrific job, especially if 10 or 11 of them whined away at once.

But Isaac supposed if you wanted attention from a pretty teacher, a prancing Haflinger and a blue shirt would help.

Before they began arithmetic class, Teacher Catherine announced she had all the copies ready for the Christmas program. Amid excited ooh’s, quiet hand-clapping, and bouncing scholars in their seats, she began by handing the upper-graders their copies of the Christmas plays.

Isaac’s heart began a steady, dull acceleration, as if he was running uphill with his scooter.

Would he be in a play?

Oh, he hoped. There was nothing in all the world he loved more than being in a Christmas play. He was as tall as the eighth-grade boys. Almost, anyway. Sim was tall. He was over six feet, with green eyes and dark skin. Isaac thought he looked a lot like Sim, only a bit better around the nose.

Sure enough. A fairly thick packet was plopped on his desk.

“Isaac, do you think you can carry the main part of this play, being Mr. Abraham Lincoln? Ruthie will be Mrs. Lincoln.”

Isaac looked up at Teacher Catherine, met those blue eyes and knew he would do anything for her, even have Ruthie as his wife in the Christmas play. When Catherine smiled and patted his shoulder, he smiled back, nodded his head and was so happy he could have turned cartwheels the whole way up the aisle to the blackboard.

Yes, he would have to talk to Sim.
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Chapter Two

OUTSIDE, THE SNOW KEPT DRIVING AGAINST the buildings, the red barn standing like a sentry, guarding the white house, the round, tin-roofed corn crib and the red implement shed on the Samuel Stoltzfus farm.

Darkness had fallen, so the yellow lantern light shone in perfect yellow squares through the swirling snow, beacons of warmth and companionship. A large gray tomcat took majestic leaps through the drifts, making his way to the dairy barn where he knew a warm dish of milk would eventually be placed in front of him.

Heifers bawled, impatiently awaiting their allotment of pungent corn silage.

The Belgian workhorses clattered the chains attached to their thick leather halters, tossing their heads in anticipation as Isaac dug the granite bucket into the feed bin.

A bale of hay bounced down from the ceiling, immediately followed by another. Then a pair of brown boots and two sturdy legs followed, and Sim pounced like a cat, grabbing Isaac’s shoulder.

“Gotcha!”

“You think you’re scary? You’re not.” Isaac emptied the bucket of grain into Pet’s box, then turned to face Sim. “Hey, why don’t you ask Teacher Catherine for a date?”

No use beating around the bush, mincing words, hedging around, whatever you wanted to call it. Eventually, you’d have to say those words, so you may as well put them out there right away. Sort of like that gluey, slimy, toy stuff you threw against a wall and it stuck, then slowly climbed down, after you watched it hang on the wall for awhile.

The long silence that followed proved that Sim had heard his words. All the lime-green fluorescence of them.

Isaac hid a wide grin, shouldered another bucket of feed, calmly dumped it into Dan’s wooden box, then turned and faced Sim squarely. In the dim light of the hissing gas lantern, swinging from the cast-iron hook that had hung there for generations, he was surprised to find Sim looking as if he was going to be sick.

Sim’s face was whitish-green, his mouth hung open and he looked a lot like the bluegills did after you extracted the hook from their mouths and threw them on the green grass of the pond bank. Even his eyes were bulging.

“What’s the matter?”

Sim closed his mouth, then opened it, but no words came out.

“Nothing can be that bad,” Isaac said over his shoulder as he went to fill a bucket for Sam.

“Why in the world would I do something like that? In a thousand years she would never take me.”

Isaac had no idea Sim was as spineless as that. Why couldn’t he just approach her and ask? If she said no, then that was that. No harm done. At least he had tried.

“You think so?” is what Isaac said instead.

“Yes.” Sim jerked his head up and down. “What would a girl like her want with … well, me? She’s way above my class.”

That was stupid. “There is no such thing as class. Not for me and Calvin.”

“Well, there is for me.” Sim reached out and tipped Isaac’s straw hat. “I live in the real world. I know when I have a chance and when I don’t.”

Isaac bent over and picked up his hat, stuck it on top of his head, then smashed it down firmly. It felt right. That tight band around his head, just above his eyes, was a part of him, like breathing and laughing. His hat shaded the sun, kept angry bumblebees from attacking his hair, kept the rain and snow off, and if he wore it at a rakish angle, it made him look like an eighth-grader.

“Did you ask God for her? The way Mam says?” Isaac asked.

Sim dug in his pocket for his Barlow knife. He found it and flicked it open before bending to cut the baling twine around a bale of hay. “It’s not right to ask God for a million dollars or a mansion or something to make you happy.”

“Who said?”

Isaac leaned against the hand-hewn post, tipped back his straw hat, stuck a long piece of hay in his mouth and chewed solemnly.

“But the thing is, you don’t know. If it’s God’s will for your life, he might consider it.”

