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DEAR READER,

The German dialect in this story may seem a bit odd or unfamiliar. And it should unless you are descended from the German Mennonites who initially immigrated to Russia in search of freedom from military involvement. This particular group of people spoke a unique dialect called Plautdietsch, or Low German. Unfortunately, it is an endangered language, with fewer than 100,000 people still able to speak it fluently.

In writing Waiting for Summer’s Return, I relied on a handful of sources to re-create the language in the characters’ dialogue. I found snippets of Plautdietsch in research materials at the Tabor College library in Hillsboro, Kansas. Some words were borrowed from Norma Jost Voth’s Mennonite Foods and Folkways From South Russia. My final sources were two ladies from Inman, Kansas, who know the language. Some of the German in the story is a combination of High German and Low German, but my best effort was made to represent the flow and feel of the Mennonites’ Plautdietsch.

It was a joy to write this story using bits and pieces of my own rich German-Mennonite heritage, and I hope the story will transport you to another time and place.

May God bless you as you journey with Him,

Kim Vogel Sawyer
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OH, WHAT AN EXQUISITE COAT!

Summer Steadman stopped in front of Nickels’ Dry Goods store, her attention grabbed by the sight. The wind pressed at her back, whipping strands of hair across her face. She anchored the hair behind her ear as she leaned closer to the window.

The coat, displayed on a wooden stand, had a printed card resting against its hem. Since the words were written in some foreign gibberish, she was only able to make out the price: seven dollars and fifty cents. But she didn’t need to read the words to recognize the real ermine fur that graced the collar and cuffs or the elegant camel’s hair fabric.

When her breath steamed the pane, hiding the coat from view, she swiped the moisture away with her hand. How sweet Tillie would look in that little coat! Its Mother Hubbard waist and pompadour sleeves gave the coat a grown-up, sophisticated look even though it was designed for a toddler. A matching bonnet hung from the display stand by satin ribbons. Summer closed her eyes, picturing Tillie’s dark curls and bright eyes peeping from beneath the ermine brim. Tillie would have loved to wear a coat such as this.

Opening her eyes, Summer pressed her palms to the glass, straining for a closer glimpse. For a moment, she considered entering the store and purchasing the little hat and coat. Her arms ached with the desire to cradle her daughter. Perhaps cradling that coat, which was the same size as Tillie, would ease her loneliness.

Reality crashed around her. No … cradling that empty coat would only remind her of her loss. “Oh, Tillie, my sweet baby,” she whispered, resting her forehead against the cold glass as tears pricked her eyelids. Her heart tightened until she feared it might stop beating.

Forcing a breath into her lungs, Summer spun from the window and stumbled to the edge of the boardwalk. Frigid wind slapped her face, and she shivered. She needed to return to the hotel. The thought of that lonely room held no appeal, but what else could she do? Her long afternoon of querying for employment had proved fruitless. There was no reason to remain outdoors any longer. Releasing a deep sigh, she turned her steps toward the large wooden building across the street.

The pungent odors wafting from the dining room made her stomach twist with queasiness. She covered her nose with her scarf and passed through the lobby as quickly as possible, ignoring the elderly desk clerk. Safely locked in her room, she sank down on the homespun blanket covering the feather tick. With stilted motions, she removed her coat and let it flop onto the bed. She sat, staring at the plain plaster wall.

What would she do now? she wondered for the hundredth time. She wrinkled her brow as she considered her limited options. She could press on to Oklahoma and claim land, as she and Rodney had planned. But she had no desire to do this on her own, and how would she take care of a homestead? Her education—well-rounded even by Boston standards—hadn’t included the skills needed for planting and plowing.

She could pay someone to take her to one of the larger towns nearby where she could purchase a train ticket back to Boston. But who would welcome her? Rodney’s parents had disowned him the moment he announced his intention to leave for Oklahoma. They wouldn’t desire her company now that Rodney and the children were gone. Her brother and his wife would not want her, either. They had been only too glad to see her married to Rodney and out of their house. Nothing awaited her in Boston.

Staying here was the only choice. But staying presented a whole other set of problems.

Most of the money Rodney had planned to use to start their farm remained in a hidden pocket of her reticule. A sizable sum it was, but even a sizable sum would be depleted if it did not replace itself. Given time, she would have no way to pay even for this humble hotel room. If she were to stay, she would need a means of support. But there seemed to be no opportunities available here.

Her mind replayed the response given at every place of business—a firm “No help needed” coupled with a look of distrust. Did they sense the stench of death she carried? Suddenly, unbidden, a row of grave markers appeared in her memory, the first carved with the name of her husband and four smaller ones carved with the names of her children. With a groan, Summer threw herself across the bed. Her nostrils filled with the musty odor of the old tick. She bent her elbow and buried her face in its curve as tears overflowed, soaking the sleeve of her dress.

“O God in heaven,” she begged aloud, “why did you not take me, too? It is surely a punishment…. A punishment I know I deserve, but … Don’t leave me here alone. Let me be with my children….” Sobs wracked her body until blessed sleep finally claimed her.

Peter Ollenburger entered the hotel lobby, sweeping the hat from his head the moment he stepped over the threshold. He unbuttoned his jacket with one hand, glad to be out of the biting wind. The good scents of sauerkraut, sausage, and potatoes greeted his nose, and the temptation to seat himself in the dining room and order a dinner was great. Swallowing, he reminded himself that Thomas and Grossmutter waited at home with beans and salt pork boiling on the back of the stove. He turned his attention away from Martha Harms’s cooking and focused instead on the hotel clerk. His boots clumped against the wooden floor as he crossed to the desk. “Guten tag, Bernard.”

Bernard Harms blinked behind round-lensed spectacles. “Why, Peter, what brings you into the hotel? You have daylight hours yet to make it home.”

Peter chuckled. “Nein, I am not checking in. You are right it would be foolish. I am here to …” He scratched his head. What he was planning to propose would start the townspeople’s tongues to wagging, for sure.

“Ja, ja, here to …?”

Peter felt heat climb the back of his neck. “I am here to talk to that frau whose family is buried east of town.”

Bernard’s eyebrows nearly disappeared into his hairline.

The heat in Peter’s neck increased. “Ach, Bernard, I know what thought you have! Put it from your mind.” He coiled his fingers around his hat. “My son has been home since he broke his ribs. He is behind on schoolwork, and this I do not like. I cannot help him much—a big stupid man I am. But Reverend Enns, he tells me this woman speaks as if she has had much schooling. Maybe she can help my Thomas, ja?”

Bernard shook his head, the light glinting on the thick lenses of his glasses. “Hmph … I would not mind her sitting somewhere other than in my hotel room all day long.”

“She is here now?” Peter was not sure if he wanted Bernard to answer ja or nein.

“She is here—she returned a bit ago. She is in room seven.”

Peter twisted his hat in his hands. Despite the unseasonable chill of late October, his palms began to sweat. “Sieben. Ja, I will go and ask her, then.”

