Chapter Twenty-one

It was quiet. Too quiet.

With arms laden with woolen blanket, pillow, and bread from supper, Hannah returned to the spring house. “Mister?”

There was no answer. Where was he? Had he left? Or expired?
Her heart pounding, she tiptoed toward the back of the spring house, past the old well her grandfather had used, following the circle of light from her flashlight as it slid around the edge of the room and scattered shadows. There, along the back wall, the stranger slept. Hannah kept the flashlight aimed at the ground, but even so she saw the man’s color had brightened and he looked better.

She made a pallet, stretching out the blanket and folding the top back. Whispering, soft and mysterious, teased her ears, and the hair at the back of her neck prickled. She glanced back at her guest. Was he awake? Watching her? But he had not moved. His face looked as if it were carved from stone. His chest appeared still. Too still. An icy chill of fear wafted through her. What if he wasn’t asleep? What if he were actually dead?
She edged toward him. Slapping her hem out of her way, Hannah knelt and reached toward him, hesitant, and yet when he didn’t move she grew bolder and touched the backs of her fingers to his forehead. Heat radiated off him. In that instant, his eyes opened.

Hannah gasped, the sound filling the inside of the spring house, and she pulled her fingers away.

“I am still here, Hannah.”

Her heart thumped crazily in her chest. She attempted a smile and folded her hand against her skirt. “I am glad.”

“No need to fear, Hannah, I won’t die.” 

Her brow furrowed, and she pressed her hand to his forehead again. “You have a fever. I could…”

The muscles along his jaw flexed with what she imagined was discomfort, and he shifted, breaking contact with her, but his gaze remained, burning into her, making her insides shift and squirm.

She cleared her throat, rubbed her hand against her apron. “I could, uh, arrange to call someone…a hospital…someone better equipped to help you.”

“No, I’m better.” He sat up, his motions quick and fluid, proving the truth of his words. He closed a hand over her wrist, his touch like a fiery poker. “I do not want to put you in danger or you to get in trouble over me.”

“I will not be in trouble for offering aid to someone in need. We believe in helping others.”

“And that God is in control of it all. His will, right?” His mocking tone caused her eyebrow to lift but she felt the internal poke of truth in the sensitive area of her own doubts.

She unrolled cotton bandages that she’d brought in her apron. “Are you an unbeliever then? Not simply an Englisher?”

He chuckled in a derisive way. “Oh, I believe God exists. It is He who has rejected me.”

“God forgives. All you have to do is ask.”

His expression softened. “Sweet Hannah. So innocent.”

She felt a jolt straight through her at the familiar use of her name. Her insides quavered at the way he said Sweet Hannah, the way it reminded her of the texture of Jacob’s voice, Jacob’s hand cupping her chin, Jacob’s mouth covering her own.

But this stranger didn’t seem to notice her distress. “Some things,” he said in a contemplative tone, “can’t be forgiven. But, you wouldn’t know about that, would you?”

Her spine stiffened, and she wasn’t sure if her irritation stemmed from his words or her chaotic emotions. “I may be plain but that doesn’t mean I don’t know the different types of sin.”

He leaned closer, his breath bathing the skin along her neck and causing a tingle along her spine. “So you know all types of sin, do you?” A smile played about his lips, curling them, making something curl inside her. Was he toying with her or simply amused with what he considered to be her innocence? “Tell me, Hannah, of this sin you know so well.”

Heat rose inside her and seared her cheeks. Images flashed in her mind of stolen kisses, intimate touches, whispered promises, and forbidden thoughts. “I do not have to commit a sin to recognize it as such.”

And yet she had sinned. She knew that as well as her own name.

“And do you see the sin in me, sweet Hannah?”

Sweet Hannah. That part of her heart that had been closed, locked up tight as the chicken coop, was suddenly pried open. It was as if she recognized Jacob in the voice of this stranger. But he wasn’t Jacob. He was a stranger. His eyes were black and dark and not her beloved’s. His use of that endearment scraped along her nerves. “Do not call me such.”

