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Part One

Therefore, on every morrow, are we wreathing 
A flowery band to bind us to the earth.

—John Keats 



Prologue 

LEAH 

Growing up, I drank a bitter cup. I fought hard the notion that had I been the firstborn instead of my sister Sadie, my early years might’ve turned out far different. Fewer thorns over the pathway of years, perhaps. But then, who is ever given control over their destiny?

When I came along my parents already had their daughter—perty, blue-eyed, and fair Sadie. Dat needed someone to help him outdoors, so taking one look at me, he decided I was of sturdier stock than my soft and willowy sister. Hence I became my father’s shadow early on, working alongside him in the fields, driving a team of mules by the time I was eight—plowing, planting, doing yard work and barn work, too, some of it as soon as I could walk and run. Mamma needed Sadie inside, doing “women’s work,” after all. And my, oh my, Sadie could clean and cook like a house a-fire. Nobody around these parts, or in all of Lancaster County for that matter, could redd up a place faster or make a tastier beef stew. But those were just two of Sadie’s many talents.

Truth be known, my sister was at war with the world and its pleasures . . . and the Amish church. At eighteen, she was taking classes with Preacher Yoder, along with other young people preparing to follow the Lord in holy baptism, to make the lifetime vow to almighty God and the church. Yet all the while offering up her heart and soul on the altar of forbidden love.

Still, I kept Sadie’s dreadful secret to myself. Ach, part of me longed to see her get caught and promptly rebuked. Sometimes I hated her for the unnecessary risks she seemed too willing to take, not just foolish but ever so dangerous. I was truly worried, too, especially since I was nigh unto courting age and eager to attend Sunday night singings myself when all this treachery began. What would the boys in our church district think of me if word got out about shameless Sadie?

“Promise me, Leah,” she whispered at night when we dressed for bed. “You daresn’t ever say a word ’bout Derry. Not to anyone.”

Even though I wished Dat and Mamma did know of Sadie’s worldly beau, I was sorely embarrassed to reveal such a revolting tale. I struggled to keep the peace between Sadie and myself, but against my better judgment. Soon, I found myself wondering just how long I could keep mum about my sister’s sinful ways. Truth be told, I wished I knew nothing at all about the dark-haired English boy my sister loved beyond all reason.

In those early days I was forever worrying, so afraid I’d be stuck playing second fiddle to Sadie my whole life long. Living not only under the covering of my steadfast and God-fearing father, but daily abiding in the shadow of my errant elder sister. The cross I was born to bear.

Sometimes at dusk I would slip away to the upstairs bedroom I shared with Sadie. Alone in the dim light, I gazed into a small hand mirror, looking long and hard by lantern’s light, yet not seeing the beauty others saw in me. Only the reflection of a wide-eyed tomboy stared back—a necessary substitute for a father’s son, though I was a young woman, after all. And as innocent as moonlight.

Abram’s Leah . . .

Clear up till my early twenties, I was identified by Dat’s first name. To English outsiders, the two names together might’ve sounded right sweet, even endearing. But any church member around here knew the truth. Jah, the People were clearly aware that Leah Ebersol was dragging her feet about marrying the man her father had picked out for her. So because I was stubborn, I was in danger of becoming a maidel—in short, a maiden lady like Aunt Lizzie Brenneman, although she was anything but glum about her state in life. For most young women, not marrying meant denying one’s emotions, but not Lizzie. She was as cheerful and alive as anyone I’d ever known.

As for Abram’s Leah, well, I possessed determination. “Grit . . . with a lip,” Dat often said of me. And I do remember that I had a good bit of courage, too. Never could just stand by tight-mouthed, overhearing the womenfolk speculate on “Abram’s rough-’n’-tumble girl”—them looking clear down their noses at me just ’cause I wasn’t indoors baking pies or doing needlework. Goodness, that’s how Sadie spent her time . . . and Hannah and Mary Ruth, and of course, Mamma.

Puh! ’Twas Dat’s fault I wasn’t indoors making ready for supper and whatnot. I was too busy with farm chores—milking cows twice a day, raising chickens for both egg gathering and, later, dressing them to sell. Whitewashing fences, too. Oh, and sweeping that big old barn out in nothing flat every Saturday. I wasn’t one to mince words back then. I was as hardworking as the next person. Just maybe more practical than most young women, I ’spect. Sometimes I even wore work trousers under my long dress so dust from the haymow or mosquitoes from the cornfield wouldn’t wander up my legs of a summer. Come to think of it, my second cousin, Jonas Mast, was the boy responsible for sneaking the britches to me—promised to keep the deed to himself, too.

Ach, I was a lot of spunk in those days. A lot of talk, too. But now I try to mind my p’s and q’s, make apricot jam and pear butter for English customers, and get out and weed my patch of Zenith hybrid zinnias—purple, yellow, and green—in my backyard. More often than not, I find myself saying evening prayers without fail.

’Course now, nearly all that matters in life is the memories. Dear, dear Mamma and unyielding Dat. Kindhearted Aunt Lizzie. Happy-go-lucky Mary Ruth and her too-serious twin, Hannah—competitive yet connected all the same by invisible cords of the heart. And Sadie . . . well, perty is as perty does. The four of us, Plain sisters, attempting to live out our lives under the watchful eye of the Lord God heavenly Father and the church.