Bernard came around the corner of the desk. “I will go, too. It is not proper for a single man and a single lady to be without a chaperone.”

Peter nodded at Bernard’s words. He would not even propose this if his wife’s grandmother did not reside at his home. Although Grossmutter was crippled from arthritis, slowing down the work she could do, her mind was sharp. A good chaperone she could be.

Bernard leaned his elbow on the edge of the high desk. “Will you pick her up here each day to come teach Thomas?”

“Nein. With the cold weather coming, I cannot ride back and forth from home to town every day to fetch her.” Besides, Peter understood from the reverend that this woman needed a place to stay that would cost no money. Reverend Enns was sure she would return to the East when she had regained her strength. She would need her money for travel, the reverend had said. Trading room and board for teaching would be a good exchange; the woman would not have to spend her savings.

“Then she will … live with you?” Bernard almost whispered the final words.

“She will live in my house, if she says she will come.”

“In your house?” These words seemed to squeak out. “Peter, have you thought this through?”

Peter scowled. “Ja.” For sure, he had thought it through or he would not be here.

“But where will the woman sleep?”

“With Elsa’s grandmother, in her room.” He had not yet mentioned this idea to Grossmutter, and for a moment he felt guilty for involving her without her permission. But the old woman was a kind-hearted soul. Surely she would not disagree.

Bernard shook his head, his expression solemn. “Peter, it cannot be done. Even with the grandmother there, the woman cannot live under your roof. The council will never approve it. She … she is unmarried. And she is not of our faith.”

Peter bit on his lower lip, causing his beard to splay forward. He had not considered that the council might disapprove. He scratched his head. “I am a bumbler for sure. I had thought … But now I do not know….” He bit his lip again. Thomas needed help, and he had felt this woman was the answer to his prayers. But now? He sighed. “I guess I will not talk to her after all. I did not think all things through.” He turned to leave.

Bernard caught his arm. “Peter, what about the shariah?”

“Shariah?”

Bernard nodded. “It is snug and dry.”

Peter stroked his beard. “The shariah …” He used the shariah for storage, but he could move those boxes and barrels to the barn. The woman would have her own little place, close enough to walk to the house and work with Thomas each day but far enough away to keep the gossip hens from clucking too much. Peter grinned. “Bernard, you are a clever man.”

Bernard puffed out his chest and tapped his gray temple with one finger. His eyes sparkled. “Come, Peter. We will go ask her.” He led the way down the dim hallway to room seven and knocked briskly on the closed door.

Peter held his breath. What would the woman think? A woman left as she had been, in a strange town without a man to support her, was bound to feel helpless. No doubt she mourned all she had lost. Four liebchen and her husband, the reverend had said. Peter understood mourning. How he had mourned his Elsa when she had gone to glory. She had been his playmate in childhood, his best friend in youth, and his dearest love. Yet he, Thomas, and Grossmutter had managed to go on together, with God’s help.

And now God had put this woman and her plight on his heart. He hoped she would see the sense of his plan. Thomas needed someone, and Peter was sure it would do the woman good to have someone to fuss over. It was a good plan now that Bernard had thought of the shariah.

It seemed a long time had passed since Bernard knocked. No sounds came from behind the door. Peter looked down at Bernard, concern filling his belly. “You are sure she is in there?”

Bernard nodded, his forehead creased in contemplation. “I saw her come in. She looked sad—more sad than any other day since she started staying here last week.”

Peter’s brows came down. “You do not think she would do something … foolish?”

“You think she might …?”

Peter swallowed hard. “When one is deeply sorrowful, one can be foolish.”

Bernard raised his fist and pounded on the door. “Frau Steadman! Frau Steadman!” His shrill voice carried down the hall.

They heard a scramble from behind the door, then a key in the lock. The doorknob twisted, and the door swung open to reveal a disheveled, wild-haired woman. Her eyes bore dark smudges; her cheeks looked hollow and pale. Her blue dress hung on a frame too thin for it. Peter’s heart turned over in pity, but at the same time he wondered if the reverend could have been right that this woman was well educated. She did not give the appearance of great intelligence as she gaped at the men with wide red-rimmed eyes.

“Yes? W-what is it?”

Peter stepped forward, making a little bow. “Frau Steadman, mein name ist—” With a shake of his head, he reminded himself to speak English. “Frau Steadman, I am Peter Ollenburger. I have come to ask you to move to my home and—” His sentence went unfinished. Much to his surprise, the woman’s face suddenly turned white, and then with a little cry she collapsed in a heap at his feet.
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ACH, WHAT DID I SAY?” Peter threw his hat aside and leaned over the crumpled frame of the woman. She had gone down so quickly, there had not been time to react. But he could not leave her lying there like a tossed-aside sack for grain. He scooped her into his arms—“As weightless as a feather tick she is!” he declared—and carried her to the bed. He rested her gently on the mattress, and she lay there just as he’d placed her, as if lifeless.

“Bernard, go and get Dr. Wiebe. I will stay with Frau Steadman.”

Bernard disappeared, leaving the door open. Peter spotted a pitcher and bowl on the dresser. He splashed water into the bowl, took a clean handkerchief from his pocket, and soaked it in the water. The handkerchief dripped on the floor as he crossed to the bed. Keeping as much distance between the bed and himself as he could, he leaned forward and laid the rough wadded square of dripping cloth across the woman’s forehead.

Neither a movement nor a sound did she make.

Peter willed, Hast, Doktor. Bitte hast.

He examined the woman’s face. So pale and thin, with hollows in her cheeks. His arms still felt warm from the slight weight of her body—such a small burden she had been. He shook his head, pity twisting his heart. Surely it was not his words that had sent her into a faint. Had she eaten at all since the last of her family was put beneath the ground?

He remembered the first numb days following Elsa’s death. His desire for food had fled him, too. Only knowing Thomas and Grossmutter depended on him had made him force food into a belly that resisted it. This woman had no one depending on her, no one to entice her to eat. She was in a poor state, for sure.

“Heavenly Father, touch the heart of Frau Steadman and help it beat again. Take away her sorrow and give her joy,” Peter prayed aloud into the quiet room. “Let her grow strong, and let her find her way home.” His prayer was interrupted by the sound of feet on the hall floor. He went to the door and peered out, his chest filling with relief when he spotted the doctor on Bernard’s heels.

“She has not yet wakened.” Peter watched from the doorway as Dr. Wiebe opened his black bag and withdrew a small vial. The doctor popped the cork on the vial and swept it back and forth below the woman’s nose. At the second sweep, the woman suddenly coughed and twisted her face away, struggling to sit up. The doctor corked the vial and dropped it back into his bag then placed a hand on the woman’s shoulder.

“There now, Frau Steadman. Lie still for a little while yet.” The doctor’s calm voice soothed Peter, but from the woman’s stiff pose he did not believe she was soothed. The doctor glanced briefly at Bernard. “Bernard, could you bring Frau Steadman a glass of water, please?” Bernard rushed out once more, and Dr. Wiebe turned back to Frau Steadman.

