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Chapter 1





In late January there was an unexpected thaw. An array of icicles dripped from Raymond Beiler’s barn roof as he stood in the doorway contemplating the beauty of the setting sun reflected on the drops of water that suspended for a split second before they fell.


A quiet man in his upper forties, his smooth face unlined, his felt hat sitting low on his forehead, his eyes were unclouded with the anxieties many men would have experienced at this stage in his life.


A toothpick in his teeth, his hands in the pockets of his broadfall trousers, he shook his head very slightly, shuffled his feet in the melting snow, and turned to open the barn door. He nodded in answer to the low nicker from his driving horse. His thoughts were miles from the task at hand, so he shoved the feed scoop into the bag of turkey feed and watched it flow into the feedbox. Only when the horse snorted and stamped one foot in confusion did he catch on to the mistake, then proceeded to dip it out with his bare hands.


The male turkey let out one of his rusty gobbles, a sound delighting his senses. Taking up the feed scoop, he unlatched the door on the turkey pen and scattered the cracked corn into the low plastic dish, leaning an elbow on the wooden post to watch the gobbler and four hens walk on their skinny legs to reach it.


A bevy of brown and white quail darted between the heavy turkeys for their share. From the rafters, the low, contented cooing of homing pigeons gave him a sense of well-being, an aura of peace.
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He’d just come through another tumultuous evening meal with his beloved, if troubled, wife of over twenty-five years. The only child remaining at home was their daughter Cathy, the oldest of only three children, a contentious young woman given to a petulant nature and an almost total disregard of her upbringing.


Raymond winced, drew a hand across his stomach as it rumbled painfully, a normal occurrence and one he kept largely to himself. His wife, Lydia, had more than she could handle these days, so he certainly meant to make life easier for her in every way possible. He belched and felt relief, turned away to refill the scoop for the driving horse, then took up a few blocks of hay and threw them in the wooden hay trough. Taking down the broom, he swept halfheartedly at the few wisps of hay on the cement floor, hung it on the nails provided for that purpose, and stood quietly in the middle of the barn floor, biding his time.


Reality seeped in slowly, as if a small crack in his reserve allowed troubled water to ripple his quiet peace of mind. What was this? What was happening to his beloved children, his beloved wife? For they were beloved, by him, surely. Had always been, although it seemed as if all the love in his heart could not stem the flow of tainted waters threatening to create turmoil in his existence.


He did not want this. None of it. So he exchanged troubled thoughts for a childlike optimism, one that carried him above the turbulent events surrounding him. He did not want to go back into the house at all, but he believed this was his duty—to spread love and cheer to his wife and daughter, to smooth out the wrinkles of their contention, always clinging to the idea of a love that never failed.


He avoided confrontation at all costs, believing the Christian way of peace and love was his calling, and he was meant to create a quiet atmosphere in spite of adversity. He felt a physical pain in his chest, remembering the exchange at the supper table, the hurled accusation of turning a blind eye. In retrospect, perhaps he had done just that, but he couldn’t help but feel a raw pity for his youngest daughter, a pity hurting him as if his own skin was scraped by knives.
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Two months, give or take a few days, since she’d left, creating a whole new level of chaos in a house often brimming with ill feelings.


Lavina had her father’s quiet nature and had suffered through days of tense conversation, dire predictions spouting like loosened openings on a fire hydrant. For years, Lavina had done well, thriving in her own world of spreading love, placating ill tempers through acts of kindness, soothing frazzled nerves, a heroine to Raymond, a shining star.


And then one night she was gone.


Raymond shook off the memories, took a deep breath, and turned his face to the rafters of the barn, the cobwebs and old barn swallow nests both a serious offense to his wife. She detested the barn swallows making a mess on the barn floor. Why in the world would he allow it?


And how often did he sweep cobwebs? Her own father would never have allowed an accumulation of them the way he did. Well, she wasn’t about to start cleaning his barn. She kept everything else spotless and had enough to worry about.


But somewhere above the rafters, there was God, whose face shone through—the patient, ever-loving, and benevolent Father of Lights who gave his children all gifts to enjoy. Raymond truly believed He was a God of love and well wishes, sending trials from time to time, no doubt, but it was all a chastening out of love.


He closed his eyes and spoke to his Father, asking for the safety of Lavina, peace for Cathy, and to please help Lydia carry the burden of real and imagined anxieties.


The air had turned colder as the sun slid behind the mountain, but he took a deep breath of the invigorating air and stopped to admire the twilight through the trees before making his way to the house.


