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5

One

Phoebe Lapp entered the low-beamed barn and closed the rickety 
door behind her. Cobwebs laced the ceiling and hung on the high-
est rafters, where the haymow opened into the loft. Cleaning the 
barn was her responsibility, but there hadn’t been enough hours in 
the day with the constant care Grandma had needed this past year. 
Now it didn’t matter. Grandma Lapp was gone. Since the funeral, 
none of the family had complained about the barn’s condition. They 
had mourned and comforted each other with the godly testimony 
Grandma had left behind. Mamm and Daett had departed an hour 
ago with two van-loads of relatives for the long journey back to Lan-
caster. Now silence followed the sorrow. 

Phoebe jumped when a man appeared from the stalls in front 
of her. “David Fisher!” she exclaimed. “What are you doing here?”

He ducked his head. “Just checking on the ponies. Sorry if I’m 
disturbing you.”

“No. I mean, that’s okay,” she stammered. “I’m collecting my 
thoughts after…” She waved her hand in the direction of the house, 
where the funeral had been held. “Of course you’re here. Someone 
has to do the chores.”

His smile was crooked. “I’ll be going now. Do you know what 
happens from here? I mean, with the ponies?”
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Jerry S. Eicher6

Phoebe shook her head. “That’s a problem. No one has made 
any plans.”

“Well, if I can be of any help, let me know. In the meantime, I’ll 
continue to cover the chores until a decision is made on…I mean…” 
He searched for words. “We all knew Grandma Lapp would pass, 
but it was still kind of unexpected.” 

“Yes.”
“I…Sometimes I…ah, I really should be going.” 
“It’s very kind of you to help with the chores,” she called after 

him. “Thanks so much.”
“I’m more than glad to help out Grandma Lapp.” He paused 

and ducked his head again. A moment later he vanished through 
the barn door. 

Phoebe stared after him. David and his sister Ruth had a close 
relationship with Grandma Lapp and lived a mile south of her farm. 
Beyond that, Phoebe hadn’t asked questions about the Fisher fam-
ily. Grandma Lapp had run things her own way. Not that any of 
the family had complained. David was shy and carried the burden 
of the Fisher family’s ne’er-do-well reputation in the valley—which 
wasn’t fair, from what she could see. David had always performed 
his duties for Grandma. A man shouldn’t be held accountable for 
his daett’s inability to run his farm efficiently.  

A chorus of neighs from the horse stalls along the far end of the 
barn interrupted Phoebe’s thoughts. The sound brought a smile 
to her face. Grandma’s horses were known in the district. Her 
Assateague ponies were little wild horses from Maryland who had 
no business being in an Amish community nestled under the foot-
hills of the Adirondack Mountains, but they were here nonethe-
less. Cousin Herman Yoder—Aunt Millie’s husband’s relative—had 
seen to that, although the idea must have come from Grandma. 
Cousin Herman wouldn’t have been able to talk Grandma into 
something she didn’t fully support. 
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Phoebe’s Gift 7

Phoebe leaned over the wooden boards of the first stall and 
stroked the pony’s nose. “Howdy, little one.” 

She had never been told their names. Grandma had not been 
well enough to explain such things or to say why she kept Assateague 
ponies as pets.

Phoebe moved on to the next stall. In the past year she had taken 
every precious second she could find away from her duties in the 
house to spend time with the ponies. They soothed her spirits as 
she cared for Grandma during her waning days. The ponies were 
small compared to a regular horse, sort of stuck in the middle like 
Phoebe. Here she was in her midtwenties with no prospects of mar-
riage, and now her duties in the valley had drawn to a close. Several 
unmarried men in Lancaster had taken her home for Sunday eve-
ning dates before she came to the valley, but the relationships had 
all fizzled for one reason or another. 

“Something will come up if I go back,” Phoebe muttered. She 
opened the back barn door to release the three ponies from their 
stalls. She watched as they raced into the pasture, their heels lifted 
joyously at their newfound freedom. They were proud little crea-
tures, half wild, and yet loving and tender once their hearts were won. 

Why had Grandma asked Cousin Herman to buy the small 
horses? Grandma never did anything without a reason. Phoebe had 
been a child when Grandpa Tobias passed in a terrible farm accident, 
and afterward people said that Grandma had become eccentric—
but that didn’t explain the ponies. Maybe there were no answers, 
and the ponies would be disposed of along with the rest of the farm 
now that Grandma had gone to her rest. Phoebe would find out 
soon enough. Someone would be by this morning to begin the sale 
process, and she would have to make her own plans. 