Ofttimes now before twilight falls, when the sun’s last rays shift slowly down over the golden meadow, if I step outside on my little front porch and let my thoughts stray back, I can hear a thousand echoes from the years. Like a field sprinkled with lightning bugs, they come one by one. Bright as a springtime morning, radiant as a pure white lily. Others come tarnished, nearly swallowed up by blackness, flickering too hastily, overzealous little lights . . . then gone.

The night air seems to call to me. And though I am a sensible grown woman, I surrender to its urging. A vast landscape in my mind seems to reach on without end as I peer across the shadows into another world. Another universe, seems now. There I see a mirrored image that I treasure above all else—the reflection of a smiling, thoughtful young man, his adoring gaze capturing my heart on the day our eyes locked across a long dinner table, when all of us spent Second Christmas with Mamma’s cousins over near Grasshopper Level. ’Twas a red-letter day, though Dat soon made me want to forget I had ever smiled back.

A lifetime ago, to be sure. These days, I simply breathe silent questions to the wind: My beloved, what things do you recall? Will you ever know that I am and always will be your Leah? . . . daughter of Abram, sister of Sadie, child of God.



Chapter One 

SUMMER 1946

Gobbler’s Knob had a way of shimmering in the dappled light of deep summer, along about mid-July when the noonday sun—standing at lofty attention in a bold and blue sky—pierced through the canopy of dense woods, momentarily flinging light onto the forest floor in great golden shafts of luster and dust, causing raccoons, moles, and an occasional woodchuck to pause and squint. The knoll, where wild turkeys roamed freely, was populated with a multitude of trees—maple, white oak, and locust. Thickets of raspberry bramble had sometimes trapped unsuspecting young fowl, stunned by the heat of day or the sting of a twelve-gauge shotgun during hunting season.

“Steer clear of the woods,” the village children often whispered among themselves. They warned each other of tales they’d heard of folk getting lost, unable to find their way out. The rumors were repeated most often during the harvest, when nightfall seemed to sneak up and catch you unaware on the heels of a round white moon bigger than at any other season of year. About the time when all over Lancaster County, fathers came in search of plump Thanksgiving Day turkeys. But even before and after hunting season, children admonished their younger siblings. “It’s true,” they’d say, eyes wide, “the forest can swallow you up alive.”

Certain mothers in the small community used the superstitious hearsay as leverage when entreating their youngsters home for supper during the delirious days of vacation from books and lessons.

One particular boy and his school chums paid no attention to the warnings. Off they’d go, scouring the forest regularly, day and night, in the eternal weeks of summer, playing cowboys and Indians near an old lean-to, where hunters found shelter from bone-chilling autumn rains and reloaded their guns and drank hot coffee . . . or something stronger. The lads promptly decided the spot where the run-down shelter stood was the deepest, darkest section of woodlands, where they whispered to one another that it was indeed true—sunlight never, ever reached through the mass of branches and leaves. There, among a maze of thorny vines and nearly impenetrable underbrush, everything was its own shadow with gray-blue fringes.

The area surrounding Gobbler’s Knob, on all sides, was home to a good many folk, Plain and fancy alike. Soldiers, back from the war, were streaming home to Quarryville just seven miles southwest, to the town of Strasburg about five miles northwest, and to the village of Ninepoints a short carriage ride away.

Abram and Ida Ebersol’s farmland was part and parcel of Strasburg Township, according to the map. Smack-dab in the heart of Pennsylvania Dutch country, the gray stone house had been built on seven acres bordering the forest more than eighty years before by Abram’s father, the revered Bishop Ebersol, who now slumbered in his grave, awaiting the trumpet’s call.

The “Ebersol Cottage,” as Leah liked to call her father’s limestone house, stood facing the east, “toward the rising of the sun,” she would often say, causing Mamma to nod her head and smile. The house was surrounded by a rolling front lawn that became an expanse of velvety grass, where family and friends could sit and lunch on picnic blankets all summer long, the slightest breeze causing deep green ripples across the grass. Behind the two-story house, a modest white clapboard barn stabled two milk cows, two field mules, and two driving horses. 

Inside, the front-room windows and those in the kitchen were tall and high with dark green shades pulled up at the sash. In fact, Leah had never remembered seeing the first-floor windows ever covered at all. Mamma was partial to natural light, preferred it to any other kind, said there was no need to block out the light created by the Lord God heavenly Father, whether it be a sunlit day or moon-filled night.

The second-story dormer windows were another matter altogether. Because the family’s bedrooms were located on that particular floor, window shades were carefully drawn when the rooms were occupied, especially at dawn and dusk. Abram was adamant about his and Ida’s privacy, as well as that of his growing daughters.

From their west-facing windows upstairs, Abram and Ida had a splendid view of the wide backyard, vegetable gardens, the barn and outhouse, the soaring windmill that pumped well water into the house, and beyond that the dazzling forest. What intrigued Ida more than the display of trees and brushwood were the songbirds that fluttered from tree to tree and trilled the sonnets of late spring and early summer, when open windows invited the outdoors in.

Meticulously kept and weekly cleaned, the farmhouse was in remarkable condition for its age. Abram and his family, as well as all who had come before, appreciated, even cherished, the warmth of its hearth and hallways, its congenial rooms. It was a house that when you were gone from it, you were eager to return. Leah often remarked upon arriving home from a visit to one relative or another that the front door and porch seemed to smile a welcome. This, in spite of the fact that she and the entire family always entered and exited the stately dwelling by way of the back door. Still, the pleasing exterior was like a shining beacon in a sea of corn and grazing land, forest and sky.