“W-what happened?” The woman’s voice sounded hoarse.

Peter stepped forward. “I am sorry if I frightened you.” He peered over the doctor’s black-suited shoulder at her white face. Her brown eyes appeared almost black against the alarming pallor of her skin. “I am a bear of a man, for sure.”

The woman’s brow furrowed. “Who are you?”

“Peter Ollenburger. I—”

The doctor held up his hand, stopping any more words. “Frau Steadman, I want you to rest. After you have had some water”—Bernard entered, as if on cue, and handed the glass of water to the doctor—“I want you to eat some bread and broth. I will bring it myself.”

The woman shifted on the bed until her back rested against the headboard. She took the glass with both hands, but at the mention of broth and bread, she grimaced. “Please … I am not hungry.”

“There is no choice being offered.” The doctor’s tone turned stern. “Whether you are hungry or not, you must eat. Your strength must be kept up.”

“For what purpose?”

Her bitter words seemed to take Bernard and the doctor by surprise, but Peter understood. He answered, “Zeit fürs weinen und zeit fürs lachen …”

The woman stared at him as if he had suddenly sprouted purple ears and a tail. He thumped his head with his hand. “Ach, my foolish mouth. I choose words from the Good Book—Ecclesiastes, the third chapter. There is a time to weep and a time to laugh, a time to mourn and a time to dance.” He stepped closer. “You must eat to gain strength for the day when your heart will once more laugh and dance.”

“I’ve no reason to laugh or dance.”

Peter understood this, too. Just east of town were her reasons buried.

The doctor rose. “I will be back soon with soup and bread. You must eat.” His tone let the woman know he wouldn’t accept a refusal.

She closed her eyes and rolled to her side, facing away from them. Dr. Wiebe motioned to Peter and Bernard to step into the hall. Peter retrieved his hat from the threshold and closed the door behind him. Once in the hallway, the doctor spoke earnestly. “I am concerned. She appears very weak. Although she has no fever, which tells me she has not contracted the typhoid fever that killed her family, she has no one here. I am going to speak to Reverend Enns. Perhaps he can find a family that will take her in and see to her needs. If she does not begin eating, she will end up buried with the rest of her family.”

Bernard’s eyes became huge behind his spectacles. “Typhoid fever? That is what took her family?”

The doctor nodded, then pointed his finger at Bernard. “You say nothing. I have taken every precaution. Before I brought her to the hotel, I insisted she bathe while I boiled all of her clothing. Her family is buried, along with their clothing. After I settled her here, I sent some men out to burn her belongings. There is no threat of danger from this woman—I would not have brought her here otherwise. But some would not believe it. If people are fearful, no one will take her in.”

Bernard looked at Peter. “Peter, tell the doctor what you were thinking.”

Peter felt heat climbing the back of his neck again. The doctor looked up at him, his expression expectant. Peter cleared his throat. “Well, you see, my boy needs help in his studies. I thought to ask the woman if she would help the boy in exchange for a room and food.” The heat spread to his ears. “The room would be in my shariah. Bernard thought of that.”

Bernard nodded, as if pleased to be included.

“I was thinking of a place with a family—with a woman who would cook the meals and see that she ate.” The doctor sucked in his lips for a moment. “But it might be good for her to be with someone who relies on her a little more than she relies on them.”

Peter gave an eager nod. “Ja. Both Thomas and Grossmutter could benefit from this woman’s presence.”

Dr. Wiebe smiled. “I think it is a good idea, Peter. What did she say?”

He shrugged. “When I started to ask, down she went—floomp!—right on the floor.” He shook his head. “I thought at first I frightened her. But maybe it was only her empty belly.”

The doctor opened his mouth to reply, but before he could speak the doorknob turned and the door opened. The woman stood framed in the doorway. She held on to the wooden door as if for support. Her gaze swept past the doctor and Bernard to settle on Peter.

“Mr. Ollenburger, I would like to speak with you, please.”

Summer focused on the big man who stood between the doctor and the clerk. He had called himself a “bear of a man,” and the description was apt. Peter Ollenburger dwarfed the other two in both height and breadth. His full beard and shaggy hair added to his bearlike appearance, but as she remembered his gentle blue eyes peering down at her from over the doctor’s shoulder, she instinctively knew she need not fear him.

He swallowed, twisting his hat in his massive hands. “Ja, we can talk, for sure. But would you sit back down? You do not look wachlig.” Then he grimaced and corrected himself. “Steady. You do not look steady.”

Summer squared her shoulders, pushing herself to her full height. “I assure you I am fine.” Her knees felt weak. Bracing herself on the doorjamb, she continued. “When I first opened the door to you, you said something … something about … your home?” She despised the quaver that had crept into her voice. “Are you in need of a maid or a cook?”

Mr. Ollenburger’s heavy brows came down. “Frau Steadman, you are making me feel nervous. Bitte, you sit on the bed there, and we can talk.”

The doctor took her elbow. “Ja, that is a good idea.” He guided her back into the room, seating her on the edge of the bed in a gentlemanly manner.

Summer had to admit she felt more secure sitting down, yet resentment welled in her chest at their concern. Where were these concerned people when her family was dying one by one and she was forced to stand helplessly by and watch them slip away? With determination, she pushed the thought aside and raised her gaze to Mr. Ollenburger.

“All right. I’m sitting. Mr. Ollenburger, would you please tell me why you came?”

The man nodded, a thick shock of wheat-colored hair falling across his forehead. He pushed back the strands with his large fingers. “Ja. I thought to ask if you would help me.” His huge boot lifted and he stepped forward, narrowing the gap between them.

Summer had to tip her head back to look into his eyes. She noticed his ears appeared pink, which further convinced her of his harmlessness.

“My boy—he is named Thomas—he had an accident and broke ribs. He has been home healing and has missed much of school. The doctor says he must not ride a horse for many weeks yet, so no school for Thomas until January or February. Yet his lessons he needs. I cannot help him. But Reverend Enns thought …” He paused, turning the hat into a wad of plaid fabric. “You … you are a learned woman?”

Summer nearly burst out laughing. Learned? Her education was the best Boston could offer a woman. She swallowed hard. It wouldn’t do to laugh. He wouldn’t understand her amusement. Giving a nod, she responded, “Yes, Mr. Ollenburger, I am a learned woman.”

“Then you are able to help my Thomas with his schooling?” Hope was evident in his tone.

She nodded.

A smile broke across his face. “Ja, this is good. Danke schoen, Frau Steadman.”

“Wait, Mr. Ollenburger. I didn’t say I would do it, simply that I am capable of doing it.”

His brow crinkled. “Does this mean you will not help my boy?”

Summer sighed and looked at the other two men, who stood stupidly to the side and listened without offering assistance. Turning back to Peter Ollenburger, she tried to explain. “Mr. Ollenburger, before I make a commitment such as you’ve requested, I need to know what salary you are offering.”

