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1.

Tracing her finger over the cold, gray tombstone, Joanna inhaled deeply and choked back a sob.  Kneeling in the pasture of their family's cemetery, she placed a bouquet of daffodils in front of the stone.  It all felt like a dream to her.  She didn't think she would ever lose her mother.  She was her best friend and now that she was gone Joanna felt lost.  She spoke softly to the stone just as she would as if her mother were standing beside her.  “Hello, Mother.  I miss you more each day.  I really wish you could have stayed.  It's lonely here without you. Everyone is trying to be strong.  They want to continue life as it was before, but without you being here, it's impossible.  I know you're in a better place and you're not in pain from the illness ravaging your earthly body, but it's still hard.  I just don't know what to do now.  I have assumed all of your household duties, just as you would have wished, but I find myself feeling increasingly empty.  None of this feels right.”  Before she could finish her conversation, she heard the distinctive sound of horses clopping in the distance.  She knew her brothers would be coming to take her back to their small home in the center of their community.  They would have finished their errands in town, and she would be needed soon to start preparing supper.  Dusk would be upon them soon, and after evening services, a good meal, a nice fire, and sleep would be arriving soon.  

Joanna stood up slowly and ran her fingers along the cold stone one more time, giving a weak smile of recognition to her brother, Eli, who trotted up on his prized horse, Petunia.  Petunia was a gentle creature and was easily broken.  Eli was good to the creature and she respected him as well, she wouldn't ever buck him off, even when they were traveling through thunderstorms or if she ran up on a snake in the tall weeds.  They trusted one another.  Joanna could say the same about her brother, even though she was the older sibling, they trusted one another and vowed to always protect one another through all of life's trials.  Eli looked down from Petunia and frowned.  He hated to see his sister suffer so, but as a young man, he knew that for the good of the community he couldn't let his own sorrows show.  He had to be strong for his sister now and show nothing but unconditional support.  Now was the time for them to come together as a family and keep each other close.  That's what his mother would have wanted.  “It's good to see you, sister.  Are you ready to return to the house?”

Joanna looked up at Eli's eyes and knew that behind the deep brown spheres, there was a touch of sadness that lingered there.  He was trying so hard to put on a brave front, but she knew the truth, he wouldn't be the same after their mother's passing either. “Yes.  I'm ready to return, Eli.  Can I ride with you?”

“Of course.  I think Petunia has it in her to walk us both back home along the path.”  The horse merely whinnied and they both laughed at her response.  As they trotted along the path, Joanna's voice turned solemn once again as she asked, “How's father today?”

“He didn't say much at all, he merely got up and went into his study, where he read some scriptures and made some notes for service, then he walked out into the garden and surveyed the crops.  It was like a typical day for him it seems.” 

“I wish he would express himself more.” 

“Ah, you know how he is Joanna, that's how he always was, stoic and stone-faced.” 

“Yeah.  Maybe one day we'll figure him out.” 

“Ha!  You have jokes, my sister.  I seriously have my doubts about that.” 

They rode back up to the house in relative silence only listening to the sounds of the birds chirping and the echo of Petunia's hooves against the ground.  Reaching the house, the pair dismounted and Eli walked Petunia to the barn, taking care to make sure she had plenty of fresh hay and water.  Joanna went straight into the house and immediately made her way to the kitchen.  In her mind's eye, she could still see her mother standing by the stove, stirring a pot or leaning over to get a knife from the bottom drawer.  It was up to her now to make sure the family was fed.  She sighed heavily and reached up above the family's ice box to take down a larger pot which hung above it.  It was cast iron and the same one that had been used in the family for generations to make hearty stews and soups.  That night Joanna decided she would make the family a hearty beef stew.  They had some extra meat frozen already in the icebox and she had plenty of canned vegetables from the summer and fall's gardening.  She poured some water that had already been carried inside into the large cast iron pot and lit the fire beneath their wood and coal stove.  When it came to a full boil she added the meat and vegetables.  Her mother had always tried to make her stews last for a few days and made it a point to ensure it was filling as well.  Joanna added some corn starch to thicken the broth and proceeded to flavor it with spices.  When her father walked into the kitchen, he hung his head, but then looked up and met Joanna's eyes, giving her a slight nod of approval.  When the preparations were finished Joanna carried the pot along with some freshly baked bread out to the dining room.  The family took their assigned places around the square table.  In their mourning period, it was customary to set an extra place at the table for the lost as well, so her mother's chair while empty next to her father, had a place setting and was served some stew as well.  It would be her father's task to consume it. 