Whenever Abram’s daughters happened to take the driving horse and family buggy over to Strasburg to purchase yard goods and whatnot, the sight of the four girls turned many a head. Thirteen-year-old Hannah and Mary Ruth were not quite as tall as Leah, sixteen in a few short weeks, but they were definitely experiencing a growth spurt here lately. Hannah’s facial features—the pensive beauty of her brown eyes, thick lashes, and the delicate contour of her nose and chin—resembled blue-eyed Mary Ruth to some degree, but not enough for folk to automatically assume they were twins. Due to the vivid hue of their identical strawberry blond hair, Hannah and Mary Ruth did make a striking pair when tending the orange and yellow marigolds alongside the road together or looking after Mamma’s vegetable-and-fruit stand.

But more times than not it was flaxen-haired Sadie—older than Leah by three unmistakable years—who caused young men to take special notice. Leah, the only brunette of the bunch, strove in her effort not to care that Sadie was often singled out. Still, she observed quietly how boys of courting age were drawn to her enticing older sister, especially now that it appeared Sadie was preparing to offer her lifetime covenant to God and the Amish church.

[image: new1]
Seems the closer Sadie gets to her kneeling vow, the more foolish she becomes, thought Leah one hot and humid afternoon while helping Dat bring the mules in from the field. She wasn’t one to wag her tongue about any of her sisters’ personal concerns. Goodness knows, enough gossip went on in the community, mostly when womenfolk got together to quilt and gab at one farmhouse or another. Family stories—past and present—ideas, recipes, the weather, and ways of looking at things came flying out into the open then to be both heard and inspected. There were some gut forms of chatter, but most of it was a waste of time, she’d decided early on.

Leah herself had never been to a quilting frolic. Not once in her entire life. She’d heard plenty about it, more than she cared to, really, from Sadie and the twins. Such gatherings were fertile ground for tales, factual and otherwise, seemed to her. She preferred to engage in straightforward conversation, like the kind she occasionally got to enjoy with Dat out in the cornfield, plowing or cultivating the rich soil. Leah craved the succinct words of her father, his no-nonsense approach to life. After all, Sadie had Mamma’s affection, and the twins garnered adequate consideration from both parents.

Here lately, Leah had had the nerve to think that she just might have an exceptionally level head on her mature shoulders and it was time she carved out a corner of credibility for herself. Especially with Dat, even though she and her father wholeheartedly disagreed on one thing, for sure and for certain. Her father had made up his mind years ago just whom Leah should one day marry, though if asked, he wouldn’t have said it was by any means an arrangement—quite uncommon amongst the People.

The young man was Gideon Peachey, the only son of the blacksmith the next farm over. He was known as Smithy Gid, to tell him apart from other boys with the same name in the area. Gideon’s father and Dat had long tended the land that bordered each other’s property even before Leah was ever born. Truth was, when they were out working the field, Dat liked to say to Leah, pointing toward the smithy’s fifteen acres to the east of them, “There now, take a wonderful-gut look at your future . . . right over there. Nobody owns a more beautiful piece of God’s green earth than the smithy.”

It was a knotty problem, to be sure, since Leah wanted to please her beloved Dat in the matter of marriage. And she was well aware of the benefits for the bridegroom, as well as for the lucky girl who would become Gideon’s bride, since the smithy’s son was to receive the deed to his father’s sprawl of grazing land upon marriage. Of course, all this had, no doubt, played a part in the matchmaking, back when Leah and Gideon were youngsters. Not only that, but the smithy Peachey and Dat considered each other the best of friends, and Gideon was the son Dat wished he’d had.

Leah had no romantic feelings whatsoever for nineteen-year-old Gideon. Oh, he was nice looking enough with wavy brown hair that nearly matched her own and fair cheeks that blushed red when he smiled too broad. He was a good boy, right kind, hardworking, sincere and all. As a conscientious objector, he’d received an agricultural deferment, to the relief of his father and the entire community, just as had many other of their boys eighteen and older.

Leah and her sisters, and Gideon and his sisters, Adah and Dorcas, had grown up swinging on the long rope in the Peachey haymow together, and ice-skating, too, out on Blackbird Pond. She knew firsthand what a good-hearted boy Gideon was. And Adah . . . one of her own dearest friends.

Yet Leah’s heart belonged to Jonas Mast and there was no getting around it. Of course, no one but Sadie knew, because things of the heart were carried out in secret, the way Leah’s own parents had courted and their parents before them. Now Leah eagerly awaited the day she turned sixteen. At last she would ride home from Sunday night singing with Jonas in his open buggy, slip into the house so as not to awaken the family, hear the clip-clopping of the horse as he sped home in the wee hours, all the while dreaming the sweet dreams of romantic love. Jah, October 2 couldn’t come anytime too soon.

The hilly treed area known as Gobbler’s Knob had never frightened young Derek Schwartz, second son of the town doctor. He was well at home in the vast confines of the shadowy jungle, notwithstanding his own mother’s warning. As a lad he had purposely sought out frozen puddles to break through with a single stomp of his boot. He insisted on-defying most every periphery set for him growing up, and he proceeded to live as though he planned never, ever to die.