Mr. Ollenburger turned his shaggy head to look at the others. The desk clerk raised his hand and rubbed his thumb against the tips of his fingers. Light dawned across Mr. Ollenburger’s face.

“Ach, of course, I need to tell you about … salary.” He squared his shoulders. “I am not a man of wealth, Frau Steadman. Money I cannot offer. But I offer you a place to stay—your own shariah—and meals while you work with my boy.” He looked so gallant as he gave his meager proposal that Summer didn’t have the heart to immediately refuse.

She lowered her focus, considering this proposition. She needed money more than meals and a roof. Although, she realized, if she had meals and a roof she would not have to spend any of her remaining cash. So if she wasn’t adding to her cash supply, at least she wouldn’t be depleting it. Tutoring his son was certainly preferable to cooking or cleaning. Her own shariah, he had said. She assumed this was a word for “house” in his language. She realized all three men were waiting for her to reply.

“Is your wife unable to assist your son in his studies?”

Sadness appeared in the big man’s eyes. “My wife—my Elsa—she has been gone now for six years.”

Summer felt a brief stab of pain for his loss. The passing of years had apparently not removed all of the sorrow from his heart. But at least he had his boy. Grief welled up and she quickly squelched it. She forced her brain to think … think…. If he was a widower, there were rules of decorum that must be considered. Looking at this big, simple man, she was certain he wouldn’t comprehend those rules.

“I am sorry, Mr. Ollenburger, but your position as a widower gives a new slant to this situation.” She took a deep breath, organizing her thoughts. “You offered a … shariah. No one would question the propriety of my living there?”

Again, the man sought the opinion of his friends with a look of helplessness.

The desk clerk answered. “This shariah is on the edge of Peter’s property. A good walk separates it from his place.”

The doctor also contributed. “At his home also lives Frau Suderman, who is Thomas’s great-grandmother. A chaperone she can provide.” He glanced at Peter before adding, “This is a small town, so there will be some talk, but Peter has a good reputation here. The talk will not last long.”

Summer nodded to acknowledge the men’s words before turning back to Mr. Ollenburger. “And when your son is caught up with studies, will I be forced to leave this—this shariah?”

Mr. Ollenburger gave an emphatic shake of his head. “You would be welcome to stay for as long as you need to. But if you change your mind and want to come back to the hotel, I will bring you.”

“Thank you. Will you allow me a few minutes to consider your offer?”

The big man ushered the other two out of the room and closed the door behind them. She heard the muffled sounds of their voices as they visited in the hallway, but she was unable to make out their words because they spoke in another language. German, she assumed. But she suspected they were discussing her, just as they must have been doing before she opened the door. It made her uneasy to be the topic of discussion, and she especially disliked not understanding what was being said.

Mr. Ollenburger needed a teacher for his son. It would be a way to fill these endlessly empty days. Her days, before leaving Boston, had been so full. Caring for the children, keeping house, preparing meals—she had insisted on doing these things herself rather than relying on servants to care for her most precious possessions. Even on the trail, as the wagon had made its plodding progress through unfamiliar cities and across varying landscapes, her time had been filled with incessant tasks. But here, in this room, there was nothing to do except remember what used to be.

She allowed her gaze to drift around the room—the bare walls, the absence of personal effects, the lifelessness of the room. Did she want to remain here, even if she could afford it? She had no idea what waited in the shariah, but whatever it was, it couldn’t possibly be worse than the hollow, aching emptiness of this room. She sighed. There really was no other choice.

Summer pushed herself to her feet and crossed to the door, opening it once more. All three men turned toward her, their conversation halting. Mr. Ollenburger’s fist tightened around the ridiculous little hat.

“Mr. Ollenburger, I will accompany you to your home, but first I would appreciate being taken to my wagon to collect the remainder of my belongings.”
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I WILL READY YOUR BILL.” The hotel clerk scurried down the hallway. The other two men exchanged quick nervous glances.

Summer’s heart skipped a beat. “Is something wrong?” The doctor cleared his throat. “It is evening…. The ride to Peter’s is long….”

Something was amiss, but suddenly she had no desire to explore it. “That’s fine, then. I’ll return later. I’ll gather my things.” Summer stepped back behind the door. It only took a few moments to prepare to leave, and she joined the men at the clerk’s desk without delay. She placed the necessary bills and coins in the clerk’s hand, tightened the pull string on her reticule, and turned to Mr. Ollenburger. “I’m ready.”

He took her bag and gestured toward the door. Less than five minutes later she sat on a wooden buckboard bench next to her benefactor, looking down on the rumps of a pair of enormous beasts with massive chests and short horns.

Mr. Ollenburger called, “Giddap!” The animals heaved into lumbering motion.

She pointed at the pair. “Oxen?”

He nodded. “They are named Gaert and Roth.” The oxen snorted, tossing their heads, and the man chuckled. “Ja, ja, I speak of you.” He looked briefly in her direction. “Roth means red-haired, so the red and white one is Roth. Gaert, then, is the brown and white one. Gaert means strong. They are both sturdy, reliable beasts. We have a horse—Thomas’s Daisy—but she is more pet than working animal.”

“And what is your work, Mr. Ollenburger?”

The man’s chest seemed to expand. “I am a miller. I grind the grain into flour. Broot schleit den hunga doot.” He chuckled. “I say, ‘Bread kills hunger.’ What is a meal without bread, ja?”

Summer peeked sideways at the man’s profile. His voice rumbled like distant thunder and carried a heavy accent. Somehow its timbre was soothing. “Tell me about your son, please.”

A smile broke across his wide face, crinkling his eyes. “Ah, my Thomas, my son … Of course he is a bright and handsome lad. Sturdy like the oxen. Dependable, too. A wonderful boy. You will see.”

The man obviously idolized the boy. She must remember this—should there come a time when reprimands were necessary, she would tread with care. “He has a horse for a pet. What else interests him?”

“Interests him? You must explain this.”

Did she sense shame in his question? “Interests … things he likes.”

Mr. Ollenburger pursed his lips as he twisted a whip in his hand. “Interests of Thomas … Well, he likes to read. It was the reading that got him hurt.”

“Oh?” Summer raised her brows.

A chuckle sounded from the other side of the bench. “Oh, ja. He was up in a tree, book in one hand and apple in the other. He went to turn a page and down he came. He hit hard on a branch before falling to the ground. The branch broke his ribs.”

“My goodness!” Summer placed her hand against her bodice, imagining how the fall must have hurt.

Mr. Ollenburger sent a knowing look in her direction. “He is lucky boy that the rib did not poke his lung. He has been slow moving for many weeks.” He shook his head. “Ja, the good Lord was watching him for sure that day.”

Summer set her jaw to hold back the bitter words that pressed against her tongue. Where was this “good Lord” the days her children died? Why hadn’t he saved her children? She forced the thoughts away and looked at Mr. Ollenburger’s profile. “How old is Thomas?”

The man’s lips tipped into a warm smile. “He will be ten in January.”