Sim shook his head, mumbled something.

“What did you say?”

“Nothing you’d understand.”

“Are you coming to the Christmas program?” Isaac asked.

“When is it?”

Isaac shrugged. “You could offer to fix the front door before then.”

“Look, Ikey, give it up. She’d—”

“Stop calling me Ikey!”

“She’d never consider me. She’s … just too … pretty and classy and awesome. Besides, she was dating Rube King.”

Isaac lifted a finger, held it aloft. “Was! There’s the word. Was!”

“Well, if she’d say yes, it would soon be a ‘was!’”

Isaac knew defeat when he saw it, so he went to help Mam with the milking. He was cold and sleepy. He wished chores were finished so he could go indoors and curl up on the couch with his Christmas play.

The cow stable was pungent, steamy and filled with the steady “chucka-chucka” sound of four, large, stainless-steel milkers extracting the milk from the sturdy, black and white Holsteins. His mother was bent beside a cow, wiping the udder with a purple cloth dipped in a disinfecting solution. She straightened with a grunt, smiled at him and asked if his chores were finished.

“The chickens yet.”

“You might need a snow shovel. It was drifting around the door this afternoon already.”

Isaac nodded and then bent his head, prepared to meet the onslaught awaiting him the minute he opened the cow-stable door. It did no good. A gigantic puff of wind clutched his hat and sent it spinning off into the icy, whirling darkness. He felt his hair stand straight up, then whip to the left, twisting to the right. No use looking for his hat now. He had better take care of the chickens.

Isaac’s heart sank when he saw the snowdrift. No way could he get into that chicken house without shoveling. He retraced his steps, found the shovel and met the cold head-on once more. His ears stung painfully as his hair tossed about wildly. This was no ordinary snowstorm; it was more like a blizzard. Likely there would be no school tomorrow.

He was able to wedge his way into the chicken house through the small opening, quickly opening the water hydrant and scattering laying mash into the long, tin trough. He fluffed up the dry shavings the hens had thrown in the corner. Then Isaac made a headlong dive out of the warmth of the henhouse, wading through knee-high snow to the house.

He was surprised to see Dat on the front porch, kicking snow off his chore boots.

“You done already?” he asked his father.

“No, Sim’s finishing. Levi Beiler came over, riding his horse. They need help at the Speicher home.”

“Speicher? Teacher Catherine?”

Dat nodded soberly.

“What happened?”

“I’m not sure.”

That sort of answer was no answer at all, but Isaac knew it meant he did not need to know, that he should go into the house and ask no questions. When Dat laid a reassuring hand on his shoulder and Isaac looked up, Dat’s eyes were warm in the light from the kitchen.

“You think you’ll ever find your hat?”

Dat’s hand spread a whole new warmth through him, a comfort, an understanding.

“I have another one. My school hat.” He fixed himself a large saucepan of Mam’s homemade hot cocoa mix and milk. The whole saucepanful ran over, hissing and bubbling into the burner, turning the blue gas flame orange. Isaac jumped up and flipped the burner off, salvaging his warm drink. He dumped the hot cocoa into a mug that said Snoopy on it. Mam loved yard sales. She had a whole collection of funny mugs which made Dat smile.

Mam came in, went to the wash house and kicked around to get her boots off, all to the tune of “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen.”

He was proud of Mam. She was one smart lady. Not very many Amish people knew that song, but she did. She knew lots of things. She knew what Orthodox Jews were, and synagogues, and she knew who the leader of Cuba was. She explained dictatorship to Isaac, and Dat hid his head behind the Botschaft for a long time when Isaac said his teacher was a dictator. That, of course, was before Catherine Speicher.

He wrapped both hands around the Snoopy mug of hot cocoa, took a sip and burned his tongue.

Mam came through the door, taking off her apron, sniffing and asking what was burning.

“The cocoa ran over.”

Mam frowned. She hurried to the stove, peered at the blackened burner, and then bent for her tall green container of Comet. “Tsk, tsk. Should have wiped it off, Ikey. This is quite a blizzard. There are no cars moving at all. The snowplow is going, though, so I’m sure they’ll keep some of the roads open.”

Mam was basically doing what she did best, talking. No matter if Isaac didn’t reply, she rattled on anyway. “Sim went with Dat. They’re having trouble with their water pump. At least that’s what I thought he said. Don’t know why Sim had to go. You’d think Dat and Abner could handle it. Well, see, they can’t run out of water. Those calves and heifers they raise need water. Isaac, what are you reading? School stuff? Christmas plays, I bet. You know I’m not allowed to see it. Just tell me the title. Is it a play? Are you hungry? I’m going to eat a chocolate whoopie pie. I made them this afternoon. You want one to dip in your cocoa? Better not dip it. Whoopie pies fall apart, they’re so soft.”

