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The child continued to shudder with misery beneath her and Sarah patted his head comfortingly, her blood boiling with anger. 
“Do not cry, Amos,” she whispered soothingly. “I know you did not do anything wrong.”
“But Bishop Blauch – “
“Never mind, Bishop Blauch now,” Sarah said firmly. “He made a mistake and I will speak with him. Stop crying now and get some rest.”
“I cannot sleep,” Amos bemoaned. “I am far too upset!”
“Then I will fix you some warm milk,” Sarah replied, rising from her brother’s bed. “You lay still now and count sheep if you must.”
Amos looked up at her with wide, scared blue eyes. 
“I did not steal anything, Sarah,” he told her again. “Least of all what I am accused of! I do not understand why Michael would say something like that!”
It must have been the dozenth proclamation of innocence Amos had made since being brought home in Bishop Blauch’s wagon hours earlier. 
“I believe you,” Sarah told him earnestly, forcing a kind smile onto her face but her anger would not subside. 
How dare he blame my brother for such a terrible thing? She thought, seething as she made her way out of the bedroom Amos shared with their sister, Leah and down the staircase toward the kitchen. 
The situation made no sense to her, not in the least. Her brother had been caught shoplifting and her boyfriend had stood witness to the event. 
Never had anything made less sense to Sarah in her life. 
Her parents sat at the table, speaking in low tones as Leah sat playing by the fireplace in the front room. 
“Leah, you must get ready for bed,” Sarah called to her younger sister. “It is late.”
“But Amos isn’t sleeping!” the eight-year-old protested. 
Sarah scowled slightly, not in the mood to fight with her headstrong sibling.
“Leah, go to bed,” she ordered, her hands on the hips of her work dress. “So not argue with me.”
“Yes, Leah, liebchen, listen to your sister now,” their mother announced as she appeared in the doorway. “Perhaps if you rest, Amos will feel inspired to do the same.”
Leah cocked her head to the side as if debating whether to speak again but ultimately clamped her rosebud mouth together and jumped to her feet. 
“All right, Mamm,” she agreed, grinningly slyly at Sarah. “You do not need to worry about me. I will not give you any trouble like Amos.”
“Leah! Amos did nothing wrong!” Sarah snapped, glancing at her mother for help. 
“Gutte’ Nache, Leah,” Anna sighed, waving off her youngest. “You needn’t worry about yourself about your bruder now.”
“Is it true that Michael was with him when he was caught, Sarah?” Leah pressed on and the older girl felt herself bristle with the question. 
“Gutte’ Nache, Leah!” Anna snapped, her patience wearing thin. “And do not bother Amos with such questions!”
Leah pouted slightly but did not protest, squeezing by her mother and sister to make her way upstairs. 
“I promised Amos some warm milk,” Sarah said as Leah disappeared. “He is much too upset to sleep.”
“I do not know if coddling him is the right approach for this type of behavior, Sarah. He has been caught stealing.”
“He didn’t do anything!” Sarah replied hotly. “Amos wouldn’t do such a thing, Mammi, you know that!”
“Peter claims it is true and Michael has confirmed it,” Anna reminded her softly as they turned for the kitchen. “I do not wish to believe it but Michael is your beau – “
“He is not my beau if he accuses my brother of such a horrible lie!”
A look of surprise crossed over Anna’s face, an expression which mimicked her father’s as he heard her words. 
“You are willing to dismiss Michael so easily?” Gideon asked, his dark eyebrow raising. “Have you spoken to him about what happened?”
“You rest assured that I will,” Sarah vowed curtly, pulling a bottle of milk from the refrigerator and pouring it into a pot. “I would very much like to hear what justification he has for causing such problems!”
The older Studers eyed each other but wisely made no comment. 
It was unusual to see their oldest in such a state and they did not know how to address her. 
“It is possible that Michael is speaking the truth, Sarah,” Gideon said delicately. “Amos is a young boy and apt to try new mischievous things. It is sometimes a part of growing up. Not that I approve but you cannot dispute that it happens. “
“Amos is a good boy!” Sarah interrupted defiantly, staring at her father is disbelief. “You cannot believe that he is capable of stealing. And drugs no less! No, I refuse to acknowledge such a thing.”
She stirred the milk on the stove so it would not curdle, her mind awhirl. 
Why would Michael blame Amos? Michael is a grown man and Amos is a boy! 