The flowering quince bush was alive with the frantic twitters of the purple house finches, a common little bird Lydia disliked, calling them hogs at the feeder. He found them fascinating, these tiny, dull birds with oversized beaks, so skilled at extracting sunflower seeds from their shells.


They reminded him of his aunt Barb, the way she chewed so fast and furious, never opening her small mouth before she swallowed.
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He smiled to himself.


He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen Barb. A single maiden lady, she was quite confident in her preferences to live life on her own terms without the inconvenience of having to cater to a needy husband. In her settled opinion, a good man was rare—they all needed to grow up.


He smiled again, then let himself into the kitchen, where he bent to remove his boots, setting them side-by-side on the clean plastic tray provided for them. The house was quiet, and for this he was grateful.


No one called his name. He saw the washed dishes stacked in the drainer, the spotless countertop and floor, heard the shower upstairs, and felt a distant sense of relief. He padded across the kitchen in his stocking feet, dropped into his gray La-Z-Boy and put up the footrest, then reached for the daily paper.


He was thankful for the rest after the evening meal in winter, felt the length of his body relax into the comfort of a good chair, and sighed. Yes, there was always, always something to be thankful for, just the way the plaque on the wall said.


“There you are, Raymond. What took you so long?” His wife came through the basement door carrying two jars of home-canned grape juice.


“I didn’t realize it took longer than usual.”


“Well, I need you to look at the spigot upstairs in Cathy’s bathroom. She says it drips and it’s annoying when she lies awake at night.”


“Okay, but it sounds like she’s in the shower now.”


“I didn’t say now.”


She lifted a jar of grape juice, frowned, and clucked.


“Does this stuff look right to you?”


She brought it over and held it below the battery lamp.


He felt her nearness, saw the color of her sleeve, the smooth hands with the clipped nails clutching the jar, and the slight pucker above her nose, her forehead pinched the way it always was when she concentrated. She smelled of soap and fresh air, with the slight scent of food from the kitchen, a familiar scent. A great love welled up in his heart. His own dear wife, in spite of everything.
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He put his glasses on his nose, peered through the bifocals.


“Looks alright to me.”


He found her eyes and let his love shine through, but she turned away and told him he just wasn’t concentrating on the color.


“That’s the thing about buying this New York grape juice instead of juicing your own grapes. You really don’t know what goes into this stuff. They could add leaves and insects, anything. I’m making grape mush to take to Susan’s quilting tomorrow, and you know how she is.”


“No, I don’t know how she is,” Raymond said, smiling a little.


Lydia wave a hand. “You know, everything has to be right.”


Raymond thought better of answering and instead lifted his paper and perused the front page. As he read, he heard cupboard doors, a kettle lifted, put on the stove, and felt a small whirl of joy for no reason.


Upstairs, the shower stopped, and before long Cathy came pounding down the stairs, dressed in a brilliant red dress, carrying a hooded fur coat, her eyes alight with excitement. Raymond folded the paper and laid it aside, apprehension mounting in his chest, watching for Lydia’s reaction from the stove.


There was a sense of time being suspended and a sharp intake of breath.


“Cathy!”


Lydia’s voice was thick with despair and disappointment.


“What?” The insolence in her tone was palpable, and the stone in Raymond’s chest threatened to stop his breathing.


“I told you no. Raymond, help me here,” Lydia pleaded.


“Where are you going, Cathy?” he asked, keeping his voice mild.


“Out.”


Lydia’s strident voice broke through the atmosphere so tense with the very thing Raymond avoided at all costs. Lydia wailed, pleaded, and threatened, but when the headlights came up the drive, Cathy threw on the coat and tossed her head, slammed the door vigorously, and disappeared.


The only sound was Lydia’s breathing, a car door slamming before pulling away.
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The usual tirade followed, Lydia’s voice rising and falling as she unloaded blame and guilt, piling it on his shoulders until the weight threatened to crush his spirit. He took up the paper, pretended to read, but could not tune out the strident accusations. Finally, he got up and went to the basement to remove himself from the harried attack.


The basement was his refuge, the place of warmth and solitude, where no voice or prying eyes could follow. The wood stove with its constant heat was the heart of the home, his old chair beside it like a true friend.


He folded himself into it, looked around at the paneled walls, the neat pine trim, and was doubly thankful for the previous owner’s skilled workmanship.