By the time she reached the pantry, she was singing again, partly under her breath, a sort of humming with words. She was carrying a large rectangular Tupperware container with a gold-colored lid, one Isaac knew contained either whoopie pies or chocolate chip cookies. Sometimes she made pumpkin or oatmeal whoopie pies, but she always had to put some of them in the freezer for sister’s day. Her boys just weren’t so schlim (fond of) pumpkin or oatmeal.

“Guess none of these will last for sister’s day, huh?” Mam said, as she kept talking while pouring herself a glass of creamy milk. Isaac raised his eyebrows, knowing Mam wouldn’t expect an answer.

Sister’s day was a regularly occurring hazard, in his opinion. First of all were those 18 nieces and nephews to contend with. All his Legos, model ships, harmonicas and BB guns had to be stowed into hiding. His sisters sat around the table and ate, drank endless quantities of coffee, discussed either people or food and didn’t watch their offspring one bit.

Especially Bennie. That little guy could do with a good paddling from his dat, not his mam. Isaac told him a dozen times to leave that wooden duck decoy alone, the one that sat on his chest of drawers, but inevitably Bennie would climb up on his bed, then his clothes hamper, and get that decoy down. Every time. Isaac told Mam, which did absolutely no good. Mam’s head was stuffed full of babies and recipes and songs and time on the clock and all kinds of troubles. Some things in life you were better off shutting your mouth about and not caring so much. It was only a wooden duck.

But if Bennie ran with the wild crowd in his rumspringa years, they couldn’t say they hadn’t been warned. He’d done his best.

He yawned, rubbed his eyes, then reached for a whoopie pie. Slowly, he dug at the Saran Wrap, uncovering half of it, then sank his teeth into the chocolatey goodness.

“Better get in the shower. Be sure and brush your teeth. Don’t forget to brush for a whole minute,” Mam called.

That, too, was a ridiculous thing. If you brushed your teeth for 60 seconds, you ended up swallowing all the toothpaste, which could not be good for your digestive system. So he never timed himself, just brushed awhile.

Isaac’s last thought was wondering what was going on at the Speichers before he fell asleep.
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Chapter Three

IT WAS UNBELIEVABLE, BUT IN THE MORNING, the light was still gray, the air stinging with brutish, icy snow. They did the chores swiftly, shoveling drifts from doorways, opening frozen water pipes with propane torches.

No school, of course, although Isaac knew they could have, so it would be a sort of holiday. Horses pulling a carriage or sleigh could get through deep snow, but most horses were terrified of snowplows. With this amount still coming down, those clattering monsters with yellow blinking lights and chains rattling would be plowing the drifting snow back into place. It was better to take the day off.

Isaac never found out when Sim came home, and he didn’t bother asking about the trouble at the Speichers. Sim was a puzzle. His eyes were way too bright, almost feverish, and yet he looked completely miserable. Isaac figured he’d have all day to corner Sim, which he fully intended to do.

Mam made fried cornmeal mush, stewed crackers, puddin’s and fried eggs for breakfast.

“Mush und levva vosht. (Mush and puddin’s) Nothing better on a cold winter day,” Dat said, gazing warmly at Mam. Her cheeks flushed like red apples as she basked in his praise.

Isaac squirted homemade ketchup all over his stewed crackers, then cut a bit of fried egg and laid it on top. Shoveling it onto his fork, he wedged it into his mouth, then bit off a corner of his toast spread with homemade raspberry jelly and watched Sim’s face.

Seriously, that poor guy was in a bad way. He didn’t even talk.

Dat opened the subject, saying Abner Speicher was taken to the hospital, with a bad case of pneumonia, only worse. He wasn’t sure what it was; viral something. A few hours later their water pump gave out, leaving the calves in the veal barn without water.

Dat hated gossip. He never belittled anyone, but Isaac could see he was choosing his words carefully, trying hard not to disparage his neighbor. Not everyone had the same work ethic as Dat, nor owned three farms. Dat was very humble in that respect, teaching his sons to never speak of the farms he possessed.

He asked Sim if they wanted to have a working day at the Speichers, sort of a frolic.

When Sim choked on his mush and had to swallow some juice, then choked on the acidic drink, Isaac burst out laughing uproariously. Sim smacked his arm, but Isaac kept on laughing.

Dat and Mam were clueless, the expressions on their faces much the same as the duck decoy on his chest of drawers.

While their parents drank their coffee, Isaac and Sim went to the basement for some cider. As soon as they were out of earshot, Isaac crowed triumphantly. “Do you think you should have a frolic at the Speichers?” then scampered behind the Ping-Pong table before Sim could catch him.

Sim shook his head, telling him he was too big for his britches.

“Did she help you fix the water pump?”

“No.”

“Did you go into the house?”

“Yes.”

“Did you see her?”

“Yes.”

“Did you talk to her?”

“Of course not. Her mother made coffee and set out some kind of cupcakes.”

“Did you eat one?”

Without answering, Sim asked, “Is Catherine shy?”