When Derek met up with Sadie Ebersol that mid-August night, he was instantly intrigued. It happened in the village of Strasburg, where two Plain girls, in the midst of their rumschpringe—the “running-around,” no-rules teen years allowed by the People prior to their children’s baptism into the church—were attempting to pull the wool over several English fellows’ eyes. They’d abandoned their traditional garb and prayer caps and changed into cotton skirts and short-sleeved blouses for an evening out on the town. But Derek’s friend Melvin Warner, sporting a pompadour parted on the side, said right away he knew the girls were Amish. “Just look at the length of their hair . . . all one length, mind you, not a hint of a wave or bangs like our girls.”

Derek had taken note of the girls’ thick, long hair, all right. He also noticed Sadie’s roving blue eyes and the curve of her full lips when she smiled. “Doesn’t matter to me if a girl’s Plain or not,” he told Melvin quickly. “I’m telling you, the blonde belongs to me.” Almost before he’d finished his pronouncement, he rose from the table where he and his cronies—newly graduated from high school—sat drinking malted milk shakes, messing around, and waiting for some action. Standing tall, he strolled over to make small talk with the wide-eyed girls. Particularly Sadie.

Sadie never would’ve believed it if anyone had hinted at what might happen if she kept sneaking off to Strasburg come Friday nights. No, never. She had gone and done the selfsame thing several other times before this, discarding her long cape dress and black apron, even removing her devotional Kapp, unwinding her hair, parting it at the side instead of in the center, letting the weight of its length flow down over one shoulder. Ach, how many times in her most secret dreams had she wished . . . no, longed for a handsome young man such as this, and an Englischer at that? The tall boy headed her way, across the noisy café, had the finest dark hair she thought she’d ever seen. And, glory be, he seemed to be making a beeline right for her. Jah, as she waited, Sadie knew he was intent upon her! The look in his dark eyes was spellbinding and deep, and she could not stray from his gaze no matter how hard she might’ve tried. He seemed vaguely familiar, too. Had she known him during her years at the Georgetown School, when she and her sisters and their young cousins and Plain friends all attended the one-room public schoolhouse not far from their farm? Her mouth felt almost too dry, and pressing her lips together, she hoped he wouldn’t notice how awful nervous she was being here in town, this far away from her familiar surroundings.

Quickly she glanced down at herself, still not accustomed to this fancy getup she wore, including what Englishers called bobby socks and saddle shoes. She wondered how she looked to such a young man, really. Did he suspect she was Plain beneath her makeup and whatnot? Would he even care if he knew the truth? By the sparkle in his eyes, she was perty sure her Anabaptist heritage didn’t matter just now, not one iota.

Sadie felt her heart thumping hard beneath the sheer cotton blouse, the one she’d slipped on under her customary clothes so Mamma or Leah wouldn’t suspect a thing if she ever happened to get caught leaving the house after she and her sister had headed on up to bed for the night. Excitement coursed through her veins. She lifted her head and tilted it just so, the way she’d practiced a dozen or more times, and smiled demurely her first hello to the well-to-do doctor’s son, who, she would soon discover, much preferred the nickname his pals had given him—Derry—over Derek, the name his parents had chosen after his devout paternal grandfather, a minister of the Gospel.

For no particular reason, Leah awakened and saw that Sadie’s side of the bed was empty. On a Friday night, yet. This was not a night for a scheduled Amish singing, she knew that for sure. Sadie’s flown to the world again, she thought, wishing Mamma and Dat might’ve heard their wayward daughter leave the house after they’d all gone off to bed. Why must she be so defiant, Lord? Leah breathed her prayer into the darkness.

Slipping out of bed, she went and stood by one of the windows and pulled the shade away. She looked out at the glaring sky, almost white with the rising moon as its light lowered itself over the barnyard below. How had Sadie made her getaway this time? Sadie wasn’t so handy outdoors, not at all— couldn’t have just hitched up one of the driving horses to the family carriage without making a ruckus on such a silent, moonlit night. Ach, it wasn’t possible for Sadie. She must’ve gotten a ride with someone who owns a car. Such harsh speculating made Leah feel nearly sick to her stomach. Surely Sadie wouldn’t stoop so low as to do something like that. Why, such things would not only break their parents’ hearts but bring awful shame and reproach to their family. Yet Leah feared that was just what her sister had gone and done. Ach, she shouldn’t let herself worry so, not about the unknown. Not about things she had no control over.

Daylight would come all too early tomorrow, she knew. Dat would appreciate her help with the five-o’clock milking. So she needed her rest. After all, somebody around here had to be responsible and get a good night of sleep on weekends.

Turning away from the window, Leah let the blind block out the moonlight and tiptoed back to bed. Refusing to dwell on a host of other shameful deeds her sister might be thinking of tonight, Leah sighed. She slipped back into bed and her head found the feather pillow. She longed for sleep. Truly she did.

The café radio blared the tune “Chiquita Banana,” the calypso-beat jingle: Pepsi-Cola hits the spot, twelve full ounces, that’s a lot . . . as Derek and his pal and the two Plain girls they had picked up headed for Melvin Warner’s car. Soon they were speeding down Georgetown Road, laughing and joking, toward Gobbler’s Knob. He had known almost immediately that Sadie Ebersol, his unexpected date for the evening, was not accustomed to modern ways. Not in any sense of the word. “Stop here,” he told the driver of the car. “Sadie and I . . . we’re getting out.”