A few guns on the wall, his fishing rods and tackle box. There was never extra money to buy the things he would have loved to own, but that was the sacrifice a man made for his family. He had no desire for the headache of owning his own business, but rather chose to live on a budget, faithfully paying his mortgage and real estate taxes, a sense of gratitude his guiding star.


Like the ping-pong table bought at an estate auction for twenty dollars, in perfect condition. He was so proud of that deal. He brought it home to Lydia who lifted her hands, her eyes wide with amazement. That was what really brought him happiness, for sure.


The couch on the far wall, the two chairs and coffee table had all been purchased at yard sales. Good furniture, although Lydia had frowned and dismissed his love of a good bargain before paying ten times the amount to have a steam cleaning company come in to disinfect it, which seemed wasteful to his way of thinking.


There was a bookshelf, an old sideboard, a child’s kitchen set, and the small table and chairs the children used when they were small.


He could hardly wait for grandchildren, the crowning glory of every parent, but the way things were now, he could hardly see it happening.


Where was Cathy going? He couldn’t remember all the yelling at the supper table, just bits and pieces. It wasn’t really yelling, just strong conversation, and there was nothing wrong with that.
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Did it matter so much where Cathy went? To his way of thinking, Cathy was old enough to make her own choices, but he would never stand up and say that, afraid of the disagreeable torrent of words following.


If a child was strong-willed, determined to go their own way, he couldn’t see there was much to be done. All the discipline in the world would only create a heart of stone, and one power struggle after another. But this conviction he kept to himself as well.


And so he holed up in the basement until he heard the shower and footsteps, waited till there was blessed silence before heaving more wood on the fire and closing the draft for the night. He made his way up the stairs heavily, a certain sadness riding on his shoulders as he entered the kitchen. He should read in the Scriptures, but didn’t have the heart for it just now, so he poured a glass of water, took a shower, and climbed into bed. He touched Lydia’s shoulder tentatively and asked quietly if she was asleep. When there was no response, he turned on his side and began to pray, remembering his son, Amos, and Lavina who had gone to make a home with him.


Lydia, however, was far from sleep, lying awake with her heart pounding in fear, her thoughts racing headlong into the dark void of worry, self-blame, and the helplessness she felt so often at night. She longed to talk to Raymond about all of the family’s problems but knew he would not say much of anything. He did not think it was necessary to discuss thoughts and feelings. They never really had, so why start now? She knew how he was. Sweep it under the rug, act like everything’s fine.


She seethed quietly before tears slid from beneath her lashes and across the bridge of her nose, saturating her pillow as she began to heave. What was wrong with her children? Why couldn’t they listen the way other people’s children did?


Look at Amos Fisher’s and Ben Lapp’s children. All Amish, all keeping the ordnung (Amish rules), gehorsam (obedient), upstanding members of the Amish church who truly believed and respected the rules. Oh, she was a failure at parenting. A total failure. Shame and 8guilt suffocated her as her thoughts continued their wild leap from one shortcoming to another. It was like being a mouse trapped in a five-gallon bucket, a plastic one with smooth sides you could not scale, so around and around you went, wearing yourself out and still clueless.


She heard the grandfather’s clock chime out the hour, then another, and still Cathy did not return. Suddenly furious, she reached for the small flashlight on her nightstand, threw back the covers, and made her way across the floor to the clock. She yanked the door open and stopped the pendulum, muttering to herself about her lack of sleep, raising children, and getting married in the first place.


Plus, she had to go to work in the morning, cleaning Viola Cleason’s house, the worst one of all. Five hours of cat hair, cat litter, and cat food. She could absolutely throw up. She tried to stop her thoughts, tried to pray, but was immediately distracted by a rush of anxiety about that grape mush. It was the cheapest, most common dessert to take to Susan’s quilting, but the truth of the matter was astounding—her checkbook was empty, and she only had a few dollars cash in her wallet. She was low on groceries and didn’t have Cool Whip or Oreo cookies or any of the ingredients for a nice dessert. She couldn’t believe how her money disappeared. The price of groceries was atrocious, especially eggs and milk. She’d have to see about getting chickens, maybe a nice little Guernsey cow.


She used to milk at home, thought she was quite capable, until her mother complained about the straw, or the bits of dirt in the fresh bucket of milk. She couldn’t do anything right for her mother.


And so her thoughts tumbled and roiled. Her feet felt as if they were buzzing, such an absolute misery, so she rolled on her back, shoved one foot out into the cold air, then the other. That brought relief, but then goose bumps chased each other up and down her spine.


She felt chilled, so she tucked her feet back under the covers.