“No. Not one bit. She’s just right.”

That was the end of the conversation. Sim would not say one more word, taking the jar of home-canned cider upstairs and heating it, his thoughts clearly a million miles away.

They hitched Pet and Dan to the bobsled, that ancient, hazardous rattletrap half hidden in the haymow with loose hay and cobwebs. They swept the bobsled clean, rubbed it with moist old cloths, spread clean straw on the bed, oiled the runners and springs, fixed the seat with two extra screws, then settled bales of hay covered with buggy blankets behind the front seat.

Isaac was allowed to wear one of Sim’s ­beanies, Dat saying a storm like this was a rare and wonderful thing, but not to expect to wear one always. They were worldly, in his opinion, but you needed to exercise common sense on a day like this.

Isaac couldn’t express his feeling of absolute happiness, sitting up there beside Sim, wearing the beanie he wore to play hockey. He felt like a true king reigning over his subjects. Not one thing could go wrong.

Pet and Dan were both the same color, a light caramel with lighter manes and tails. They were brushed to sleek perfection, the black well-oiled harness slapping against their rounded haunches as they broke into a heavy, clumsy trot, their hooves making a dull “thok-thoking” sound against the snow. Their manes were so heavy they broke apart on top of their massive necks, then jiggled back and forth with each step.

It was snowing still. Isaac bent his head to avoid the stinging flakes, but after a few miles he became used to it. They picked up Calvin and his sister Martha and gave them a ride, making a wide circle before depositing them on their driveway again. They picked up some chicken feed at the hardware store in Bird-In-Hand, then turned to go back home.

Isaac was checking out the new sign in front of the bakery when he heard Sim yell, “Whoa!”

He turned to look down into the astonished eyes of his teacher.

“Do you need a ride?”

In disbelief, Isaac watched as his beloved teacher’s eyes filled with quick tears.

“Oh, I do. I’m so glad to see someone. Anyone! Our water isn’t coming again. The calves are bawling, and I was going to walk to the firehouse for help.”

Quickly, Isaac scrambled to the back and sat primly on a hay bale with his hands clasped jubilantly on his knees. Now she would have to sit beside Sim.

She took Sim’s proffered hand, sat down gingerly, and turned to look at him, saying, “You have no idea how glad I am to see you. I’m just desperate. My mam can’t go out in this, and I can see the roads are all but impassable.”

Sim only nodded, and Isaac thought, Oh, come on now, say something.

“I hope we don’t meet a snowplow,” Catherine said.

“These horses should be okay. They’re used to just about anything.”

Isaac pumped the air with his fist, quickly folding it into his other hand when Catherine turned, saying, “Hey, Isaac! I took your seat.”

In the distance, they heard the ominous rattling of chains, the dragon let out of his lair, that abominable snowplow. Sim tightened his grip on the reins; Isaac could tell by the squaring of his shoulders. The humongous yellow vehicle rolled into view, spraying a mountain of white snow to the side, chains squeaking and rattling. Pet and Dan lifted their heads, pricked their ears forward, while Catherine grabbed Sim’s arm with one hand, stifling a scream with the other.

Perfect! Just perfect!

Isaac knew these Belgians wouldn’t do much, if anything, and sure enough, they plodded on as the monstrous truck rattled by.

“Sorry! I’m so sorry,” Catherine said.

Sim grinned down at her, saying, “That’s all right, Catherine. I wouldn’t mind meeting another one.”

Yes!

Up went Isaac’s fist, then he brought it down and banged it against his knee, squeezing his eyes shut as he dipped his head.

And they still had to fix the water pump.

Isaac had to walk to school the following morning. The sun was dazzling, the whole world covered in a cold, white blanket of snow. The wind moaned about the house, sending gigantic clouds of whirling snow off rooftops and trees, across hills and onto the roads, especially where there was an embankment to the west.

Scootering was out of the question, that was sure. He tied his lunch box to the old wooden sled. He had greased the runners with the rectangular block of paraffin that Mam used to stiffen her white coverings when she washed and ironed them. This sled used to be Dat’s, and it was the undisputed leader of all the sleds at Hickory Grove School.

Teacher Catherine greeted him from her desk with the usual “Good morning, Isaac.” He was a bit disappointed, the way she said it sort of quieter than usual, then dropped her head and immediately became quite busy.

Had she seen all that fist-pumping? He certainly hoped not.

Hannah Fisher had only one problem wrong in arithmetic class, and he had 100%, which sent Dora Esh into a spasm of sniffing and carrying on. She even raised her hand and asked if it was wrong if Isaac had boxes instead of cartons for a story problem, trying to make him lose his 100%. Then when Teacher Catherine said it was all right, that the problem had both boxes and cartons in it, she looked as if she was going to start bawling, blinking her eyes like that and getting all red in the face.

Someone should straighten these girls out.