2. 

After all was seated, her father spoke.  “Good evening my son and daughter.  Let us all rejoice and give thanks for what the day hath brought forth.  Now is the time we must graciously give thanks for the abundance the Lord hath provided us with and draw close together as a family in our hour of need.  I was reading the scriptures this morning and they brought me much comfort.  Despite our loss, I trust each of my children to go on living and continue to be upstanding and show true grace.  Now let us break bread and honor the fallen.”

They all opened their eyes and lifted their heads watching their father who broke the first bit of bread.  He then passed the plate to the others who took their portions and set the tray back in the center of the table.  Their meal was eaten in silence and no one dared to speak until their simple supper was finished.  Their father then looked at each of them and smiled.  Tufts of white hair showed his age and he had a natural ruddiness to his skin tone that made him look jovial.  He also had lines etched along his forehead left by the many years of being contemplative.  One would look at him and assume he was a stern man all of the time, but he had crows feet and smile lines along his eyelids that told another story.  While their father was stern and quiet, Joanna could remember a time when they were children he would play their games with them and tell stories which made all of them laugh joyously.  He was a man dedicated to worship, but he also was a man who prided himself on the family he had created.  

Rising from the table Joanna began to gather the dishes and place them in the kitchen sink, as she crossed into the other room she heard her father say, “Joanna, I'm very pleased with all the progress you have made in the kitchen with meal preparations.  Your mother, rest her soul, would be very proud of you.”  Tears formed in Joanna's eyes and she bit her bottom lip to choke back a sob.  Her mother, Annabelle, had been gone now for over a month, but the loss still stung.  Her entire family was stuck living with the reminders of her being.  Joanna still hadn't had the heart to clean out her closet or her sewing room.  The elders had planned a town gathering at the end of the month, however, so she thought she would take them then and donate them.  After all, she was a practical woman, just like her mother before her, and knew that there was no sense in good pieces of clothing going to waste when someone less fortunate could be using them.  She responded to her father when returning to the table for a second trip for the remainder of the dishes.  “Thank you father, I appreciate it.  I discover more techniques every day.  I feel personal growth is important, don't you?”

“Why, of course it is, Joanna.  I've watched you and Eli grow through the years and I'm proud of both of you.  I personally feel comforted by the fact that no matter how many times I go to complete a task and fail, I always have another opportunity to give it another try.  That's the beauty in salvation and forgiveness.  As humans, we all fall short of perfection, but there's always the chance to redeem yourself through prayer and multiple attempts.” 

Eli cleared his throat and spoke for the first time since they arrived home.  “I'm glad for that.  I know that there have been many times I felt lost or like I was on the wrong path, but I would pray about it and then something would happen or suddenly change in my life.”  Joanna listened to the pair talk from the kitchen while washing up the supper dishes and smiled.  She loved her father and brother dearly but felt lost.  She had no one to talk about her daily affairs with now that her mother had passed.  She couldn't tell her father about the gossip she overheard while getting notions for sewing.  She couldn't talk to her brother about a certain feeling she had in the pit of her stomach when she watched the baker's son splitting wood while hanging their linens out to dry.  