It went beyond simple protectiveness of her younger brother; Michael had been acting strangely over the past weeks. 
They had been dating for almost six months and almost overnight, it seemed that the boy she had grown up with had become someone completely different. 
No, Sarah vowed, pouring the hot milk into a glass for her brother. Michael knows the truth and I will make him tell Bishop Blauch tomorrow.
There was a solid, angry knock at the door and Miriam Dienner started. 
“Mein Gotte, who is pounding on the door like that?” she breathed, her hand on her heart. 
Michael placed a hand on his aunt’s arm and smiled weakly. 
“I will see,” he told her, hurrying toward the front of the A-frame house. He had a feeling he knew precisely who it was at the door and he gritted his teeth as he prepared himself for what was about to ensue. 
Throwing open the portal, he eyed Sarah Studer, her bright blue eyes blazing as she glared at him. 
“Sarah,” he said, trying to keep his voice even as he stepped onto the porch, quietly closing the door behind him. 
“You are not going to invite me inside?” she demanded, her hands on her hips. “It is cold outside.”
Indeed, a bite had joined the mid-October air but that did not mean anything; Miriam could not hear their conversation. 
There was a slightly sardonic tone to her question and Michael knew she was angry. 
She has every reason to be angry, he reasoned, shaking his head in regret. 
“Miriam is asleep,” he fibbed, lowering his voice. 
Sarah eyed him warily. 
“Still? It is almost nine o’clock!” 
“What are you doing here, Sarah? I assume you did not come to discuss my aunt’s sleeping habits.”
He tried to keep his tone cold and prefectural but it was so difficult when he could read the naked disappointment in his girlfriend’s face. 
“Why did you lie to the bishop yesterday?” she demanded. “Why did you tell him that Amos stole from Peter’s pharmacy?” 
Michael had been expecting Sarah’s visit but he still found himself caught off guard by her ire. 
The young woman standing before him bore no resemblance to the sweet-faced brunette he had fallen in love with when he was just a boy. 
Michael could not recall the last time Sarah had raised her voice to anyone but then again, he could not remember when anyone had dared put her family in a position of embarrassment.
Sarah’s family had always come first; it was one of the things he had found so endearing about her. 
“I am sorry about yesterday, Sarah,” he started to say but she held up her hand to stop him. 
“I do not need your apologies, Michael. I need you to speak with the bishop and tell him that Amos had nothing to do with what happened.”
Michael bit on his lower lip and shook his head. 
“I cannot do that, Sarah,” he muttered. “He was caught with the products in his pockets.”
“Did you see him take them?” she demanded. 
“Well no...” Michael conceded. “But how else could they have gotten there?” 
“I don’t know, Michael but you have to talk to Bishop Blauch!”
Michael kept his eyes focussed on the ground. 
“I am sorry, Sarah but I cannot.”
Sarah stared at him, her mouth agape. 
“You must know that Amos would never do such a thing!” she told him, tears filling her luminous eyes. “Amos is a good boy, Michael! His is as much your brother as he is mine!”
Michael shifted his dark eyes away, guilt seizing his gut. 
He desperately wanted to tell her the truth but he could not; he had made a promise to Miriam and he could not break it. 
As much as Sarah loved her family, Michael loved his aunt. She was the only family he had left after all.
“I am sorry, Sarah,” he sighed, staring into her face. He longed for her to understand but he knew it was asking a great deal from someone who didn’t know the whole story. 
Her pink lips pursed together in anger and she shook her head. 
“No,” she whispered, turning away. “I am sorry. I am sorry that I ever thought you were a good man. Please do not call on me again.”
She picked up her skirt and hurried down the steps, the white strings of her prayer bonnet flying behind her as she vanished down the dirt road toward her family’s farm. 
Michael stood watching her go, his stomach flipping with remorse but there was no point in calling after her. 
There was nothing he could say which would alleviate her upset, not without breaking his word to his aunt. 
The only thing which Michael could do was let her go. It was easier than lying to her. 
He hoped that the pang in his heart would subside eventually.
It had been a week since Amos Studer had been brought home from town by Bishop Blauch but it seemed to Sarah that the knife of Michael’s betrayal seemed to cut deeper than it had initially. 
Michael had made no effort to speak with her, even when they chanced upon one another in the community. 
He deliberately avoided meeting her eyes and every time she saw him, she found herself feeling worse. 