All day, Teacher Catherine acted strangely. Even at recess while sledding, she seemed a bit stiff, her movements calculated, almost self-conscious. He caught her watching him do his English, and when he looked up, she quickly looked away.

That was odd.

But, he supposed, you couldn’t get away from the fact that no matter how much he admired his teacher, she was a girl, and they all had a tendency to be strange at times.

You just couldn’t figure them out.

Take last evening while they were fixing the pump at Speichers. Sim had soon become aware of the problem, but they had to pull the water pump. Catherine had helped gamely. She watched as Sim tightened something, primed it, stopped and started it, then lowered it and told them to open a spigot somewhere and let it run for awhile until the water ran clear.

She hadn’t invited them in.

Just stood out there by the old windmill and talked to Sim. Isaac was freezing. He was hungry. Why couldn’t they go inside and have a cupcake? They weren’t laughing or having fun at all. They just talked boring stuff about hospitals and her dat and all mosa. (alms) He thought Catherine was sort of crying at one point, but he got cold and climbed on the bobsled and covered himself up real good with the buggy blanket.

Once, he peeped out over, and they were still standing there, only closer yet, and Sim’s head was going to fall off his shoulders if he leaned forward any more than that.

You couldn’t date a girl without laughing, ever. Isaac’s toes were so cold he stuck them under the hay bale and got steadily angrier. Just when he thought he was going to die of cold and starvation, alone on that bobsled, he heard footsteps, a “Good-night!” and they were off.

He told Sim what he thought, too, and Sim called him “little buddy” and put an arm around his shoulder. Sim said he was sorry it took so long, then burst into some hymn about how great is our God.

Isaac didn’t appreciate being called little buddy, either. He was as tall as the eighth-graders, and told Sim so. Then Sim got all emotional about that, so Isaac was thoroughly turned off by the time he got into the warm kitchen.

They ate by the light of the kerosene light: beef stew kept warm in the gas oven, thick with soft buttery dumplings, piles of sweet applesauce, and slice after slice of homemade bread and church peanut butter. Joes had church at their place, and his sister Naomi made a whole batch of the spread. She told Mam that was way too much, that next time she was going to use only two jars of marshmallow cream. Well, at least they had church peanut butter, which was by far the best thing ever.

They practiced for the Christmas program in the afternoon at school. Isaac sincerely hoped Abraham Lincoln liked his wife better than he liked Ruthie.

She acted so dumb. She was supposed to look at him when she spoke her lines, but she looked at his right suspender. He checked it to make sure there was nothing wrong with it, like a stink bug sitting on it, but it just looked like his left suspender, unless the stink bug had flown off. They could fly. He told Calvin that once, and he said, yeah, every time a stink bug flew around the propane gas lamp his mam would scream and point and back away, saying it would put a hole in the mantle and burn the house down. Isaac really laughed about that.

The practicing went terribly wrong.

He pitied Teacher Catherine. She kept a brave face, but no one spoke loud enough, they all droned their lines in a sort of monotone and Ruthie said “Heerod” for King Herod, then got all red-faced and muttery when Teacher Catherine corrected her.

It was a good thing they still had over three weeks to practice.

When Isaac yelled “Bye, Teacher!” at the end of the day, she was staring absent-mindedly out the window at the flying snow and didn’t hear him.
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Chapter Four

THE SUN SHONE, THE WINDS MELLOWED and the days turned into fine winter weather, the kind that are blissful for sledding.

Recess was never long enough. Teacher Catherine was kind enough to allow an extra 30 minutes on Friday, but told them the Christmas program was more important than sledding, and they still had a long way to go.

Isaac knew that was true. They didn’t talk plainly. Most of the students spoke in resounding tones, but their words jammed together until no one could understand very well what the poem was about.

How to tell them to speak clearly without being insulting? Teacher Catherine took to pacing the floor, adjusting the shoulders of her cape unnecessarily, sliding her sleeves above the elbow and gripping one forearm with the other until her knuckles turned white.

When it was Isaac’s turn to recite his 14-verse poem, he faced the classroom squarely, lifted his chin and spoke in the best way he could possibly muster.

It’s Christmas tonight.

The hills are alight,

With the wonderful star of God’s love.

On and on he intoned the words of Jesus’ birth. They were well-spoken, perfect and he knew it. Teacher Catherine nodded her head, praised him for his clear speech and asked the rest of the class to follow his example. He knew his face was turning a hateful shade of pink as he made his way back to his desk, so he watched the glossy floor tiles closely, wishing his bangs were longer still. Calvin grinned openly and raised his eyebrows.

They practiced three songs, which went well, especially “Joy to the World,” which started on a high note. Everyone knew most of the words, and the voices rollicked along together in holiday harmony, which really perked up Teacher Catherine’s mood.

After that, little first-grader Eli said his poem in a voice only a decibel above a whisper, his voice shaking with nervous tension. Isaac knew the teacher would not be able to correct him, Eli being so close to tears.