There was always the option of returning to Lancaster, and life 
would go on in Mamm and Daett’s old house outside of Gap. Her 
parents were ready to build a dawdy haus and turn the farm over to 
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Jerry S. Eicher8

her youngest brother, Ernest, and his frau, Thelma, along with their 
three children. Perhaps some handsome unmarried man would 
notice her return from the valley. Phoebe smiled dreamily. She had 
never been in a rush, but the years were passing. 

Her parents had hoped she would find a husband in the valley, 
but she’d been too busy with Grandma the last year to think about 
marriage. And whom would she have dated? The valley community 
was small, and the eligible young men who didn’t have girlfriends 
were few and far between. David was available, but she and he didn’t 
exactly fit. He was too shy for her timid ways, and his family had a 
poor reputation—whether he deserved it or not. 

The little one-room schoolhouse on Peckville Road didn’t have 
a schoolteacher for this term. She had overheard Fannie Fisher, the 
deacon’s frau, say so this past Sunday. Phoebe could apply for the 
job, and if accepted, try her hand at teaching. Maybe that was what 
she should do. She was a baptized member of the community. She 
had always loved children, and she’d enjoyed her own school years. 
What other qualifications did she need? 

For Phoebe, though, the shadows were more comfortable than 
the bright sunlight. Teaching school would place one in the full 
exposure of either the community’s approval or dislike. On the plus 
side, she would have a drawing card when any unmarried men ven-
tured into the valley in search of prospective wives. 

Phoebe sighed. She gazed at the three ponies as they trotted 
across the pasture with their manes and tails flowing out behind 
them. How freely they lived, without a worry or concern in the 
world. She wanted to live like that. She wanted to move through 
life with both abandonment and certainty. Why could she not be 
like Grandma—bold, confident, and tenderhearted all at the same 
time? But she was no Grandma Lapp. She was plain Phoebe Lapp. 
There was no other way to look at things. 

Phoebe jerked her head up when she heard buggy wheels in the 
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Phoebe’s Gift 9

driveway behind her. The ponies also noticed the new arrival and 
stood with their heads turned toward the barn, their ears perked up. 
Someone from the family had arrived. Uncle Homer, most likely. 

Phoebe took slow steps toward the barn door before Uncle 
Homer burst through. 

“There you are!” he exclaimed.
“Yah,” Phoebe muttered, but Uncle Homer hurried on. 
“Cousin Herman here has agreed to take the horses.” Uncle 

Homer motioned over his shoulder with his beard. “And help us 
sell them.” 

Phoebe forced a smile. This was not unexpected, and it was the 
logical conclusion to Grandma’s venture into owning the ponies. 

Cousin Herman walked inside, tipped his hat, and smiled. “Goot 
morning, Phoebe. I’m sorry about the ponies and for the loss of the 
woman we all loved. I haven’t had a chance to tell you personally.”

“Thank you,” she whispered. 
“You have done goot taking care of Grandma Lapp this past year,” 

Cousin Herman added. “She endeared herself to all of us, but to 
you especially, I suppose.” 

“We grew close, yah.” Phoebe pressed back the tears. “She was a 
sweet grandma.” 

Both men nodded, and Cousin Herman continued. “She was 
a special woman.”

“Like her Assateague ponies!” Uncle Homer snorted. “She was a 
little strange, but she was a goot mamm. I don’t disagree with that.”

“Yet look how you turned out,” Cousin Herman teased. 
Uncle Homer ignored the jab. He walked to the back barn door 

and hollered over his shoulder. “Maybe you can help call them in, 
Phoebe. We’ll tie them to the back of my buggy. I think Herman 
and I can handle three little horses between the two of us.”

Ponies, not horses. Phoebe wanted to correct her uncle, but why 
protest? Cousin Herman had stepped forward to help Uncle Homer, 
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Jerry S. Eicher10

and she was clearly supposed to follow. Yet she knew she had to say 
something. Otherwise the moment would be lost forever. 

“I’d like to keep the ponies,” she croaked. Where did this nerve 
come from? 

Uncle Homer’s head whirled about. “Keep them? How would 
you do such a thing?”

Phoebe moved her hand around in a circle. “They can stay here 
in the barn until I find a place to live, and—”

“I don’t think that’s wise!” Uncle Homer proclaimed. He stroked 
his beard. “I never did agree with Mamm’s plan for these horses.”