Summer jerked her eyes forward. Ten in January. The same age as her Vincent. Would this Thomas and Vincent have been friends if given the opportunity to meet? It didn’t matter now, yet she wondered…. “A fine age.”

“Ja. Still a boy, but now and then I glimpse of the man to come.” Summer had seen glimpses of the man to come in her Vincent, too. He had been so brave, standing beside his father’s new grave, his chin thrust out, hands clasped behind his back. After the minister and gravediggers had gone, the youngster had taken her hand and promised, “I’ll help take care of you and the children, Mama. Don’t worry.” Oh, Vincent, my dear son, what a good man you would have become.

Summer held tight to the seat, blinking back tears, as the uneven road caused the wagon to jolt. She asked no more questions, and Mr. Ollenburger remained silent, too, encouraging the oxen with lowtoned commands and flicks of the whip over their broad backs.

Dusk had fallen by the time the wagon finally rolled to a stop in front of a simple wood-framed house. Gray smoke lifted from the chimney, and soft yellow light shone behind two-over-two pane windows. Mr. Ollenburger hopped over the side of the seat, then looked up at her.

“Remain here, Frau Steadman. I check on Thomas and Grossmutter, and then I will take you to the shariah.” His long-legged stride carried him across the ground quickly. He disappeared inside the house while Summer shivered on the seat. In a few minutes the door swung open again and Mr. Ollenburger stepped out, followed by a smaller replica of himself.

Summer noticed a shadowy figure, stooped over and leaning on a cane, hovering in the doorway. She assumed this was the grandmother of whom Mr. Ollenburger had spoken. She squinted into the waning light, attempting to see the woman’s face, but Mr. Ollenburger and the boy stopped beside the wagon, and his voice pulled her attention away from the older woman.

“Frau Steadman, this is my son, Thomas. Thomas, say hello to Frau Steadman.”

“Hello, Mrs. Steadman.”

Summer’s lips trembled as she peered down at Thomas. Mr. Ollenburger had said the youngster was sturdy and dependable, bright and handsome. Just one look at him proved the father had spoken the truth. Thomas was as stocky as her Vincent had been slender, as blond as her son had been dark-haired. But in his eyes she saw the same light of intelligence that had brightened Vincent’s serious face. Oh, Vincent, I miss you, son! It isn’t fair that you’re gone and …

The door clicked, and Summer glanced at the house. The woman had gone back inside without a word. How odd that the older woman had not greeted her the way the boy had.

“I take Frau Steadman to the shariah.” Mr. Ollenburger placed a wide hand on the boy’s shoulder. “I must take the wagon so I can move out some barrels and boxes, or she will not have room to turn around in there.”

Thomas’s face lit up. “May I help you, Pa?”

“Nein, son. Doctor said no lifting yet.”

The boy’s eagerness wilted. “Yes, sir.”

“But would you fix Frau Steadman some bread with jam and bring it to the shariah?”

“Yes, sir!” He spun toward the door.

“Verlangsamen sie!”

Mr. Ollenburger’s order resulted in Thomas slowing his pace. The big man heaved himself back onto the wagon seat as his son stepped onto the stoop.

The boy waved. “I will bring that bread quickly, Pa.”

“You do not run when you bring the bread.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Thank you, Thomas.” Summer forced a smile while her heart cried. What a nice boy. What a good friend he would have been for my Vincent.

With firm calls to “gee,” the oxen were coaxed into turning the wagon, and Summer waited until they were in motion before speaking again. “He seems to be a fine boy.” Her throat felt tight.

“Oh, ja, a very fine boy. He should give you no trouble. But if he does, you tell me. I will deal with him.”

“I’m sure we’ll get along well.”

“He will be hard to hold down. Poor Grossmutter has had a time holding him down. It is good he will have something to fill his days, that he’ll be able to study again.” He angled his face sideways to look at her. “The boy is tired of the sitting still. But he must. The ribs must fully heal.”

Summer recognized the warning tone. She nodded. Nothing would happen to this boy. The image of the old woman in the doorway flitted through her mind. “Mr. Ollenburger, your grandmother …”

He released a heavy sigh. “Ja, Grossmutter … A blessing she has been to Thomas and me. And a blessing we have been to her, for sure. She has had much sickness in past years, and things have become hard for her. Her hands”—he held up one of his own hands, seeming to examine it with sorrow—“are much bent from … I think you call it arthritis, but she does what she can. She wishes to be useful still. The English language she cannot speak. When first we came, she refused to try. And now? I think she believes that saying of old dogs cannot learn new tricks.”

He sighed again, and his tone took the quality of one speaking more to himself. “Not much does she speak even in our language anymore—not to me. She does speak yet to Thomas. He is her light….” Then he straightened, shooting her a quick glance. “Do not take offense if she does not speak to you.”

Summer thought about spending the day inside that house with the old woman watching. Silently watching. She shivered again. “Are we almost to the shariah?”

He pointed with a thick finger. “It is right there.”

Summer saw, through the murky light, a triangular-shaped dwelling about fourteen feet across on its bottom and ten feet to its tip. It appeared to be only the roof of a house, with its walls swallowed by the ground.

Mr. Ollenburger called, “Whoa,” and the oxen obediently halted. The man hopped down, his heavy boots thumping against the hard ground. “I will light a lantern and then take you in.” He strode to the unusual structure and ducked into what seemed to be a narrow tunnel attached to one side of the triangle. Moments later he reappeared, a lantern in his hand giving off a cheery yellow circle of light.

He set the lantern on the ground beside the wagon, the yellow circle shrinking until it barely touched his feet. She placed her hands in his and allowed him to help her down. The moment her feet touched the hard ground, he released her to reach into the back of the wagon and retrieve her carpetbag. “Come.” He lifted the lantern and led her to the tunnel. “Watch your step, Frau Steadman. Only dirt makes the stairs. You could slip. I will cut some planks to make them safer for you tomorrow.”

She realized as she stepped into the tunnel that the triangular building was like a wooden tent placed over a pit. He handed her the lantern and began shoving crates and barrels aside to make room in the center of the floor.

She raised the lantern and looked around, her heart falling in dismay as she saw what she had chosen over the hotel room. Shariah certainly could not mean “house”—it must mean “hovel.” The entire dwelling was no more than twelve by fourteen feet—smaller than the parlor in her Boston home. Simple wood beams held up a slanted ceiling of wide planks that met at a peak in the center. Each end of the building was also constructed of planks standing up and down. Only the center part of the shelter was fully serviceable since the side walls were a scant three feet high. No windows existed in the little hut, and since the foundation was simply hard-packed dirt, it felt cool and smelled dank. Another shiver shook her frame.

Mr. Ollenburger paused in his shifting of boxes to give her a worried look. “You are cold, Frau Steadman. A way to bring heat here for you I must find.” He scratched his chin. “When we moved into the house, we took the cookstove with us. But there is still a vent hole for a stovepipe, which I covered with a tin can pounded flat. This keeps the rain out. I will see what I can rig for you tomorrow. I must also fix a bed.”