Raymond made a funny noise in his throat, then began a full repertoire of snoring, a loud rumbling, wheezing sound that set her teeth on edge. She could not believe this.
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“Raymond,” she hissed, hitting the middle of his back with her elbow.


“Hm? What?” he mumbled, turning on his side. Blessedly, he stopped snoring.


Lydia practiced deep breathing, began to yawn, tipped the alarm clock and pressed the button. One-twenty. You have got to be kidding, she thought wildly.


Where was Cathy?


She actually thought of calling her, but she hated the fact that Cathy owned a cellphone—and not a flip-phone, either. One of those dreadful smart phones where she had access to all kinds of evil, worldly things. She would never call her. If she did, it meant she was accepting that horrible device.


Finally, a pair of headlights wound its way up the drive, casting a brilliant white light on the ceiling, then down the walls. Oh, wonderful relief, these lights. Cathy was home. She waited for the door to open, familiar footsteps, but there were none. Now the lights had vanished.


Lydia crept to the window, parted the blinds, and stared out at two orange parking lights like malevolent eyes staring back at her.


What were they doing parked in the driveway like that?


She thought of Raymond and herself, tying the horse at the hitching rack, dating so sweetly and innocently. A hot anger tore through her.


Well, she wasn’t getting away with this.


She pulled on her ratty old housecoat, thrust her feet into house slippers, threw on a sweater, and used her trusty flashlight to make her way between banks of melting snow. She walked up to the white vehicle and rapped sharply on the window. When there was no response, she did it again, her heart pounding almost painfully.


She stepped back when the door hit her stomach.


“What do you want?” Cathy hissed.


“I want you out of that vehicle and in the house. Now.”


Cathy pulled on the door handle. Lydia pulled it open. Cathy yanked it shut and locked it, leaving Lydia pounding on the window.


In the morning, Lydia had two hours of sleep behind her, a roaring headache, and a sour stomach, but she packed Raymond’s lunch, made his breakfast, and didn’t say a word. She had absolutely no idea how she was ever getting through the day, but she was not telling Raymond, not now.


She knew Cathy would pout for days, but she carried a sense of victory, a bolster of self-worth taking her through the day.


Viola Cleason was in her mid-eighties, a wealthy eccentric living on the first floor of a huge Victorian house on Chicago Street in Rochester. She drove an immaculate Cadillac from the seventies, a long, sleek fire engine-red monstrosity she wobbled along in, narrowly escaping mishaps as she clutched the steering wheel with knobby, arthritic fingers and liver-spotted blue-veined hands. Lydia always wore her seat belt and hoped for the best as they wound along country roads.


In the house, Viola liked for Lydia to use undue amounts of Scott’s Liquid Gold on her furniture, vinegar water and crumpled newspaper on windows, Glade air freshener on ancient chairs and sofas, powdered Comet for bathrooms.


Six immense felines ruled the house, and Lydia gritted her teeth and smiled as they rubbed against her skirt, chased the old Hoover vacuum, and pounced silently on countertops and doily-laden dressers. They regularly knocked over lamps and figurines and threw up on vintage rugs. They were all named, of course, but Lydia could never keep them straight.


“Lydia,” she heard in Viola’s quavering voice.


“Yes?”


“Come. I have something for you.”


She put down the dust rag to find Viola seated at the kitchen table, a cup of steaming tea and a slice of pie before her.


“One for you,” she beamed, pointing to the opposite side.


“Thank you, Viola. This is surely a treat.”


She scalded her tongue on what she could only guess was tea made from catnip—just awful. The pie appeared to be mincemeat, that 11gruesome mixture of ground meat, raisins, and spices that tasted and smelled like cat food.


She vowed she would tell Viola she was quitting, give her two weeks’ notice. Still, she felt obligated to keep forking up small pits of pie, thinking self-pitying thoughts as she listened to Viola’s accounts of raising her darling children, both through college, with children of their own, good marriages, such a blessing the Lord had provided.


“That’s wonderful,” she said, scraping her rough tongue over her teeth, feeling the heat in her face as she glanced at the thermostat on the wall. Seriously. Seventy-eight degrees.


But when Viola counted out six twenty-dollar bills and thanked her so profusely, she was not in a state of mind to disappoint the old friend and agreed on a date two weeks later.


Raymond whistled and hummed his way through the day, working in the large and well-ventilated shop, doing what he loved, creating furniture and spindles for railing, the scent of sawdust and shavings reminding him he was exactly where he wanted to be. Lydia had packed him a wonderful sandwich, cold meatloaf with ketchup and pickles on homemade bread, and a jar of golden sliced peaches, plus peanut butter crackers with marshmallow cream. She had surely gone to a lot of trouble.