“Her plan!” Phoebe drew a sharp breath. “What plan?”
“She never told you?” Uncle Homer eyed her sharply. “I expected 

Mamm spent the last year filling your ears with her harebrained idea.”
Phoebe stilled her rapid breathing. “What is this plan? I’ve won-

dered plenty myself.”
“It’s not going to happen,” Uncle Homer said. “I told Mamm it 

was foolishness, but nothing could turn her from her fancies once 
she set her mind to them. And since Daett’s passing, who of us chil-
dren could tell her no?”

Cousin Herman shrugged from the back barn door, his eyes 
locked on the ponies as if to say he bore no responsibility for Grand-
ma’s scheme.

“You’ll have to tell me now,” Phoebe told him. She couldn’t 
believe her boldness this morning.

Uncle Homer continued. “We have a spare room at our house, 
and there is an opening for a schoolteacher this fall. You can take 
that job. We will speak no more about the horses.”

“But…but…I will find out somehow, and then what?” Phoebe 
said. “Why are you doing this, Uncle Homer, when you know that 
Grandma’s ideas were always right? She was the kindest, gentlest 
person any of us knew.” 

Uncle Homer flinched. Clearly her arrow had found the mark.
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Phoebe’s Gift 11

“I’m surprised she didn’t tell you,” he finally mused. “How can 
this be, Cousin Herman? You are the one who bought the horses 
for her.”

“Hey, don’t blame me!” Cousin Herman yelped. “I couldn’t tell 
the woman no, and she didn’t fully explain to me why she wanted 
them.”

“Of course she didn’t.” Uncle Homer fixed a fierce gaze on the 
hapless Cousin Herman. “She paid you well, and you made fancy 
trips down to Englisha places. You even got your picture in the paper 
over it.”

“Well, it…I…it wasn’t my fault,” Cousin Herman sputtered. “And 
what harm could come from humoring an old woman?”

“That much harm!” Uncle Homer gestured toward the ponies as 
they ran in the pasture. He turned back to Phoebe. “I thought for 
sure Mamm brought you up from Lancaster to carry on her dream.”

“Really, Uncle. I have no idea what you are talking about.” 
“I guess that would be like her now that I think about it,” Uncle 

Homer muttered. “Trusting in the Lord and getting her way as 
usual. Confound that woman.”

“She was your mamm,” Cousin Herman pointed out. He hid his 
smile with a quick turn of his head. 

Uncle Homer still noticed. “I guess that’s true,” he grumbled.
“So are you going to tell me?” Phoebe clasped and unclasped her 

hands. What was this great secret? Grandma must have asked for her 
to move in from Lancaster for reasons beyond the obvious. Never 
had Phoebe imagined such a thing. 

“You want to step right into your grandma’s shoes,” Uncle Homer 
said. “What makes you think you’d be up to it?”

Phoebe’s heart pounded. “If Grandma thought I could do this—
whatever it is—then I surely can.”

Uncle Homer grunted. Somehow she said all the right things 
this morning. 
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Jerry S. Eicher12

“We are reading the will later,” he continued. “But I am already 
aware of its contents. We were expecting Mamm to leave some-
thing to force our hand, but there is nothing. All the children will 
receive equal shares of the farm, which means…” He paused. “I 
really shouldn’t be telling you this, Phoebe. How about we forget 
this conversation? Cousin Herman will take the ponies and sell 
them in no time, and you—”

Phoebe shook her head.
He sighed. “That’s what I thought.”
Cousin Herman spoke up. “I think your conscience is bother-

ing you, Homer. You shouldn’t have opposed your mamm’s plan 
to begin with. She might have lived a little longer with something 
worthwhile in her life.”

“You always were on her side.” Uncle Homer glared at Cousin 
Herman. 

“Well, it was for a goot cause,” Cousin Herman protested. “We 
live sheltered lives. We—”

“Yah, we’ve been over that,” Uncle Homer interrupted. “You’ve 
never married, and you gallop all over the country at your leisure, 
so why speak to you of danger?”

Herman glanced at Phoebe. “Do you think she can handle it any 
better than Grandma Lapp? Or is Phoebe simply a way for you to 
ease your conscience?”

“It always was a harebrained idea,” Uncle Homer muttered, obvi-
ously avoiding the question. 

Phoebe’s head spun, and no words came. She had no idea what 
the men were talking about.