“I would appreciate a source of heat,” Summer inserted, “but you needn’t fix a bed. I have a bedstead in my wagon.”

Mr. Ollenburger looked at her for several quiet seconds, pursing his lips, which caused his chin whiskers to splay forward. He cleared his throat. “Ja, well, tonight you must make a pallet on the floor—there are many blankets here.” He moved to a trunk in the corner, ducking to avoid hitting his head on the slanting ceiling. When he raised the lid, Summer saw a stack of thick woven blankets. He looked at her, an apology in his eyes. “It is not much….”

He was right. It certainly was not much. But what else did she have to look forward to? She forced a light tone. “Remember, Mr. Ollenburger, I have spent many weeks in a wagon or a tent pitched outside. It is a treat to have a roof over my head again.”

Her words must have been convincing, because his face relaxed into a smile. He moved to the center of the room, straightening his back and looking upward. “Ja, it is a roof. It is no masterpiece of carpentry, but it will shelter you.”

She let her gaze drift around the small space. “When these boxes have been removed and my own belongings have been brought in, it will feel more like a home. I’ll be fine.”

His brows came down into a worried scowl. He fiddled with his hat, his ears glowing bright pink. Something was clearly wrong. Just as she opened her mouth to question him, Thomas entered through the tunnel, a paper-wrapped package in his hands. He offered the package to Summer with a shy smile.

“Here is your sandwich, Mrs. Steadman. Strawberry jam on wheat bread. Pa bought the bread from the restaurant in Gaeddert. If it was bread Pa made, you wouldn’t be able to eat it.”

Peter gave his son a playful cuff on the back of his head, chuckling. “Ja, the boy is right, for sure. My baking is not so good, but you see we have not starved.” He clamped a hand on Thomas’s shoulder. “Remember, son, this is now Frau Steadman’s home. You must knock before you come in next time.”

The boy nodded, sending Summer a sheepish look. “I’ll remember.”

Peter strode to the door. “I will take out a few of these boxes to give you moving around room. The rest can wait until morning light. Thomas and I will leave you to your sandwich and bed.” He picked up the nearest box and stepped through the tunnel with it, Thomas on his heels.

Summer sank down on a short barrel, placed the packet of bread with jam in her lap, and looked once more at the dismal little dwelling that was her new home.

It would be bearable if only I weren’t alone. Why did they all have to die?

Peter leaned over and placed a kiss on Thomas’s tousled hair. “Guten nacht. Schlop die ’zunt, son.”

“You sleep well, too, Pa.” The boy pulled the covers to his chin.

Peter left the door ajar so he could hear his son’s breathing. He crossed to the wooden table in the middle of the main room and sat down. Grasping the heel of his right boot, he worked the boot free, dropped it with a muffled thud against the braided rug beneath the table, then freed his left foot and dropped that boot with its mate. He wiggled his toes and leaned back in his chair, releasing a long sigh.

The rough tabletop had been cleared of dishes but still wore a spattering of crumbs. Peter swept his hand across the surface, sending the crumbs to the floor. He looked toward the dry sink and spotted two tin plates and a mug—not enough to require a trip to the well for dishwater. It could wait until morning. There had been a time when crumbs on the table and dishes in the sink would not have been acceptable, but with Grossmutter’s advancing arthritis stealing her ability to do simple chores, the house sometimes reflected a lack of care. Peter did not much like this, but he did not have the time to do all the household chores as well as the outdoor duties. He hoped the woman would not find their crumbs offensive.

A light snuffling sounded from Thomas’s room, followed by the deeper, more rumbling noise of the old woman’s snore. Peter smiled. The one time he had told Grossmutter she snored, her expression of indignation had convinced him he had better not mention it again. He did not mind the snoring. The sounds were comforting.

Elsa always used to say if she heard him snoring, she knew he was near. It felt good to have the boy and the old woman near. His smile faded into a frown. The woman alone in the shariah must be finding it hard to sleep. No snores, no snuffles, no company at all. How long had it been before he’d slept straight through a night after Elsa’s passing? He could not remember now, although he was sure it had been weeks—well after the ship had delivered him and the boy to American soil.

Peter yawned, stretching. Tomorrow would be a full day. His mind sorted through the tasks awaiting him with the rising of the sun. While the woman worked with Thomas, Peter must chop some saplings to build a rope bed on which the woman could sleep, haul all of the remaining boxes and barrels to the barn and store them in the loft so the woman had room, find a way to bring heat to the shelter so the woman would not freeze when the snows came, fix the steps so she would not fall … and sometime during the day he must take her to where her family had camped and show her she no longer had belongings.

His chest ached with dread as he considered the last task.

She had already lost so much. He rested his elbow on the table edge and propped up his chin, searching for words that might comfort her tomorrow when she discovered what had been done to her wagon and the things inside it. For sure, belong ings could be replaced. That was true, yet it seemed unkind to say so when belongings were all one had to call one’s own.

“Lieber Lord im himmel,” he prayed aloud, slipping into his comfortable German dialect, “I ask that you be with me tomorrow when I must show poor Frau Steadman that all her things are gone. Prepare her heart to accept the loss. Help her understand why the burning was needed. Thank you that my Thomas has a teacher. Let my Thomas also teach her to love again, for only with the opening of one’s heart can joy be restored.” He yawned, his ears popping with the stretching of his jaw.

“Ach, Father, I am a tired man. I must sleep now. Let the sleep bring me strength for what awaits me tomorrow. Amen.”
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SHE’S AWFUL SKINNY, PA.”

Peter looked at his son. “Skinny? What is this?”

“You know—too thin. Skinny.”

Peter nodded. “Ja.” He sat at the table, eating his breakfast of cornmeal mush. The early morning breeze slipped through the open front door. He liked the smell of morning in the house, but very soon they would need to keep the door closed to hold out the cold. Grossmutter held a shawl around her shoulders this morning. Maybe he should close the door now.

“She doesn’t look very strong, either.” Across the table, Thomas scooped another bite and swallowed.

Peter shrugged. “I do not know that a person must be muscled to have smartness.”

Thomas gave a light laugh, one arm wrapped protectively across his middle. “No, I reckon not. Mr. Funk is pretty skinny, too, but he’s a good teacher.”

“There you are.” Peter lowered his brows and pointed his spoon at Thomas. “You will give Frau Steadman the same respect you have always given your Mr. Funk. Just because you study at home is no reason to play.”

“Oh, sure, Pa. I know.” The boy blinked in innocence.

Grossmutter reached out with her gnarled hand and tapped Thomas’s wrist. She pointed to his bowl.

Thomas sent her a smiling nod. “Ich esse, Grossmutter.” He ate two more bites, as he had promised, before turning to Peter. “She looks sad, too.”

Peter set his spoon aside. He wondered how the woman had slept last night on the hard dirt floor of the shariah all alone. “Ja, she is sad.” And sadder she would soon be when she discovered she no longer had a wagon and things to call her own. “She has lost much, son. We must be patient while we wait for her to smile, ja?”