He had a good wife in so many ways and he felt the familiar rush of gratitude. A blessing, a virtuous woman.


One of the young men who worked in the paint room stopped to watch him at the lathe, peered into his face expectantly, so Raymond shut down the machine, lifted his safety goggles, and raised an eyebrow.


“Are you always happy?”


“Oh, I wouldn’t say that. I can be grouchy.”


“I don’t think you know how to be grouchy.”


Raymond laughed, shook his head, couldn’t think of anything to say. The young man clapped a hand on his shoulder.


“You’re the best, Raymond.”
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He watched the youth move away, felt his eyes fill for a moment. Who could deserve that now? Not him.


He bent over, started the lathe, and whistled on, a nameless tune that spoke of his inner joy.


Their evening meal was sullen, a silent display of ill feelings between Cathy and her mother, but nothing was said about the previous evening’s theatrics. Raymond complimented the chicken soup, ate his hot dog on white bread and said he’d never had a better one.


Cathy glared at him, and Lydia shrugged, so he quit trying to lighten the atmosphere and went out to feed the horse and his flock of turkeys.


He often thought of Amos and Lavina, wondered sadly if they got along together, and how soon she would be back. He certainly hoped they would not both stay with the English people in the future—it was hard enough losing Amos to the English. He would have to call Amos again, try and keep him from forgetting his Amish background, bring him back to the fold, if such a thing was possible.


Why was it Amish parents of children who decided to leave the faith were counted as Class-A failures? Successful parenting was measured by adherence to the rules, every child meekly following in the forefather’s footsteps. But shouldn’t people let God be the ultimate judge? What human could really know another human’s heart, whether Amish or English? He chewed on a long piece of hay, ran a hand along the silky neck of his driving horse, and wondered these things. He knew Lydia well, and she would think he was a heretic with such thoughts. Amish was the right way, and English the wrong way.


Well, Raymond figured he was on a journey till the day he died, and he only had to allow the Holy Spirit to guide him. He knew he must remain teachable, not set in all his own ways.
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Chapter 2





The large yellow house, its tall windows framed by black louvered shutters, with a deep porch wrapping around two sides and broad steps leading to the massive front door, glowed in the sunlight as the sun slipped toward the mountain.


The barberry bushes glistened with melting ice and the white pines were alive with a small flock of black-eyed juncos creating a rollicking little fuss with their incessant twittering. The grounds surrounding the house were immaculate. Even in winter, the pruning and fertilizing was apparent in the way boxwoods were trimmed, lilac and forsythia bushes in neat little groves. Rose bushes were protected by stakes wrapped with burlap, the garden down by the shed a lovely green sea of tillage radishes beneath the layers of snow.


Great white and red oak trees, spruce and maples, sycamores in their loose white bark by the creek created a picturesque scene waiting to be photographed by some traveling journalist, though most folks never saw past the small gatehouse down by the end of the drive.


This was where Amos Beiler made his home when he answered an advertisement in his father’s newspaper when he was seventeen. Obese, skin like punched bread dough, painful acne and small brown eyes hidden in puffy folds, he had lumbered through his years in an Amish parochial school, often mocked and belittled, even by his own sister Cathy. His mother, Lydia Beiler, sewed larger and larger trousers, bought husky shirts in extra large that popped buttons across his 14stomach. At sixteen, a job in a bulk food store went south when he was accused of touching a girl inappropriately, and he walked away, accused unfairly, roiling in shame and terrible humiliation.


The best thing he’d done was to answer that ad. He met Joseph and Lila Smith and learned what love actually was. It was acceptance, praise, a sense of having done something right for the first time in his life, and he fully devoted himself as a groundskeeper to the old couple.


He missed his parents and Lavina sometimes, and would return to visit, but he was always met with stiff opposition by his mother, his father passive and bowing to her wishes.


So he left the Amish way of life, eventually got a license and his own truck, saw a dermatologist for his skin, and joined a gym and made friends there, especially the owner named Scott.


Now in his mid-twenties, his sister Lavina, tired of the never-ending dramatics at home, had asked to live with him, was introduced to Joseph and Lila, and a new chapter began. Amos was grateful for Lavina’s company, especially after his beloved dog Fred got hit by a truck and passed away. The loss had broken his heart.