“So why don’t you make up your mind?” Cousin Herman stared 
out the back barn door. “Am I taking the ponies or not?” 

“I have to think about this,” Uncle Homer finally decided. “I’ll 
drive you back, and we’ll return this evening with the others to 
speak with Phoebe.”
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“I’m not coming. You’re on your own with this,” Cousin Herman 
declared. Both men said goodbye to Phoebe, and then Herman fol-
lowed Uncle Homer out of the barn. Moments later, Phoebe lis-
tened to the buggy wheels rattling out of the driveway. 

She stood without moving for a long time. Grandma thought 
she—timid Phoebe Lapp—could do something wunderbah, some-
thing worthy. There was no other way to look at this. 

But what did Grandma want her to do? 
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Two

Several hours later, Phoebe sat at the kitchen table in Grandma 
Lapp’s empty house, a lunchtime bologna sandwich in hand and her 
eyes fixed on the kitchen wall. She wanted to force the hands on the 
clock to make the evening arrive, but there was nothing she could 
do but wait. She should have run after Uncle Homer this morning 
and demanded he tell her at once what Grandma’s plan had been. 
There was a time when she would have dared, but that was…well, 
a long time ago. Even after her bold words to Uncle Homer about 
wanting to keep the ponies, she had reverted to her cautious self. 

There was nothing she could do as the minutes ticked past in the 
silent house. She should be used to silence after her care of Grandma 
this past year, but this was the total absence of sound. What a relief 
it would be to hear Grandma’s shallow breathing in the bedroom 
again. Or the sound of her faint cry for a glass of water, or the occa-
sional request for food she struggled to consume. 

Phoebe pulled her gaze from the wall and finished the sand-
wich. The evening would come in its own goot time, and the Lapp 
families would gather. Three of Daett’s siblings lived in the valley: 
Uncle Homer, Uncle Noah, and Aunt Millie, who had married 
Reuben Yoder. Between the three families, their children would fill 
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the house, but that was the least of Phoebe’s worries. She thought 
only of Grandma’s dream, a dream that had stirred opposition in 
all of her relatives. So what was Phoebe Lapp’s part in that plan? 
Apparently she had been summoned from Lancaster for reasons 
other than Grandma’s care. Grandma’s plan must have demanded 
a lot of courage. Had Grandma remembered how Phoebe once 
had been? Surely Grandma could not have known what happened 
in the schoolyard, or about the harsh words that had been spoken 
years ago. 

Phoebe groaned and cleared the sandwich crumbs from the 
table. She knew she had to speak up this evening—to say to Uncle 
Homer and her family, “I am not up to this—whatever this is.” She 
was a different girl now. She would say her piece, and they need not 
say anything else of the past or the present. The family could enjoy 
the evening together, and their time would not be wasted.  

Phoebe squared her shoulders and dumped the crumbs into the 
wastebasket. She paused when she heard a knock on the front door. 
She hadn’t heard the sound of a buggy pulling into the driveway, but 
she had been wrapped up in her own thoughts. Phoebe shook her 
apron clean and headed out of the kitchen. The door opened before 
she arrived, and David’s face appeared. 

He managed a smile. “Can I come in?” 
“Sure.” She waited. Maybe he had come back to pick up some-

thing he had left in the house.  
David stood by the front door with his head down. “Your 

grandma was very dear to me, Phoebe,” he finally said. 
“I know. We all loved her.” 
“Ruth wanted to send her regrets, but she had to work at her job 

this morning cleaning homes.” David gave Phoebe a quick glance. 
She smiled gently. “Thank you both for your concern.” 
He hurried on. “I will certainly miss coming up here and see-

ing Grandma Lapp. I know that Ruth feels the same. Your grandma 
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was kind to us.” He paused, apparently caught up in his memories. 
“She could look past our family’s strange ways when few could. I’m 
sorry for the way Daett is sometimes.” 

“That is not your fault, David.” 
“Thanks,” he replied. He hesitated again. “But that is not what I 

came to talk about.”
Phoebe motioned toward the couch. “Do you want to sit?”
He shook his head. “Your grandma told me something I was 

supposed to tell you after she passed. I tried to speak about it this 
morning in the barn, but I lost my courage. I hope what I have to 
say isn’t too shocking or too sudden.” He looked at her, doubt in 
his eyes. “If you would rather, I can come back in a few days, and 
we can talk then.”