Thomas looked across the table with a thoughtful expression on his youthful face. “Pa, how long did it take for you to not feel so sad about Ma dying?”

Peter stroked his beard, considering Thomas’s question. This was one moment he was glad Grossmutter did not understand the English. “There are days, son, when the sadness still sits like a stone in my chest. Sadness comes sometimes when I look at you and think how proud she would be of you.”

Thomas paused in his eating. His chin quivered. “Would she be proud of me, Pa?”

“Ach, but yes,” he said, reaching across the table to tousle Thomas’s hair. “Who could not be proud of a boy like you? Even when he falls from trees!”

Thomas grinned. “Oh, Pa.”

Peter picked up his spoon. “Finish your breakfast, son. You will have studies to do and you will need a full belly for your brain to think.”

“Excuse me.”

Peter turned in his chair to see Frau Steadman in the doorway. He rose, his eyes involuntarily sweeping from her toes to her hair. She wore a different dress than the blue wool. This one was the same green as the leaves of the cedars that grew along the Cottonwood River. Like the blue one, it hung loosely. As Thomas had said, she looked skinny. But she had obviously made use of the well. Her face was shiny clean and her dark hair damp where it was swept back from her face. The circles under her eyes did not indicate a restful night for her.

He smiled a greeting and held out his hand. “Please, Frau Steadman, come in. Sit down. I will get a bowl for you for mush.”

She entered the house, her focus touching first Thomas then Grossmutter before returning to him. “I honestly couldn’t eat a bite.”

Peter did not want to argue with her, yet he could not allow her to starve to death on his property. “If mush does not appeal, I can go to the henhouse for an egg.”

“Thank you, but no.”

Peter clamped his jaw, worry and irritation mingling in his chest. She must eat, but he could not force her. Lieber Lord, what do I do? An idea struck, and a grin tugged at his cheek. Instead of addressing the woman, he turned to his son and shook his head with great sadness. “I am sorry, Thomas, but no lessons for you today.”

“Pa?”

“Disappointed I know you are, son, but I cannot allow Frau Steadman to teach you.”

The woman moved forward one step, her skirts sweeping the floor. Her dark eyes snapped. “Why not?”

“We agree—trade schooling for room and food. I cannot accept the schooling if you do not accept the payment. So …” He shrugged at Thomas. “No lessons today.”

Thomas understood. While his eyes sparkled, he pushed his lips into a pout. “But I’m so far behind.”

“You will have to study on your own, son.” Peter touched Thomas’s hair and brought forth a sorrow-laden sigh while Thomas played along, slumping his shoulders in disappointment. Peter peeked at Frau Steadman. Would it work?

She glared at him with narrowed eyes, her lips pursed in irritation. Finally she threw her hands outward. “All right. I’ll eat.” She crossed to the table and pushed Peter’s empty bowl aside, seating herself with a straight back and raised chin. “But don’t think for a moment I don’t know what you’re up to. And I won’t always be so easily manipulated.”

“Ma-nip-u-lated.” Peter scowled. “I do not know what this means.”

Her chin thrust out. “Oh, yes you do.”

With a shrug in Thomas’s direction, Peter got a clean bowl and plopped in a great lump of mush. He added a dollop of molasses and doused it with cream, then set the bowl and a spoon in front of the woman. Standing beside her chair, he waited until she took up the spoon, stirred the contents into a semismooth consistency, and brought a small bite to her mouth.

Grossmutter continued eating while observing the woman with her sharp scrutiny. Peter could not tell what she was thinking.

Thomas, still sitting on the other side of the table, also watched. “Mrs. Steadman? You didn’t say grace.”

A blush stole across the woman’s cheeks.

Peter sent a brief glowering look in Thomas’s direction, then smiled down at the woman. “When I blessed the food this morning, God knew you would eat. It will digest without a second prayer.” He glared once more at Thomas, who hung his head. “I will get water for the dishes. Thomas, you stay and visit with Frau Steadman.”

Thomas raised his chin and smiled at Summer. The woman went on eating with small, dainty bites. Peter picked up a bucket, stepped out the door, and headed across the dewy grass to the well. As he turned the crank to bring up the pail, he tested the unknown word. “Ma-nip-u-lated.” How he wished he knew what she meant. With a sigh, he poured the water from the pail into his waiting bucket, taking care not to splash over the rim, then threw the pail back into the depths of the well.

Back in the house he found Thomas, under Grossmutter’s watchful eye, sharing what he had been studying in school before his accident. The woman listened, her fine brows pulled down in concentration. He peeked at her bowl and hid a smile of satisfaction. It was nearly empty. Good. The tricking of her worked.

He poured the water into the reservoir of the stove to heat and placed the empty bucket on the floor beside the dry sink. When he straightened, he found Frau Steadman waiting, bowl and spoon in hand. Her nearness caught him off guard, and he stumbled backward a step, kicking the bucket. She glanced at the bucket then looked at his face.

He felt heat building in the back of his neck. He looked toward the table, where Thomas grinned and Grossmutter pursed her lips.

“Mr. Ollenburger?”

He turned back to the woman.

She gestured toward the dry sink. “Would you like me to wash the dishes?”

Peter shook his head, returning to the table to put some distance between them. “Washing the dishes is Thomas’s job. It does not hurt his ribs to lift only bowls and spoons. When he is finished, he can show you his books, and you two can begin to study.”

She watched as he carried Thomas’s bowl to the dry sink and added it to the others waiting in the tin wash pan. “I was hoping …” He heard the tremble in her voice and stopped rearranging bowls to look at her. “Ja? You were hoping?”

She licked her lips, hiding her hands in the folds of her skirt. He watched her eyes flit sideways to the table before coming back to him. “I know that Thomas is eager to begin his studies, but I wondered if perhaps we could delay it for one more day.”

“Delay …” Peter looked at Thomas.

“Wait until later, Pa.”

“Wait until later?” Peter said to Frau Steadman.

“Just one day. I would like to have the chance to settle in, to bring the things from my wagon to the shariah.” She paused. “Would-would that be acceptable?”

Peter swallowed. He would rather wait until later to go to the no-longer-there wagon, but he knew he could not. He lowered his chin and aimed his voice at the floor. “I think to … delay … one day will not harm the boy. I will hitch the oxen.”

He looked up to see gratitude in her eyes.

“Thank you.”

As he clumped across the ground toward the barn, he wondered if she would regret that thank-you once she saw what the doctor had done.

Summer scuffed her toe through the pile of ashes. Ashes. Only ashes remained of what was once her wagon, furniture, books … and memories. The minister had said, “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust …” as the men had shoveled soil on top of her children’s graves. Her children were ashes. Her belongings were ashes. Her dreams were ashes. Hot tears formed in her eyes, and she pulled her coat tighter around her chin as she battled the desire to dissolve into wails of anguished fury.