Christmas programs were tough. You had to walk that delicate balance of praise and admonishment, nurturing and controlling.

Ruthie Allgyer sniffed, ducked her head and searched for the ever-present plastic packet of Kleenexes.

Isaac looked out the window and observed Elam King hauling manure with his mules, their large heads wagging in unison, their ears flapping back and forth in their ungainly fashion, as if they were much too big for their heads. He shouldn’t be hauling manure. The snow was too deep, adding to the heavy load on the spreader.

Dat said it was hard for the horses to keep their footing, so instead they’d get ready to butcher the five hogs in the shed next week. Isaac knew he’d be cleaning the kettles, and sharpening knives and saw blades in anticipation of the butchering.

When he looked back to the front of the classroom, he was shocked to see Ruthie Allgyer standing in complete misery, her face red with exertion, her mouth working, devoid of any sound at all.

Isaac couldn’t watch.

He heard a sob, and a wave of heat washed over him. His heart lurched, feeling her embarrassment keenly. His fingers trace a carved R on his desktop, as he heard Teacher Catherine say kindly, “Ruthie, you may go back to your seat.”

Ruthie bent her head, held the white Kleenex to her face and pushed her feet along the floor in humiliation. She slid wretchedly into her desk, folded her arms on the top and buried her face into them as she cried softly.

Isaac couldn’t believe it.

Ruthie Allgyer, of all people!

She stuttered?

When had that all started? She hadn’t stuttered last year. He remembered everyone saying their poems, Ruthie among them.

Hannah Fisher was next, so she started in her singsong roar. She spoke so loudly you couldn’t even hear the words, then plucked the shoulders of her dress in the most self-assured manner it set Isaac’s teeth on edge. Well, that Hannah could be set back a notch, in his opinion. Dat said pride went before a fall, so she better watch it.

Isaac pitied Ruthie so badly. He would be extra kind to her, maybe even say something encouraging at recess if he got a chance.

Maybe she dreaded the Christmas program because she had a stuttering problem that was only visible if she had to speak to a crowd. Maybe that was why she looked so anxious and picked her face.

The students colored bells, candy canes and candles, and hung up letters that said, “Merry Christmas.” They made paper chains with red and green construction paper and hung them from the four corners of the ceiling to the middle.

There was no Christmas tree and no Santa Claus anywhere. The Amish ordnung did not permit either one. Santa Claus was a myth, and Christmas trees were too fancy or worldly and were frowned upon.

The Amish believed in gift-giving because the wise men brought gifts to the Baby Jesus, and God gave the greatest gift of all when he gave the world his son. But presenting gifts was to be done in maus und maz-ich-keit (with common sense) and not to follow the ways of the world with very large gifts no one could afford.

That, too, varied in each household. Isaac’s parents were conservative with their gifts, giving one package to each child, usually something ­useful.

Calvin got five or six packages, things Dat would deem frivolous. Calvin had a Game Boy with a pile of expensive games, something Isaac could only dream about.

It wasn’t that he wouldn’t have enjoyed having one, it was just the way of it. When you knew something was truly off limits, there was no getting around it. You just read the Outdoor Life, ate your whoopie pie and drank milk in the evening and didn’t even think about a Game Boy.

Sometimes he felt left out, just a bit, when Calvin and Michael, the other eighth-grade boy, would discuss the games or bring one to school to trade with each other. But not for long. Calvin would always return to Isaac, saying he’d never have a sled that would beat Isaac’s old wooden Lightning Flyer, and then Isaac’s whole world righted itself.

At recess, Isaac was waiting in line to fill his drinking cup at the water hydrant when Ruthie stepped behind him. Turning around, Isaac faced her squarely and said, “Ruthie, you don’t have to be ashamed. Did you know a whole pile of people struggle with not being able to talk in front of a crowd?”

At first anger flashed in her big brown eyes, but then she bobbed her head in acknowledgment. Isaac had never noticed she had freckles on her dark skin.

“Seriously, Ruthie, you can do it. Just don’t get so nervous.”

“I’m not nervous.”

“What is it then?”

Ruthie shrugged her shoulders.

“Did you talk to your mam?”

“Of course not.”

“Maybe she could help you.”

“I’d never tell my mam.”

“Why?”

A shrug of the shoulders and Ruthie fled. So much for that. He knew he could help her. He had read about that somewhere. He’d ask Sim, too.

On Saturday, they attended a Christmas horse sale in New Holland. Isaac had barely been allowed to go along, not having swept the loose hay in the forebay the way Dat wanted him to. He had been sternly lectured, the big calloused hand coming down on his shoulder afterward, saying there was no room in the buggy tomorrow morning for boys who didn’t listen.

Isaac had blinked tears of humiliation and pushed the stiff bristled broom like a person possessed, bending his back low with the effort.

He hated displeasing Dat. It was just that he had practiced shooting at tin cans with his BB gun, hitting them dead center in the end, after the winter light had faded to gray. Then supper was ready, and he forgot about the forebay.