“You’re walking her home, through the woods?” Melvin said from behind the wheel.

Sadie cast a wary look at him, the first time he had sensed any hint of alarm from her all evening. “Must we go thataway?” she asked.

“Trust me. I know the forest like the back of my hand.” He opened the car door and helped her out.

“Aw, Sadie, are you sure?” the other Amish girl asked, sitting next to Melvin in the front seat, leaning toward them now, seemingly very concerned. “You know what they say . . . you might never find your way out again.”

Derry nodded his assurance. “We’ll be fine.”

“Don’t worry, Naomi.” Sadie flung a small knapsack bundle through the open window and into her friend’s lap. “Here, take care of this for me. I’ll pick it up from you tomorrow.”

Once the Jeep station wagon had rumbled down the road, Derry turned and offered Sadie a hand, helping her over the ditch that ran along the roadside, then through the underbrush that led to the knoll. “So you’ve never gone walking out here?” he asked, turning to look at her in the moonlight.

“Not on this side of the woods,” she said. “I’ve visited . . . uh, the woman who lives in the log house at the far edge of the forest, though. I’ve gone there with my sisters, by way of the dirt road, over where the foxgloves grow.”

He didn’t know so well the flower-strewn side of the hillock. But on several occasions he had seen the woman Sadie mentioned, as well as the No Trespassing signs posted around the perimeter to alert hunters of her five-acre property. Smiling to himself, he thought, Sadie must think I’m thickheaded. . . . That woman is Amish. He remembered having seen her working in the flower gardens around the log cabin. “Is the woman a friend of yours?”

“Jah . . . er, yes.” Sadie frowned for a moment, then turned to look at him, smiling. “Do you know Lizzie Brenneman?”

He shook his head. “I haven’t met her formally, if that’s what you mean.”

“She likes living alone, always has. Loves that side of the woods . . . and the little critters that wander ’bout the forest.”

“And she can’t be too old,” he said.

“Thirty-four, she is,” replied Sadie, though it seemed she was holding back information, that maybe the woman was in all actuality a relative, maybe even Sadie’s aunt. But he didn’t press the issue. He had other more important things on his mind.

We’ll be sure to avoid the area of the log cabin, he thought, glad Sadie had warned him, in so many words. He knew precisely where this late-night walk should take them. Nowhere near Aunt Lizzie, he’d see to that.

Sadie’s inviting smile and the false air of innocence she seemed all too eager to exude spurred him on. “Ever kiss a boy on the first date?” he asked wryly.

Her warm and exuberant giggle was his delight. He knew he’d met his match. Hand in hand they ran deep into the seclusion of the dark timberland, where the light of the moon was thwarted, obscured by age-old trees, and the night was cloudless and still.



Chapter Two 

Since she was a little girl, Hannah, the older of the Ebersol twins—by twenty-three minutes—sometimes contemplated death, wondering what it would be like to leave this world behind for the next. Such thoughts stuck in her head, especially when she was alone and tending the family’s fruit-and-vegetable roadside stand. That is, if the minutes lagged between customers, and rearranging the table and checking on the money box were not enough to keep her mind truly occupied.

The plight of having only a handful of customers of a morning was not so common, really, once the decorative gourds and pumpkins and whatnot started gracing the long wooden stand in nice, even rows. Their bright harvest yellows and oranges caught the eye of a good many folks who would stop and purchase produce, enjoying the encounter with a young Plain girl. But this was August, and the baby carrots, spinach, and bush string beans were the big attraction, along with heads of lettuce and rhubarb.

Shy as a shadow, Hannah could hardly wait till the Englischers made their selection of strawberries, radishes, or tomatoes and then skedaddled on back to their cars and were on their way. Jah, that’s just how she felt, nearly too bashful to tend the roadside stand by herself. She figured, though, this was probably the reason she had been chosen to watch over the myriad of fruits and vegetables, because, as Mamma would say, “The more you do something, Hannah, the better you’ll get at it.”

Well, that might be true for some folk, Hannah often thought, but Mamma must have never had her knees go weak on her, her breath come in short little gasps at the thought of having to make small talk, in English of all things, with outsiders . . . strangers. She felt the same way about attending the one-room public school all these years, too. Thank goodness, Mary Ruth was her constant companion; otherwise, book learning away from home wouldn’t have been pleasant at all.

But looking after the produce stand was even worse, really. The sight of a car coming down the road, slowing up a bit, non-Amish folk gawking and sometimes even pointing. Were they just curious about her long cape dress and black apron . . . her prayer cap, the way she parted her hair down the middle . . . was that why they chose to stop? And then the car pulling up smack-dab in front of the stand. Ach, it wasn’t so bad if her twin hadn’t any chores to tend to and came along with Hannah. Working the produce stand was easily tolerated at such times, if not enjoyed.

Tonight, though, she lay in bed next to Mary Ruth, aware of the even, deep breathing of her sister, thinking once again about heaven, since sleep seemed to escape her. She wondered what it was like when their grandmother on Dat’s side—Grossmammi Ebersol—had breathed her last, six months ago now. Dat had not been present at his mamma’s bedside the night of her passing, but several of the womenfolk had been, Mamma and three aunts, Dat’s sisters. The comment had been made that Mammi’s passing had been a peaceful one—whatever that meant. Hannah wished she knew. She couldn’t quite understand how leaving your body behind and letting go of your spirit—that part of you that’s supposed to live on and on through eternity—how that could be a pleasant experience. Not when just the opposite seemed to be true at the start of one’s life, when you came hollering and fussing into the world. She’d witnessed enough home births to know that was true, for sure and for certain.