“Sorry I am that it was done, Frau Steadman, but the good of many must sometimes come before the good of one.” The sympathy in Mr. Ollenburger’s eyes substantiated his words. He lifted his ax, using it to point toward a stand of maples along the riverbank. “I-I go now to chop the trees for your new bed. You … you sit and …” He shrugged in a helpless gesture and headed into the trees, the ax on his shoulder.

Soon she heard the hollow clack of iron against wood. Chopping trees to build her new bed, he had said. Anger, hot and consuming, rose up within her. She didn’t want a new bed! She wanted her own carved oak bedstead on which her children had been born, and the quilt pieced by her grandmother, and the rocking chair in which she had soothed her babies to sleep before tucking them into the cradle that had been her own sleeping spot when she was an infant. So many precious, irreplaceable items had been inside that wagon! It was unthinkable that this pile of soot and grit was now all she had.

The wind lifted particles of gray ash and carried them away across the brittle grass. She spun from the sight, a strangled sob forcing its way out of her throat. Her gaze fell upon the row of headstones. She broke into a stumbling run and dropped to her knees in front of the graves, allowing the tears to flow.

“Oh, Vincent, all your books … They’re gone, son.” The wind whipped at her hair and dried the tears that rained down her cheeks in an endless flood. “And Rose, my precious girl, the sweet embroidery you worked on as we traveled … You were so proud of the posies you stitched from pink silk floss. You said you would hang the sampler in our new parlor. I’m so sorry I can’t hang it for you, Rose….”

She turned to another mound. “Tod, dear Tod, your carved soldiers are all burned up.” She closed her eyes, envisioning the little boy lying flat on his belly in the grass with the wooden men clasped in his dimpled fists. “I’m so glad I put one with you in your grave. At least you have one left with which to play.” She slapped her hands to her cheeks, gasping as guilt assailed her. “But, Tillie … Oh, my dear sweet baby, I didn’t put your dolly with you. I kept it, thinking I would hold it when the need to hold you was too strong. And now, like you, it’s gone. I should have buried it with you, my darling. I’m sorry, Tillie. I’m so sorry….”

Sobs shook her. She could no longer speak. Burying her face against her knees, she cried until she thought her chest might explode. It was several minutes before she realized the sound of the ax had stopped. She peered over her shoulder. On the other side of the ash pile, Mr. Ollenburger crouched on his haunches, the ax across his knees. His wagon waited behind him, a tumble of fresh-cut saplings piled in its bed.

She turned back to the graves and cleaned her face with her sleeve. Painfully she pushed herself to her feet, but she couldn’t make herself leave. Her gaze drifted down the row of markers, ending with little Tillie’s. She read aloud the words engraved there: “‘An angel took my flower away, but I will not repine, since Jesus at His bosom wears the flower that once was mine.’”

“It is true.”

She jumped at the deep voice that came from behind her right shoulder. “What?”

He stepped beside her. “What you said. It is true.” He nodded his shaggy head, his eyes solemn. “All of your liebchen are now with Jesus, safe in His arms.”

Anger at all she’d lost welled up like an ocean wave. “But I want them with me! What does He need with them? They’re my children! My children …” Another sob rent her words, and she placed a hand against her lips to stifle any more that might erupt.

Mr. Ollenburger’s eyes softened with understanding. “I know, Frau Steadman. The sadness goes very deep. It fills you until there is not room for anything else.”

She nodded. The sorrow was a crushing burden. It equaled her guilt.

“There is One who can take your sadness and fill your heart with joy once more, if only you will ask Him.”

Summer forced out her breath in a harsh huff. “Please, Mr. Ollenburger, do not preach a sermon to me. This God of whom you speak ignored my cries to save my children. Even if He could restore my joy, why would He? He didn’t care enough to hear me before. Why would He listen now?”

The man flapped his jaw twice, as if unable to form words, then snapped it shut.

She turned away from him, wrapping her arms around herself and shivering in the cool wind.

After a long while, he spoke again, his voice of distant thunder tender in its delivery. “Why my Elsa was took from me I still do not know. She wanted even more than me to see this land where no one stops you from worshiping the true God. A land where our Thomas could grow and choose whatever he wished to be. But out at the sea, she died. She is buried in the ocean.”

Summer gasped.

“So not even a grave do we have to visit.” He turned, his gaze settling on the headstones. “My Elsa had been with me my whole life. All of my memories from little boy up to full-grown man have her in them. Very hard it was to say good-bye. Very hard for her Grossmutter, too, who had raised her since she was little girl. But …” He rested a large hand against the front of his sheep wool jacket, facing Summer again. “I visit her in my heart. And I talk to the God with whom she now lives. That is where I find my comfort.” He shrugged, his huge shoulders bunching his jacket around his bearded chin. “But time it took to find my comfort. It will take time for you, too.”

He stepped closer, his expression serious. “Do not say God is not there or is uncaring. Our God is a God who knows. He knows your pain of loss. He has felt it Himself as His Son died and He must to turn away. He knows what is found in our future, and He knows what is best for us. We must trust that He knows.”

Summer turned back to the graves. “I’m glad you found your comfort, Mr. Ollenburger. But this is what I know—my husband believed God would take us safely to Oklahoma. God didn’t. Now here I am with no husband, no children, and nothing to remind me of them. It’s all … burnt up.” Tears pricked behind her lids as she spit the words through clenched teeth. “And my joy is burnt up, too.”

At that moment two curled bits of soot rose, lifted by the wind, and danced away on the breeze. Summer watched them go, the pressure in her chest increasing as they disappeared in the treetops. “My joy is now ashes, Mr. Ollenburger, and as you can plainly see, ashes cannot be put back together again.”

He seemed to search for those two bits of soot, his brows pulled down.

She waited for him to refute her bitter words.

He reached inside his jacket and withdrew a rumpled piece of paper with seared edges. He looked at it for a moment, his lips pressed together so tightly his whiskers stuck out. “I found this in the bushes beside the river. I do not know, but—” He held it out to her. “It looks to be one little piece from your ashes.”

When she didn’t reach for it, he clasped her wrist and lifted her hand to meet the paper. “Take it with you, Frau Steadman. One day, it will bring you joy to have it.”

He walked away, leaving her holding the shred of brittle scorched paper. Tears flooded her eyes as she recognized a page from Rodney’s Bible—the page on which the births of their children had been recorded. One corner was completely burned away, and three of the four sides were singed from the flame, but each name and date was still intact, penned in Rodney’s neat script.

A part of her heart ached with desire to give thanks to God for the miracle of this little scrap surviving the fire that destroyed everything else. But she hardened herself against it. If God was able to keep this piece of paper from burning up, He should have been able to save her children. She started to crumple it into a wad, but something stopped her. Instead, she folded it with great care and placed it in her pocket.

Mr. Ollenburger waited beside the oxen, his large hand resting on the shoulder of one sturdy beast. With a sigh, she pushed her feet into motion. She had made a deal with this man to teach his son, and she would honor it. Never, though, would she believe in his God.
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