I will forget about him, she decided for the umpteenth time as she hurried home from town one afternoon, her heart breaking more from being ignored yet again. I will start dating someone else!
But even as she thought it, the idea sent shivers of apprehension through her. 
Everyone in the district had known that she and Michael would marry. Their connection had been growing since childhood. 
No other boys in the community had ever bothered to show Sarah any interest; there had been no point. Sarah and Michael had always been solid. Nobody could come between them. 
Why has he changed so much? She wondered, shaking her head in sadness, pulling a thread through a pair of Amos’ overalls.  Has he suddenly lost interest in me? 
Sarah reasoned that even if that was so, it didn’t give Michael an excuse to make trouble for her brother. 
She tried to harden her heart. 
I will not think of Michael Dienner, she decided. I have many other things to worry about. 
Yet when she was alone, inevitably her mind returned to what had happened between them. 
She could not believe that like a switch of a lantern, Michael had lost interest in their future together. 
And most importantly, why would he pull Amos into it? Michael loved her younger brother as much as the aunt who had raised him. 
Or maybe I have been blind and foolish all these years. I only saw the Michael I wanted to see and now his true self is showing through. I am glad I learned now than after I had made the mistake of marrying him. 
Still, it was a very difficult concept for her to accept despite the fact that Michael maintained his position. 
The thought of starting her life with someone other than Michael was foreign and nauseating.
“Sarah! Mammi!” 
Sarah jumped and stared at Amos as he ran into the entranceway, shrieking. 
“Mein Gotte, Amos! What is it?” Sarah demanded, rising from her spot. Her younger brother was trembling with fear, his face almost opaque. 
Dread seized Sarah’s heart as her mother appeared in the foyer. 
“Amos?” Anna ached, cocking her head inquisitively. “Why are you shouting?”
Amos seemed unable to speak as he stared at his mother and sister in shock. 
“Amos! What is it?” Sarah yelled, her face contorting in fear. “What happened?”
“It is Leah,” he finally gasped as Sarah grasped his shoulders, her blue eyes level with his. “She is hurt!”
Without hesitation, they ran toward the door, the women not bothering with boots or cloaks as Amos led the way. 
Sarah could not feel the cold on her bare feet as they seemed to fly across the frosty grass toward the Miller farm. 
Oh Gotte, please, let it just be a childish accident, she prayed silently as they scaled the fence and rushed toward where a figure lay crumpled in the field, unmoving. 
“Amos, what happened?” Anna screamed, running toward her youngest child. As Sarah looked about, she began to understand what had occurred. 
An irritated standardbred paced back and forth, snorting at the group and Sarah felt bile rising to her throat. 
“She was thrown from the horse,” Sarah whispered. In the distance, she could make out Rachel and Beth Miller rushing toward them also but at her feet, Leah lay, crumpled. 
“Amos!” Anna moaned, scooping her daughter into her arms. “Why did you allow for her to ride? Why were you not watching over her as you were supposed to?”
Amos’ eyes grew wide and he shook his head. 
“No, Mammi! I was not here when she got on the horse!” he cried, his lower lip quivering but Anna did not seem to hear him. 
Sarah felt herself growing sick with concern. 
“Go for a doctor!” Anna yelled at them hysterically, rocking Leah in her arms. “You have done enough standing here!”
As the Millers approached, Sarah pulled on her brother’s arm. 
“Come along, Amos,” she whispered, seeing the devastation in her mother’s face. Somehow Amos was being blamed again for wrongdoing which had nothing to do with him. 
“David has gone for a doctor,” Beth Miller told them gravely as she watched the scene. Rachel sobbed at her side. 
“I told her not to go on the horse,” she whimpered. “Curry is mean spirited. Daed is trying to break him still...”
“It is not your fault,” Anna mumbled, tears streaking her fair face. “Amos should have been watching out for you. That is his job!”
“Mammi, Amos did not – “
“Just go! Leave us alone!” Anna howled, her voice cracking in pain. “Go away, Amos! You have done enough!”
The pain in her twelve-year-old brother’s face was too much for Sarah to bear. 
Mammi is in shock. She does not mean this. 
Sarah swallowed hard, squeezing her brother’s hand. 
She pulled him away from the scene, sensing his torment. She needed to get him away before any more hurtful words were spoken.
“I was not here,” he protested, his eyes dark and haunted. “She and Rachel ran off from school much ahead. By the time I reached here, she was atop the horse. Rachel was cheering for her to ride! She did not warn her in the least!”