Phoebe stared at him. “Grandma gave you a message for me? 
Why wouldn’t she tell me herself? I took care of her every day.”

David glanced at floor. “I don’t think she meant to offend you. 
Maybe…I don’t know. One could often ask why your grandma did 
the things she did. For example, why did she befriend Ruth and me? 
She’s the reason I joined the community when I did, and why Ruth 
hasn’t jumped the fence yet with Ethan, that Englisha boyfriend of 
hers. But I suppose you know all that.”

Phoebe nodded. David had never been this open before.  
He continued. “Grandma told me my part of the plan, and I am 

supposed to see if you want to move any further with it. She gave 
me a year’s wages in case you accept and everything else falls into 
place. But if it doesn’t, Grandma told me to keep the money with 
the Lord’s blessings.”

Phoebe sat down on the couch and steadied herself. “So you 
know what Grandma’s dream was?”

“I suppose so. She never called it her dream to me.”
Phoebe motioned impatiently with her hand. “So tell me!”
David waited for a second. “This was all Grandma Lapp’s idea, let 
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me assure you—although Ruth mentioned something first after she 
became acquainted with Ethan’s work at Child Protective Services.”

“Just tell me, David,” Phoebe whispered. “Please!”
“The ponies out there.” David motioned toward the barn with 

his chin. “Grandma Lapp wanted to bring troubled children to the 
farm for a week at a time. She hoped to give them a taste of country 
life, and perhaps a touch of the Lord too.” His face clouded. “But 
that’s not something you can tell Child Protective Services. Ethan 
explained to Ruth the difficulties of obtaining secular support if 
the Amish were running the farm. There would be training for the 
person in charge. Things are touchy when the state pays for things. 
Even so, Grandma Lapp liked the idea of the Assateague ponies 
because they would entertain the children. It wasn’t all settled yet, 
but the ponies were the start of her plan.” David gestured toward 
the barn. “So now you know, and I’m just the messenger—although 
I do think it is a great idea.”

Phoebe tried to breathe. “So Grandma wanted a working farm 
for troubled Englisha children?”

“Something like that.” 
“And you would help me run the place?”
“That is what Grandma Lapp wanted.” He grimaced. “I hope 

you don’t object. I would pull more than my share of the work if 
you gave me a chance.”

“I’m sure you would,” Phoebe assured him. “But it’s not all my 
decision. The family’s gathering tonight, and things will be decided 
then.”

“That’s fair,” he agreed. “I hope they make the right choice.”
She gave him a quick smile. “You can pray, I suppose. That 

wouldn’t hurt. If the project does go through, this would be no 
small undertaking.”

He nodded, his face sober. “So you knew nothing about this?”
She shook her head. 
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“I wonder why.” 
“It is confusing. Uncle Homer spoke with me this morning about 

some dream of Grandma’s, but he wouldn’t give me details. How 
did she keep so many secrets, David?”

He grinned. “Grandma Lapp was a wunderbah woman, Phoebe, 
but you already know that. I hope the Lord gives her a great reward 
for all the kindness she showed my sister and me. But she must have 
proceeded with caution on this farm idea, for which I don’t blame 
her. Obviously your relatives have their doubts about it.”

“Yes, they do. And I’m still dizzy with information, but I will let 
you know what the family decides.”

“I’ll see you later, then.” David turned and slipped out as quietly 
as he had come. 

Looking out the living room window, Phoebe watched him 
leave. So this was Grandma’s secret. Grandma wanted her to work 
with David Fisher? Perhaps for David’s sake as much as for her 
own? Grandma was into such things—horses and hurting souls. 
Did Phoebe have the courage? Even if Uncle Homer and the others 
gave their permission, such a project would disturb the community.

She was a faithful member of the church, and so was David. That 
should help. Unlike Ruth, David had ended his rumspringa long 
before Phoebe had arrived in the valley. Uncle Homer would know 
this, and he also knew about Grandma’s wish. Likely Uncle Homer 
considered the idea this morning largely because of his high regard 
for his mamm. 

Phoebe would have to wait for the evening to see how things 
would turn out. In the meantime, there were the cobwebs in the 
barn. It was a wonder Cousin Herman hadn’t teased her this morn-
ing about its condition. 

Phoebe left the house and pushed open the barn door to find a 
broom in the back storage room. She returned to the front of the 
barn, and with an old bandana wrapped across her face, she began 
to attack the cobwebs with vicious strokes of the broom.
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