So she didn’t know if saying someone’s death had been a peaceful passing was quite the best way to describe such an event. Of course, now, she hadn’t attended the death of anyone, not yet anyway. “You just haven’t lived long enough, daughter,” Mamma had said recently, when Hannah finally got up the nerve to say just how curious she was about the whole business of dying.

“Himmel—heavens, Hannah,” Mary Ruth had reprimanded her over a bowl of snow peas, “don’tcha believe that the Lord God sends His angels to come and carry you over River Jordan . . . when the time comes? The Good Book says so.”

Hannah had kept still from then on, not bringing up the subject again. Must be not everyone thought secretly about their own deaths the way she did. Maybe she was mistaken to just assume it all along.

Now, lying in the bed she shared with Mary Ruth, she couldn’t help but wonder if her twin was just too cheerful for her own good. Jah, maybe that was the big difference between the two of them. Mary Ruth was unruffled, while Hannah looked at life through serious, worry-filled eyes. For as long as she could remember, that was how it was. Of course, they shared nearly everything, sometimes even finished each other’s sentences—Dat got a laugh out of that if it happened at the dinner table. Same color hair, similar hankerings for food, and some of the same boys had caught both her and Mary Ruth’s eye. Even though the two of them wouldn’t be expected to start showing up at Sunday night singings for another three years—it wasn’t proper for nice girls to do so before age sixteen—there were plenty of cute boys at Preaching service of a Sunday morning. Especially the Stoltzfus brothers—Ezra and Elias— close enough in age to almost pass for twins, though Ezra was the older by fourteen months. She had confessed in private to Mary Ruth that she wondered if some of those boys might not be thinking some of the same romantic thoughts about her and Mary Ruth. The laughter that had spilled out of Mary Ruth at the time was ever so warm, even comforting, when she admitted that she, too, had entertained notions about some of the same young men as Hannah. Mary Ruth answered, with a twinkle in her blue eyes, “We ain’t too young to start filling up our hope chests, you know.”

Hannah knew that, all right. She and Mary Ruth had spent many evening hours embroidering pillowcases and crocheting doilies. Hannah especially liked to embroider—with the lazy-daisy stitch—tiny colored flowers or a butterfly in the corners of simple square handkerchiefs Mamma bought over in Strasburg. Sometimes Hannah marked them “For Sale” out on the roadside stand, but mostly she enjoyed giving them away as gifts.

Mamma would often tuck one of Hannah’s perty handkerchiefs up the sleeve of her dress. It came in handy for erasing a splotch of dirt from a young child’s face—any number of nephews and nieces who came to visit—or just simply nose blowing for herself. One of the handkerchiefs Hannah had embroidered featured a row of six tiny people in the corner, one for each of her immediate family. That one happened to be both Leah’s and Mamma’s favorite, but Mamma usually won out having it in her pocket or wherever.

Much of what was already folded away in Hannah’s pine hope chest could also be found in Mary Ruth’s matching trunk. What one sister created, the other usually did, too.

Just now, turning in bed, Hannah stared into the serene face of her twin. Mary Ruth’s eyelids were twitching rapidly. What sort of dream is my sister having tonight? she wondered.

She wished she might be so relaxed as to sleep through the sound of footsteps coming up the stairs. Was it Sadie coming home after midnight again? Hannah actually thought of slipping out of bed to catch her in the act of tiptoeing back to the bedroom. But, no, best not. Who knows what handsome and interesting Amish boy might catch her eye someday, if she ever broke out of her timid shell, that is. Who knows what risks she might take to spend time with a beau once she turned courting age.

Restless, with a hundred thoughts of her own future and that of her dear sisters, she rolled over and stared up wide-eyed at the dim ceiling, hearing Mary Ruth sigh tenderly in her sleep, utterly free from care.
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Leah knew it was probably wrong to pretend to be asleep, when she was as wide awake as an owl and very much aware of Sadie’s swift movements just now. Not to mention the loud getup her sister was wearing. Yet she trusted the dear Lord to forgive her for not sitting up right then and there, causing a scene in their quiet house.

Sadie had come silently into their room, moved quickly to the wooden chest at the base of the double bed, lifted the lid and secured it, then immediately removed her billowy, too-short skirt, then the sheer blouse and white ankle-length socks and saddle shoes.

Leah couldn’t see now, and didn’t try to, but she was fairly sure by the sound of it that Sadie was pushing the English clothes down into the depths of the trunk.

The rich, damp smell of the woods filled the room, that and a sprinkling of hyacinth, some cheap bottled cologne, maybe. Where on earth had Sadie found such clothes, not to mention the idea for the arrangement of her hair? It seemed that Sadie had become a frustrated artist and her golden locks, the canvas. Nearly every time she returned home late at night, her hairdo was different. Leah had no idea you could change your hair so many ways.
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Saturdays were not so different from any other choring day amongst the People. Ida did notice, though, that Sadie seemed ever so sluggish this morning, lacking her usual vitality. Sadie’s eyes were a watery gray. Gone the bright blue, and ach, such dark circles there were beneath her eyes. Was it possible her eldest had tossed and turned all night long? And if that was true, whatever could’ve plagued her dear girl’s mind to torment her so? Was she ill?