That, and Sim had really made him mad, mooning around the barn with his eyes rolling around in his head like a coon hound. He couldn’t even focus them right, cutting his finger with his pocketknife when he opened the twine on the bales of straw. Then Sim blamed Isaac for taking too long watering the pigs.

“Do you have any idea how much water five pigs can drink?” Isaac had shouted, sending a good-sized snowball flying in Sim’s direction.

When Sim turned around and started after him, Isaac clapped his straw hat on his head and took off, slipping and sliding, sheer terror lending acceleration to his booted feet. Sim grabbed his coat collar, hauled him back, rolled him in the snow and washed his face thoroughly, the snow melting in icy rivulets down his green shirt collar.

They sat together then. Isaac wiped his face with his coat sleeve and told Sim he was lucky he wasn’t wearing his glasses, or he’d end up paying for a new pair. Sim laughed and asked how his day at school went.

“Catherine looked extra pretty, thank you very much,” Isaac answered, narrowing his eyes.

“I didn’t ask about her.”

“You did. You don’t care about my day one bit. Catherine is also having a hard time with this Christmas program. I’m the only one who says his poem right.”

“I bet.”

“I’m serious.”

Sim smiled.

“But that poor Ruthie. You know, Levi Allgyer’s Ruthie. She’s in my grade, and she couldn’t say her poem. Her face was so red, Sim. It was painful to watch. The words just wouldn’t come out.”

“What did Catherine do?”

“She was so kind. She just asked Ruthie to go to her seat, and I saw them talking at recess.”

Then Sim’s eyes got all stupid again, his mouth lopsided and wobbly, and he didn’t hear Isaac when he asked if it was true that you could help someone with a stuttering problem.

“Right, you can?” Isaac asked louder.

“Yeah.”

But Isaac knew Sim hadn’t heard him, so on the way to the horse sale, Isaac scooted forward from the back seat, stuck his head between Dat’s and Sim’s shoulders and pursued the subject of stuttering once again.

They had stopped at a red light on Route 23 in the town of New Holland. There was traffic everywhere, boxing them in, and Sam the driving horse was a bit too energetic to hold completely still, waiting for that light to change. He hopped up and down on his front feet, so Dat had to hold a steady rein and didn’t answer until the light turned green and they could surge forward with the traffic.

Dat reached down and turned the right-turn signal on after they had moved swiftly for about a block before he answered. “You’d think one of Levi’s daughters wouldn’t have that problem. He’s quite a talker.”

“I read somewhere that you can help people who stutter. You get them to talk very slowly. Or something like that.” Isaac said this a bit hesitantly, afraid Sim would laugh, but he didn’t, just nodding his head in agreement.

Horse sales were magical. The flat, long, white buildings were surrounded by vehicles, trailers and black carriages belonging to the Mennonites who drive buggies, the Joe Wengers, as they were known by the Amish. They lived side by side in unity, but the Joe Wengers were an entirely different sect of plain people. The Amish buggies were gray with black wheels; that’s how you told them apart.

White fences divided the pens of horses and ponies. Motors hummed, people talked and the auctioneer could be heard from the vast sea of concrete that was the parking lot. The horses milled about, whinnying, tossing their heads.

Dat gave Isaac a five-dollar bill for his lunch. It wasn’t enough, but Isaac was ashamed to tell Dat, so he asked Sim for more.

Sim raised his eyebrows. “You can buy a hot dog with five dollars.”

“Not French fries and Mountain Dew.”

Sim shook his head but extracted his wallet and handed him five one-dollar bills. “You can’t go to a horse sale without buying candy and chewing gum.”

Isaac couldn’t believe it. Another five dollars! At the most he had planned on another dollar, maybe two.

“Hey, thanks, Sim.” He ran off before Sim changed his mind.

He’d drink all the Mountain Dew he wanted. That was the best drink anyone had ever invented. He could drink a gallon and never tire of it. Mam said it was not good for little boys, rotting their teeth and supplying too much sugar and caffeine, but Isaac couldn’t see the difference in drinking a few cans of the delicious soda, or sitting around at sister’s day drinking pot after pot of coffee. They were like camels at a watering trough, never getting enough, those sisters.

Isaac sized up the dollar bill, turning George Washington’s head the same way it was imprinted on the Pepsi machine. He held his breath as it gobbled the dollar, then whirred softly, and with a clattering sound his green and red can of Mountain Dew rolled into the little tray.

Expertly, he popped the top, and turned to see Catherine Speicher watching him.
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Chapter Five

IT WAS UNSETTLING, SORT OF.

Teachers were teachers in the classroom, dressed a certain way, always professional, sort of untouchable, set apart.

Here she was, standing in the bright December sun, her hair as light as an angel’s, wearing a black coat fancier than the one she wore to school, with a red scarf thrown loosely over one shoulder.