“Shh, shh,” Sarah told Amos soothingly. “It is all right. Leah will be all right.”
Amos looked up at her, his face shadowed with hope. 
“Are you sure, Sarah? She was not moving.”
Sarah pulled him toward her and nodded as they made their way back to the farm. 
“Yes, she will be fine,” the older girl replied but in her heart, she knew she was wrong. 
“I have not seen Sarah in many days, Michael,” Miriam said, peering up at him from her supper plate. “Have you two had a quarrel?”
Michael felt his jaw tighten and he shook his head. 
“We are no longer together,” he mumbled, averting his dark eyes downward. A strand of blonde hair fell over his forehead and he swept it back nervously. 
Miriam almost choked on her vegetables. 
“You are not together?” she echoed. “How can that be? Everyone is expecting you to announce your engagement at next worship.”
Michael gritted his teeth together, not wanting to discuss his issues with Sarah but he knew he could only hide their problems for so long before the entire district became aware. 
“That is not bound to be,” he muttered, a pink tinge coloring his cheeks. 
Miriam placed her fork on the plate and sat back, staring at him pensively. 
“What happened?” she asked. 
“Nothing,” he fibbed. “We have different priorities now.”
Miriam snorted.
“You have had the same priorities since childhood; one another,” she retorted. “Something serious must have happened.”
Again, Michael shook his head. He was not going to tell his aunt, no matter how much she pried. 
If she learns about what happened, she will feel responsible and I cannot have that. It is better this way. It is the only way I can protect her secret. 
Suddenly, the scream of an ambulance outside caused them both to jump. 
“What in Gotte’s name...?” Miriam muttered, slowly rising from her chair. Michael was already at the window, watching as the emergency vehicle squealed its way further into the district. 
Gooseflesh prickled his arms as he looked at Miriam. 
“Oh no,” he whispered. “I hope it isn’t the Planks. Daniel has been unwell for days.”
“We should pray,” Miriam told him, grasping his hands and Michael immediately hung his head, sensing his aunt’s dread. 
An ambulance in the district could not mean anything but terrible news. 
The atmosphere inside the hospital was bright and noisy, each sound agitating Sarah slightly more as they waited for word on Leah’s progress. 
The girl had yet to regain consciousness but it did not appear as if the horse had trampled her. 
She had several broken ribs from the impact of the fall and a shattered collarbone but beyond that, the doctors were reluctant to discuss her internal damage.
“Why is this taking so long?” she demanded, her nerves growing taut. “How long does it take to know what is wrong?”
“They must wait for the tests to come back,” Gideon explained, trying to placate his terse daughter who paced about the floor of the waiting room.
Her father eyed her. 
“You must go home, Sarah,” he told her and Sarah stared at him in disbelief. 
“Go home?” she repeated. “You expect me to leave when Leah is laying in a coma?”
“You must think of your other sibling too. Amos cannot be left alone overnight,” Gideon told his daughter. “If there is any change in Leah, we will send you word right away.”
“I do not know why Amos cannot be here!” Sarah cried but her father cast her a warning look. 
“It upsets your mother to look at him right. You must understand that she is in a delicate place right now. We have no idea what will happen with Leah. Try not to make matters more difficult for everyone.”
Sarah bit on her lower lip, not wanting to argue with her father but disputing the fact that Amos was to blame. 
He is only a boy and they are throwing the weight of the world upon his shoulders. Daed is right; I should be home with him. He should not be alone. 
Sarah nodded. 
“Daed, Amos did not do this,” she told him, her eyes beseeching. Gideon offered her a tight smile. 
“To your mother, it does not matter right now,” he explained and Sarah wondered if he too faulted Amos for what had happened. 
“I will take the wagon and return in the morning,” she told him, stifling a sigh. 
“No,” Gideon said. “You may stay home with Amos. We will find another way back to the district.”
Sarah gazed at him. 
“I am not to return?” she asked dubiously. “Does Mammi think I am somehow to blame for this too?”
Gideon shook his head. 
“No,” he replied. “But you constantly reminding her that Amos is not to blame is not helping her state of mind right now. You must appreciate that your mother cannot handle addition woes right now, Sarah.”
A twinge of anger swept through her but she wisely said nothing. 
“All right, Daed,” she replied. “Gutte’ Nacht.”
“Liebchen, everything will be back as it was. Perhaps you should
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