She listened as their conversation continued.  Her father spoke in a good-natured tone and there was nothing condescending in his voice as he elaborated on the subject matter with his son.  “Eli, do you remember that time you came home crying when you were thirteen or fourteen?  It was late in the evening and mid-summer.  You had just returned from Mrs. Hollister's barn dance, she was having to raise money for the local town orphanage.  You came to me and had tears in your eyes and your lips were swollen and shaking. I'll never forget how dejected you looked.” 

“Yes, father.  I remember that well.  I had gone to the dance and got quite upset when I saw Pamela Davison dancing with my friend, James.”

“Do you remember what I told you?” 

“No, I can't say I can recall, though it must have worked, I haven't harbored feelings for Pamela since that night.” 

“What I told you then son, was that sometimes we think we know what's best for ourselves, but in the end, it's not us who is ultimately in control of that.  Our actions may influence our day to day activities, but it is only through faith we can fulfill our ultimate destiny.  Our almighty father wants us to be happy, but sometimes we have to learn a lesson the hard way so we don't pursue other things.  Your courtship with Pamela, for example, is one of those things.  Do you know what she's doing now?”

“No, father.  I haven't a clue.” 

“She decided to go live among the outsiders.  Her life has not been beneficial from it,  given my understanding.  The last news we received in a letter that she decided to pursue her career as a professional dancer.  It turns out that career path led her to work in a nightclub for exotic dancing and she's developed a drug addiction.  It's in my best estimation that she will more than likely spend a great deal of her life in prison for drug related crimes or prostitution.  So, son, as you can see sometimes our Father doesn't answer our prayers for a reason.” 

“What if I could have changed her? If she stayed with me, then maybe she would have just lived her life pursuing the path of righteousness.” 

“Well, I know how susceptible young men are to the wiles of women and their charms.  I think that given the choice, you would have left and gone with her and been corrupted by the outside world as well.  Outside of our community, there is a temptation to pursue wrongdoing on every corner.  No matter what your vice, there is some way to purchase it or attain it there.  Never forget that on your travels, Eli.”

“I won't Father.” 

3.

Joanna listened to their conversation while she continued to tidy up the dinner dishes.  She knew that her mother would have loved that their father was attempting to socialize with his children, but she also knew that her mother would have played devil advocate in the conversation.  She wasn't like most of the other women in the town.  She was outspoken and often had heated debates on matters of faith or business with her father, yet they worked to balance each other out very well.  Joanna was convinced that when God made her mother, his creation was done purely to spite her father and keep him in line. 

She cleaned up the sink and then decided she would go ahead and get the percolator ready for the morning's coffee.  She knew that would be the first thing their father would ask for when he woke up in the morning.  He often preferred the strong brew first thing, then would go out to complete his chores, foregoing breakfast until their animals had been fed.  He always said that if one took care of the animals, they would, in turn, take care of you.  He lived by this strict routine day in and day out, with little variation in routine, save for the day he celebrated his wedding anniversary with his wife.  On that day, both their father and mother would take a rare trip to town, where they would return with not only small gifts for the children but some goods, that were less costly to purchase such as new blades for the farming equipment.  Joanna always dreamed of the outside world as being some type of magical realm where everyone had access to things like running water and life was easy, but as she grew older she realized the outsiders weren't much different than those in her own community.  She wasn't allowed to do much traveling into town, but when she did she just noticed that the outsiders seemed to base their own value on their material belongings.  This concept just simply didn't exist in her community, everything was shared.  

Joanna saw that it was dark now outside and with her chores attended to, she didn't see the point in staying with the menfolk talking around the dinner table.  Drying her hands on a dish towel, she decided to go ahead and excuse herself.  Walking around the side of the table she approached her father and placed her hand on the side of his chair then leaned over kissing him on the forehead.  “I'm going to go ahead and turn in for the evening, father.  The nightly chores are all completed.” 

“Ah, yes, very good little one.  My precious daughter.  You have sweet dreams and remember that your father and brother are here if you have night terrors.” 