“You seem all-in,” she said as Sadie rolled out the pastry for pies. “Trouble sleeping maybe?”

Sadie was silent. Then she said something about maybe, jah, that could be, that she’d had herself a fitful sleep. “I’ll hafta make up for it sooner or later, I ’spect.”

“Anything I can do for you?” Ida replied quickly, thinking a nice warm herbal tea might help relax Sadie come bedtime tonight.

But Sadie seemed to bristle at the remark. “No need to worry, Mamma” came the unexpected retort.

“All right, then.” Ida went about her kitchen work, sweeping and washing the floor. She began cooking the noon meal for Abram and the girls, knowing how awful hungry her husband, and Leah, too, would be when they came in from the barn around eleven-thirty or so, eager for a nice meal. Today it was meatball chowder, homemade bread and butter, cottage cheese salad, and chocolate revel bars, Abram’s favorite dessert.

There was much work to be done in the house— plenty of weeding in the vegetable garden out back, too—more chores than Sadie seemed to have the energy for on this already muggy day. True, maybe her firstborn had merely suffered a poor night’s sleep. But why on earth did she seem so nervous, almost jumpy? Didn’t add up. Come to think of it, maybe Leah might know what was bothering Sadie, but Ida hadn’t seen hide nor hair of the girl since Leah had gotten up with the chickens and gone out to milk cows with Abram before sunup. Besides, it was like pulling teeth to get Leah to share much of anything about Sadie or the twins. No, if Ida truly wanted to know why Sadie wore that everlasting half grin on her face, she’d have to wait till Sadie herself came confiding in her, which could be a mighty long time. Probably never.

Leah swept every inch of the barn that needed attention, whipping up a swirl of dust like never before. She couldn’t help it, she simply felt like taking out her frustrations on the old broom and the barn floor. It was a good thing she’d hurried out here early this morning, so cross she was with Sadie.

An interesting discussion with Dat was about the only thing that might get her mind off her sister. She glanced over at him there in the milk house washing down the small room. He happened to catch her eye, and seeing her going about her chore with such vigor, he stopped what he was doing and hurried to her, digging deep into his trouser pockets for a clean blue kerchief. “Here, Leah, looks like you might be needin’ this. It’ll help keep your lungs free of grime, maybe,” and he placed it over her nose and mouth, knotting it firmly behind her head.

“I’ll surely scare the mules lookin’ like this,” she said, though awfully touched by her father’s sympathetic gesture.

“Pay no mind to the animals. They’ve seen us both lookin’ worse, ain’t?”

“Guess you’re right.” Still, she felt awkward the way Dat’s kerchief was tied around her head, pushing her devotional cap off center. So she quickened her pace, completing her job in the nick of time, just as Dat mentioned he was headed over to the welding shop. “Wouldja like to ride along? We’ll be back before your mamma ever misses us,” he said, already choosing his driving horse for the short trip. 

“Jah, I’ll go.” She pulled off Dat’s handkerchief. She’d much rather spend her morning with Dat than be anywhere near Sadie at the moment. No doubt in her mind! But she never let on to her father as they rode, the carriage swaying gently as the horse pulled them toward the welding shop.

“Preacher Yoder’s thinking of hiring a driver to take him and his family out to Indiana for a short vacation, after the harvest is past.”

“Why Indiana?”

“Well, it wouldn’t surprise me if they’re goin’ to look for some grazing land while out there. Not for them to up and move, mind you, just to help one of his cousins who’s thinking of getting married soon.” 

“To a girl in Indiana?”

Dat nodded. “Now don’t that beat all?”

“Talk about long-distance courtship.” She thought Dat might bring up Smithy Gid just then, try to blend the present topic with his ongoing anticipation of Gid marrying her; but he didn’t. She was quite surprised that he refrained, especially when he easily could have slipped in a comment or two.

They rode along for a time enjoying the silence, aware of the hum of insects and chirp of birds. At last, Leah asked, “What do you think is the difference between being sorely tempted and yielding to it?”

“Well, all the difference in the world, far as the Scriptures say. We’re admonished to watch and pray lest we fall into temptation.”

“But how does a person avoid being tempted?”

“ ’Tis by steering clear of those who may be tools of the enemy.”

“You mean Englishers?”

The reins lay loosely in his lap, and he lifted his straw hat and scratched his head beneath. “Seems to me there’s a time and a place to mingle with the outside world, but when it comes to making close friends or choosin’ a mate, well, you know the best way is God’s way.”

She was trying not to think of Sadie now, afraid Dat might wisely see through her questions and suspect, maybe, why she was asking such things. They talked about the spirit being willing and the flesh awful weak at times. Dat brought up the pure conscience of the righteous and the battle that rages in every man . . . “every woman, too.” He gave her a serious look. “But the most important thing ’bout temptation is knowing how to avoid it.”

She fell silent then, soaking in all that Dat had said.

When Mamma wasn’t looking, Sadie slipped into their large sunroom just off the kitchen, staring longingly out the windows, toward the barn and beyond to the dark woods. They’d made it through the dreadful maze—survived the denseness, the lurking shadows—just as Derry had said they would. He’d helped her find the way out, and she would tell Naomi so when she went to pick up her knapsack later on.