Isaac held his Mountain Dew, then returned her smile, and said, “Hey, Teacher!”

She looked at him a moment longer, and for one mortifying second, he thought she was going to hug him.“Isaac! It’s good to see you!”

“Yeah. You, too. You buying a horse?”

She laughed, adjusting her scarf.

“Actually, I am helping at the tack shop today. My friend Liz helps her dat when they’re busy before Christmas.”

“That’s nice.”

She hesitated for only a second, then asked, “Are you here by yourself?”

“No, I came with Dat and Sim.”

Was it his imagination, or did her face change color only a bit? Perhaps it was the red scarf that gave her cheeks that glow.

He’d have to find Sim, which he accomplished in short order, weaving his way in and out of the crowd, searching the seating area where you could pretty much find someone easily, the seats stacked up the side of the room like bleachers at English peoples’ stadiums.

There he was.

Isaac plopped himself in the seat beside Sim, and said, “Catherine Speicher is helping her friend Liz at the tack stand.”

That got his attention.

He looked very nice, with that narrow-brimmed straw hat he wore, turned down in the front and back with a piece of rawhide knotted around the crown instead of the black band that belonged there traditionally. A lot of the youth didn’t wear hats, but Sim was older, a member of the church, and Dat’s ways were deeply ingrained and respected.

Maybe, though, Catherine wouldn’t match. For one instant, this flashed through Isaac’s head. She was definitely not quite like Sim, and maybe Sim was right that he didn’t stand a chance.

No, you just couldn’t think along those lines. God wasn’t like that. You just took a chance, went ahead and asked the question to see what happened.

“So, are you going to ask her for a date?” he asked, after a long swallow of the sweet soda.

“No, Isaac.”

“Why not?”

“Because.”

“That’s no answer.”

“Go away.”

“Oh, come on, Sim. You big ‘fraidy cat. Just go down to the tack stand and act like you need a new halter, and when she hands it to you, say, ‘Could I come see you on Saturday evening at 8:00?’”

“It’s not that easy!” Sim hissed. “And don’t talk so loud.”

Isaac found Tyler, the neighbor boy, who was horse-and-buggy Mennonite. He wore jeans and a thick coat with a zipper and a narrow-brimmed gray hat. Tyler talked with a different accent, although it was the same Pennsylvania Dutch that Isaac spoke.

They clambered up on the wooden fences, perched there and watched the horses milling about. Tyler said the horse dealers drugged the ponies so everyone thought they were safe, and once the drugs wore off, some of them were wild and vicious. Isaac said Dat never bought ponies at an auction, and Tyler said that was smart.

They got to the food stand early, and bought cheeseburgers and French fries and more Mountain Dew. They tapped the glass ketchup bottle hard and a whole glug of it clumped on to their fries, but that was fine with them. They loved ketchup.

They talked about school and Christmas and sleds. Someone stopped at their table, and Isaac looked up to find Catherine Speicher with a tray of food.

“May I sit with you? The tables are all full.”

“Sure.”

Isaac slid over immediately, and she sat beside him.

“I’m starved; no breakfast.”

She ate hungrily, saying nothing. Tyler’s father came to get him, so that side of the table was empty, until Sim came in with his lunch and slid in opposite them.

Catherine stopped eating, then, and got all flustered and acted so dumb Isaac could not believe it.

Sim took off his hat and asked if they’d prayed. Catherine shook her head. They bowed their heads for a short while, then Sim began eating his ham hoagie. He had coffee, too, which seemed awfully mature. Isaac was glad, him being so confident and all.

They talked, and Catherine’s face turned pink, and then it turned a greenish-white, and sort of leveled off to the usual color as she finished her roast beef sandwich. Isaac sat in the corner and drew down his eyebrows and made “Ask her!” motions with his mouth, which did absolutely no good.

They talked about the snow and school, and who went to which crowd, all having names the way the youth did nowadays. There were Eagles and Pine Cones and Hummingbirds and what not. The wilder youth had their own group; the more conservative ones their own as well. Some of them had rules and were parent-supervised, which turned out well. Sim was with the Eagles, but not the same group as Catherine, since she was so much younger and all.

Oh, she and Sim could talk all right. Endlessly. Same as the night they fixed the water pump.

Well, this was enough. Sim wasn’t even close to asking her for a date, so what was the use talking about all this other stuff? Who cared if there was a singing here, or a supper crowd there, or who was marrying who after Christmas?

OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
ROMANCE COLLECTION

Three Novellas in One

LINDA BYLER

Good%Books

New York, New York





OEBPS/Images/part01.jpg
o7

LITTLE AMISH
MATCHMAKER

974
o
Y

A

-
&7

L N

e

-7

2
/






OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
ROMANCE COLLECTION
Three Novellas in One






OEBPS/Fonts/Bickley_Script_Plain.otf


OEBPS/Images/common.jpg