“Oh, papa.  I love you.  I haven't had a night terror, though, since I was seven years old.” 

“Still.. think good thoughts.” 

“I will.  Goodnight.  Goodnight Eli.” 

“Goodnight, sister, remember I love you even in your slumber.” 

“I will.” 

Joanna walked to her bedroom and lit the small candle that was on her nightstand, it provided enough light to read by, which is the only thing she enjoyed doing in the evenings to relax.  Taking off her bonnet, she sat on the edge of the bed and began undoing the long braids she had in her hair.  She preferred to keep it pulled up and away from her face during the course of the day since she was often doing chores.  The tresses undid themselves easily and she fluffed hands through it, taking her hairbrush and running it through her long brown locks.  After she put on her nightgown and hung her daytime dress back up in her standing closet, she picked up her Bible, seeing the notes she had made in the margins.  She had been studying a chapter in Revelations that her father recommended.  He felt that it would benefit the family to examine the reasons for death together, so they could make some sense of their mother's unexpected passing.  She sighed and remembering her place decided she would finish reading and analyzing the chapter when she arose the following morning.  Instead, she picked up the paperback she had borrowed from the town's library.  It had a handsome cowboy on the front of it and he appeared in front of a herd of galloping horses.  He was holding a blonde woman in his arms and she was swooning.  Joanna smiled as the opened the book to the place she left off.  It wasn't customary for women in her community to read much at all, but she enjoyed the thoughts of romance and found nothing wrong with dreaming about a handsome cowboy of her own.  She finished the chapter and blew out her candle, reclining on her twin bed and closing her eyes sleeping almost immediately. 

4.

As the dawn peeked through the clouds, Joanna was awakened by Eli, barging into her bedroom unannounced.  He let the door bang on the hinges and had a panicked look on his face, as Joanna pulled the covers up over herself asked, “Why, Eli?!  Whatever is the matter?!  Is it Father?! Is he okay?!”

“Yes. Oh, Joanna, I'm worried.  It's Petunia.  She's fallen ill I'm afraid.  Can you come out to the barn?”

Breathing out a sigh of relief, Joanna nodded and said, “Of course dear brother.  Don't be fearful.  The Lord will protect Petunia. Give me a few moments to get decent and I will be out there.” Joanna calmly got up from her bed and walked to her closet, taking a few moments to pull her hair back and put on her bonnet then putting on her daytime dress.  She pulled the laces tight on her boots and hurried out to the barn where she could see Eli standing by Petunia's stall pacing anxiously.  “Thank you for coming out sister.  I can't figure out what's wrong with her.  She won't respond to my coaxing and she's just lethargic. I've never seen her in this state.” 

“Calm yourself, Eli.  Your panicked state is doing her no good either.  Animals can sense your fear.”  Joanna walked up to the mare who was laying down and looked into Petunia's deep brown eyes.  She then placed her hand gently on the creature's forehead.  She then stroked the animal's head and back, making soothing sounds, just as her mother would do them when they were sick youngsters.  “Yes.  You're right to have come to fetch me.  She's definitely fallen ill.  Let's just hope its a bug.  Father has a trip planned to go into town to gather some new ax blades for the fall cutting.  I'll go with him and stop by the library and see if I can find a cure in some of the veterinary medicine books they have shelved.  Don't worry, brother.  We will do what we can for her.  Just be fervent in your prayers and there will be a way delivered.” 

Joanna walked back into the home and began preparing her father's morning coffee.  Daylight had just broke and she knew he would be happy to get the day started like normal.  When he walked in the kitchen he smiled seeing her standing at the stove as her mother would have, fixing his coffee and preparing breakfast for her brother.  Eli always had a voracious appetite  She set the steaming mug in front of him and said, “Good morning, Father.  I must confess it's already been eventful.” 

“Oh, really how so?”

“It seems Petunia has fallen
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