Amos had been dating an Amish girl named Anna Riehl, but they decided to take a break because of their differences, although she still came to the house each spring to do a thorough cleaning.


Amos and Lavina had both been invited to dinner soon after she arrived, which was actually supper to Amos and Lavina’s way of thinking, and they sloshed up the long winding driveway as the sun spread liquid gold on the beautiful old house.


“You know, this place is breathtaking,” Lavina commented. Amos nodded.


“Some days I still can’t believe I get to live here. At the same time, it’s hard to imagine ever living anywhere else.”


Lavina nodded, her large, round eyes on his face. She was a very attractive girl, same as Cathy, but with a sweet, sunny disposition and a soft heart, like her father, Raymond. When she’d explained her reasons for leaving home in pleading tones it had sent her mother into hysterics, her father into himself, retreating to the basement with sadness.


They were welcomed into the house, seated by the fireplace, and given warm drinks till Nancy had dinner on the table.


“I’ll help,” Lavina offered, and went to find Nancy, who was swinging cupboard doors, kicking refrigerator doors closed, and taking out a great roaster of pot roast and potatoes.


“Can I help you with anything?” Lavina volunteered timidly.


“No, of course not. You go sit down.”


Lavina felt a bit embarrassed, but Lila laughed, said she might as well get used to Nancy. She didn’t want help in the kitchen, in spite of having to work the way she did.


From their place at the massive dining room table, Amos and Lavina learned the ways of the English well-to-dos. There were two forks, a soup spoon, and a dessert spoon, goblets and water glasses. They learned never to place elbows on the table, to always say please and thank you. Joseph said good etiquette was being forgotten by too many.


“There are old traditions among our people, same as yours,” Lila remarked. “Joseph and I strictly adhere to good manners at dinner.”


She watched Lavina put her napkin beside her plate and gently reminded her to place it on her lap. Lavina opened her eyes wide and asked why, which made Joseph laugh louder than Amos had ever heard.


“What good does a napkin do on your lap?” she repeated.


Lavina became a fast favorite that evening and was soon a fixture at the big house. She cleaned and learned how to do laundry Lila’s way, which included ironing sheets, pillowcases, all Joseph’s shirts, and quite a few of Lila’s dresses.


Their evenings were spent quietly in the gatehouse, often watching television, which Lavina wasn’t sure was a good thing.


“You know, Amos, our parents wouldn’t approve.”


“It seemed wrong for me, too, in the beginning, it really did. But I don’t know. It’s like choosing reading material. There’s decent stuff and stuff you shouldn’t waste time watching. I don’t really see a problem with watching the decent stuff.”


Lavina nodded, then looked up at him.


“Do you hate the Amish? Our people?”
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“Of course not. There are many good Amish people.”


There was a long silence between them as they became lost in their own thoughts. Finally, Lavina asked what he thought the problem was at home.


Amos looked up, raised one eyebrow comically. “There’s a problem?”


“Come on, Amos. Why are we here?”


Amos sighed, and the silence stretched like a taut string.


“It’s hard to talk about.”


“It’s hard to admit your own mother is a mess. And even harder to admit your father is unrealistic and has absolutely no spine.”


“Did you just say that, Lavina? Wow. Honestly? You want to know the truth? Our house was a battleground and Cathy was the queen. She ruled, no doubt about it.”


After they advanced into forbidden territory, there was no holding back. Everything, every dysfunctional working of their home, was dissected, examined, and discussed. There were tears, sometimes rage, and often an underlying sadness they could not deny, much less know how to deal with.


When they checked the time, it was after twelve, and they laughed with a self-consciousness of having overstepped certain bounds.


“But we were taught to present a certain air of perfection, to act like everything was OK.”


“Lavina, you know what? I’m going to check into online classes.”


“For what?”


She was yawning now, blinking tired eyes.


“Human relations. Analyzing human behavior.”


“You mean, that psychiatry stuff? You’re crazy.”


“We may be,” he said, smiling.


“You, maybe.”


But they both went to bed with lighter hearts and minds, the result of carrying a burden together rather than alone.


During the night, the moon rose full and majestic, creating an almost magical scene, the big house whitewashed by the moon, the snow with splashes of shadow and light, great winged owls gliding 17hungrily in search of prey, while inside the small gatehouse two young people lay wide awake with the newfound discovery of a bond of unity.


Winter was Amos’s quiet time, so he enrolled in a course in human relations through a Christian college in Vermont called North Academy. He spent hours on the computer in the evenings, then spent his mornings at the gym working out. He would always have to be aware of weight creeping back, his constant hunger and love of food his adversity.