“You are though. Sweet as the honeysuckle. Tender as—”

“No!” The forcefulness of her own voice startled her. She blinked as if her eyelids were keeping the rhythm of her heart, and she pressed a hand over her chest to quiet the erratic beat, surging to her feet. “I’m sorry.” Shaking her head, she backed away. “Jacob.” His name snagged on her vocal chords and her voice sounded huskier than usual. “He called me that.”

This stranger’s playful smile vanished and something akin to satisfaction lurked in those eyes, but maybe she was reading something that wasn’t there. How could he see what she felt? And why would that please him? “Ah”—his tone dipped low—“you are not over Jacob yet, are you?”

Her peace of mind or what was left of it wrenched loose. To cover her fraying emotions, she reached for a blanket, unfolded it, and settled it over his legs. “I will come and check on you later.”

“You are young still, Hannah.” He swept a twig off the floor, rolled it between his long, lean fingers. “You are in the time of rumschpringe?”

His use of Pennsylvania Dutch unnerved her even more. “How did you know…? Jacob?” Then she shook her head. “I am ready to take my vows.”

“Are you now?” His gaze brushed over her, lingering here and there and causing a shift inside her. “A faith untested…” He bent the fragile twig until it snapped.

She bristled. “I know what the Bible teaches. It does not take sinning to test a faith.”

“Is that what you think rumschpringe is all about?”

Her gaze fled the intensity of his, and she clasped her hands together, her fingers reddened from diligent work. “What do you know of this? Of running around? Of our faith?”

Her ire surprised her, and she drew a steadying breath. She should probably apologize, but instead she lifted her chin a notch and met his gaze solidly with her own challenge.

“More than you can fathom. But you explain it to me, Hannah.” He gave a confident smirk. “What does it take then?”

“Plain living. Obedience. Discipline.” Inside her chest, she felt the prickle of heat, her own awareness that she had already failed the test.

“And has your faith been tested, Hannah?”

She nodded. Tears sprang to the surface and she squeezed them back.

“You can’t force it, you know. You can’t make yourself have faith.”

Opening her eyes again, she studied him, wondered about his life, where he had come from, what he had seen and done. He looked young, not older than twenty, and yet he seemed as old as a rock with a hard, crusty edge of bitterness or disappointment.

“Don’t you think there comes a point in someone’s life when it’s just too late? They’ve gone too far?”

A trembling started down inside her. She wasn’t sure if the fear that welled up was for her or for this stranger. Maybe it was for both of them. “No.”

He sighed and closed his eyes, rested his hands over the wound in his chest. “If it’s okay with you, I may hold on to your belief. It sounds better than what I know to be true.”

“Maybe you do not know the truth.” For a long moment, she watched him, wondered what had made him that way. The life of an Englisher was so far removed from her own, she could not even imagine what it must be like to not grow up with a faith, which seemed like a leaf falling from a tree, nothing to anchor it, nothing to hold it in place, nobody to care where it fell, and then it was tossed and tumbled about midair by every wind, then finally trampled under foot. Even when she had her doubts and the wind blew and made her shiver and quake, she was still secured to the root of her faith. She must pray for this man. But then she realized—“I don’t know your name.”

“It’s not important.”

“It will help me to pray for you.”

“You would do such for me?” A smile tugged at his firm lips and a ripple passed through her abdomen.

“Of course.”

“You may call me Akiva.”

“Akiva.” She tested the name on her tongue. Somehow it suited him, different and exotic. “Is that foreign? Are you from some faraway place?”

He laughed. “You could say that.”

“It’s an interesting name, Akiva.” She watched him as he closed his eyes again and seemed to drift to sleep. Hannah’s brow crinkled with concern not only for his wound but also for his soul. “I will pray for you to believe.” She clasped her hands together for affirmation. “I’m not sure at all who you are. But I will pray. For you.”

She rushed out the door, closed it firmly behind her, and leaned against the wooden planks, giving her pulse time to calm. “And I will pray for me too.”