Why had she worried last night? With Derry by her side, she was safe in the forest. Safe anywhere at all, for sure and for certain.

Derry Schwartz. The most wonderful boy in the whole world. With a peculiar pang—part thrill, part anguish—she thought of his life and hers, how the two of them had seemed to collide unexpectedly, like an automobile appearing out of nowhere and hitting a horse and buggy—sort of like that. Of course, they had no business spending time together, none whatsoever. Yet they were drawn to each other, she for the sheer daring of a forbidden English boy who knew the outside world through and through and for the great love she truly believed he would soon have for her. And Derry . . . She didn’t quite know yet. Maybe it was her wheat-colored hair and big blue eyes. Maybe he saw something in her other boys had missed. But find out, she must. She would fully discover what it was that the village doctor’s son had appreciated in her, and in such a short time, yet . . . that he would ask to see her again, this very night! “Do you think you can meet me here in the woods? Would you be afraid?” he’d said after their joyful evening together. She’d said she didn’t know—“It’s ever so thick outside, confusing, too . . . with so much underbrush and all.”

She had been careful not to admit to being fearful of the woods, just hoped he’d take the hint. And he had. He said he would be glad to meet her behind her father’s barn at ten o’clock straight up.

“You could . . . wear your regular, uh, dress if you’d like,” he’d added quickly, which took her off guard. “No need to pretend you’re not Plain for my sake.” So he’d known all along.

She could feel her cheeks growing warm. “You’re sure?”

“Please don’t risk getting caught in modern clothes that might, well, reveal that your boyfriend is modern.”

Boyfriend . . . Her heart had leaped up at the thought. Derry must truly care for her already.

She decided right then that Derry was a very wise young man. For him to say outright that she didn’t have to bother impressing him with fancy English clothing any longer. Jah, this was quite a burden lifted off her shoulders. She could be herself with him. Dress Plain, if he didn’t mind. No more games to be played. Maybe she’d found the man of her dreams. Who knows, maybe he’d want to join church with her. Maybe he’d be asking more about life in the Plain community. Why else had he asked her to meet him for a second walk in the woods? Then again, maybe she would join his world and leave the Amish life behind.

She would know the answers soon enough. Now, if Mamma would just stop poking her head in the room, looking at her as if she was trying to figure out what in the world was twirling round in Sadie’s head. No, she wouldn’t go and spoil things by sharing her secret with either Mamma or Leah about the boy with dark wavy hair and shining brown eyes. Not just yet. Mamma would put her foot down hard about seeing a boy outside the church, heaven knows, especially when she was planning to be baptized here before too long. And Leah . . . well, she knew her sister would flat out tell her she was playing with fire. In the boundless forest, yet. Best keep all this to herself.

Mamma had often accused Mary Ruth, jokingly of course, that once she got started chattering she just didn’t know when to quit. And she had been doing her share of talking this morning while helping Mamma cook breakfast.

I’ll make a gut schoolteacher someday, she thought. But Dat and Mamma would be alarmed if they knew. 

Her whole life, Mary Ruth had dreamed of becoming a teacher. But how could such a wonderful thing happen? Higher education—past the legal age of fifteen—was a no-no amongst the People, according to their bishop. Yet it was impossible to quiet her overwhelming desire to communicate learning skills to youngsters.

Mixing the pancake batter, she allowed her mind to wander. Tomorrow at Preaching service over at the Peachey place, there would be many little children in attendance. She hoped to spend time playing with some of them at the picnic following the church meeting. How many youngsters would the Good Lord give her and her future husband? And what sort of young man would share her love for books?

Eagerly, she looked forward to helping with the Lord’s Day menu with Mamma and Sadie after breakfast. Unlike Sadie, she was only slightly interested in boys. As for Leah, well, that was the sister who captured her attention, especially when it came to Smithy Gid. He seemed to have his eye on their tomboy sister. Mary Ruth had suspected this for a year or so. Of course she hadn’t, and wouldn’t, utter a word to anyone. Leah was a very private sort of girl—practical, too—so there was no inkling of anything romantic in store, far as she knew.

Glancing over at Hannah setting the table, Mary Ruth could see that her twin was more curious about Sadie’s glazed expression. It reminded Mary Ruth of the selfsame look in the eyes of worldly girls at the public one-room schoolhouse on Belmont Road, near Route 30, where she and Hannah attended. There, Amish, Mennonite, and English students recited their lessons together, and at recess some of the girls whispered about certain boys.

Mary Ruth didn’t like the idea of comparing Sadie to worldly girls, though it was true that Sadie had attended the public high school over in the town of Paradise till she was seventeen. These days, Dat declared up and down it hadn’t been such a gut idea for his eldest daughter to cultivate friendships with Englishers at school, an environment that promoted individuality so frowned on by the People. Had those years encouraged Sadie to have herself a wild rumschpringe?

It wasn’t Mary Ruth’s place to judge, really. She would bide her time, wait and see how the Lord God heavenly Father worked His will and way in each of her sisters’ lives.

Pouring a cup of batter on the sizzling black skillet, she shook off the annoying blue feeling. She hummed a church song, doing what she could to lift everyone’s spirits, as well as her own. It was high time to rejoice, for goodness’ sake. The Lord’s Day was ever so near.
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