Over the years, he’d worked hard with the owner’s guidance, lifting weights, doing cardio, stretches, leg lifts, which had increased his strength and honed his muscles. His appearance had been altered completely, his height now an advantage, his bulk now an appearance of strength. His dark hair was cut neatly, and a trimmed beard hid most of the deep acne scars.


In his own mind, he was still humble, not aware of the fact he was changed quite as much, still carrying a sense of failure wherever he went, which created a quiet voice, a shy demeanor which endeared him to most of the people he met.


He would have had plenty of opportunity to engage in the local bar scene, to drink alcohol and join the popular crowd in town, but he had never been tempted. It simply wasn’t his thing. Loud music mocked him, alcohol had a venomous taste, and he was afraid of scantily clad girls. Many rebellious youths had taken that route, but he simply had no interest and told himself he was no better than anyone else.


He made friends easily, but it never amounted to more than casual acquaintance after an invitation to a bar. The owner of the gym, Scott, invited him to his church, which he attended almost every Sunday. He missed the in-between Sundays, a tradition of his upbringing where church services are held in the homes every other week. Some of his best memories of home were on those Sundays, when both parents had slept late, then there’d been a big breakfast with bacon or sausage and pancakes, everyone in good humor most of the time.
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Sometimes they’d hitch up the driving horse and visit the grandparents or aunts and uncles, which Amos always enjoyed in spite of being stuffed in the back seat with Cathy and Lavina, trying to make himself as small as possible. At Dawdy Beiler’s there were always cans of Mountain Dew and he loved the delightful taste, the fizz and the sweetness of it.


His mother thought it abominable, these old people drinking that stuff, the sugar and carbonation a death trap for both of them. They should know better. Amos told her it was delicious and was hushed immediately. Raymond smiled to himself, thinking about his one Coke every day on his lunch break from the machine in the corner, something his wife did not need to know about.


After years of attending an English church, Amos was accustomed to the new and modern rituals, carrying his own Bible and highlighting passages, the new way of worshipping with music, giving money when the collection plate was passed—all new and very different from the way he experienced church as a child.


He was an “opp-gangana mensch,” one who deserts the faith. A heretic, in some ways of thinking. But was he really? He didn’t feel like one, didn’t feel condemned and lost, miserably wandering in a barren no-man’s-land without God.


He never doubted God was his God as well as all the Amish people’s God, or Gott in German. Der Herr. My Lord. Since leaving his Amish home, Amos had discovered that God was much greater than he’d previously thought. God was God of the whole world, not just God of the Amish in the way he’d imagined as a boy.


He’d wrestled with the term ungehorsam many times as he began to dress as an English person, learned to drive. Yes, he was disobedient to his parents, he could not get around that, ever. They wanted him to be a member of the Amish church, to dress the way they did, to drive a horse and buggy, to marry an Amish girl and raise a family in the old tradition.


But he had not always been treated with fairness, not in his home, in school, or at his jobs. He had been slow, untalented, fat, and 19cumbersome, and was often told so. He’d never measured up to anyone’s expectations. The only person who could have stood up for him was his father, who seemingly never understood the role of leadership in a family.


It was through Joseph and Lila he’d learned about the fullness of God’s love, and the fact that God loved him exactly the way he was, which brought him to his knees in true worship. His mother had railed against this, telling him he was terribly misled, he could not believe this love was for him, an ungehorsama mensch (disobedient one). His father remained silent, stuffed into his usual corner by the strident voice of his wife.


So it had been up to him to figure things out for himself, to navigate a confusing labyrinth of doubts and fears, old myths of misfortune raining down on anyone who left the Amish way of life.


He was still searching, still seeking for truth in a world he could not always understand. He was in die velt, yes, he was in the world, away from the safe confines of Amish ordnung. This he fully understood. To remain within the church, to accept the rules, was a protection from worldly practices like driving a car, owning a phone or a television, using electricity, all deemed sinful by the elders.


And here was Lavina, sweet and mild-natured, entirely perplexed with the nuances of their Amish life, afraid of everything leading her into the world, yet suspended on the tightrope between the appearance of right and what that word actually meant.


His days in January took on new meaning, his enrollment in college courses keeping him occupied much of the time.


He often went to the big house for lunch with Nancy Farmer and Lavina and they were the best hours of his day. He enjoyed listening to Nancy’s widespread and scrappy view of her life with Tom, the craziness of her kids, the skyrocketing price of everything, the incompetence of doctors, dentists, banks, and everyone who worked for the government, including the mailman.


She lived in a double-wide mobile home, the yard dotted with vehicles, some of them repaired into use, others disabled and sitting in a 20bed of untrimmed weeds. Amos had been to their house, where alcohol had flowed freely, and that experience had confirmed his position that he would stick to soft drinks. But this was Nancy’s way of life, and he had no right to judge.


He sat at the huge kitchen island, with his roast beef wrap and protein shake, with Lavina beside him, and felt grateful. So much in his life was good.


“You going to eat all that?” Nancy called over her shoulder as she filled a cup at the coffeemaker.


“Of course. I could eat two or three,” Amos answered.


“Want me to fix you another one?”


“No. I sat most of the morning.”


“Didn’t go to the gym?”


“No. Too cold.”


“Ah-hah. You’re slacking, Amos. Now what’s Anna gonna say about that? I haven’t seen her. Where’s she been?”


“Home, I guess.”


“Aren’t you two seeing each other?”


“Not for a while. Her parents have a problem with me not being Amish. It’s complicated.”


He waved a hand in dismissal.


Nancy looked disappointed. “That’s a shame, she’s a nice girl.”


Amos nodded, suddenly feeling unsure of every decision he’d made.


“Should I go back?” he asked suddenly.


“Don’t ask me. I don’t understand that religion stuff. Ain’t up to me.”


“I know.” He sighed. “We decided to take a break for a while, to figure out which direction we need to go.”


Nancy sipped her coffee, watched him over the rim of her cup.


“Ah. I don’t know,” she said, setting down her cup, placing both hands palms down on the countertop, lifting her shoulders. “Religion complicates everything. It ain’t necessary. Me, I just wing it. Just go with my gut. Figure the Man upstairs don’t mind.”
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Amos caught her eye, shook his head and grinned, “You’re doing alright, Nancy. I like you just the way you are.”


“See? We get along.” She slapped his arm, then laid hers across his shoulder, squeezed, and smiled.


Amos responded in the same way he always did, a gentle smile, a small shake of his head. Nancy was a puzzle. She was, by all accounts, a woman of the world—her lifestyle, her attitude, everything. But why did she often bring him to tears with a slap on the shoulder? Her praise was rough around the edges, but it was praise, nevertheless.


If his mother had praised him once . . . Even the words, “We get along,” would have been music to his ears. Would that have been enough to keep him from leaving home?


Sometimes he wondered about Nancy. Under all that rough exterior, there was a heart of gold. Was she seeking the spirit of God, and just didn’t know it?


He searched Scripture for truth, grappled with the intricate knots of right and wrong, and now he was studying the ways of a counselor. A person who counseled.


He had no idea where this would go, and why he had found this deep-seated interest in what made people tick, but there it was.


Amos called to Lavina to come see the sunset. The sky was an amazing display of pinks and purples. As she stood beside him, her arms crossed around her waist, he realized he had never felt closer to his sister.


She had been a gift, a soothing presence in his loneliness.


Later in the evening, there was a firm rapping on the door, a sound that startled both of them. Lavina wiped her hands on the dishtowel as Amos got to his feet and went to the door.


There were a few seconds of total silence before he stepped back and welcomed his parents into the house. His father shook his hand but would not meet his eyes. He swept off the broad-brimmed hat and shifted his weight uncomfortably.
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He greeted his mother, took her hand in his, but she, too, would not meet his eyes.


“Lavina,” she said, going to her, with no handshake or hug, only a taking in of her youngest daughter’s presence.


“Mom, how are you?” Lavina responded.


There was a sharp intake of breath, her plump shoulders heaving as their mother burst into loud, wailing sobs. Raymond shifted his weight, his hands turning the brim of his hat. Amos stood, waiting, but Lavina laid a hand on her arm, said, “Mam.”


Amos went to the side table by the couch, brought her a few Kleenexes, which she used to stem the copious flow of tears. Her face turned blotchy, her eyes swollen to red puffs, and still she wailed on as Raymond fumbled with his hat and turned a beseeching face to Amos.


Amos went to his mother, put a hand to her back, and guided her gently to the recliner. The television showed the news anchors from CBS, casting a blue light across her black coat and bonnet.


As her sobs subsided, she looked up at Amos and removed her bonnet.


“Turn that thing off,” she said, then blew her nose.


Amos obeyed, asking his father to sit down, which drew Lavina to greet him as he moved to the couch.


There was a torrent of words then, from their mother, who seemingly had regained her composure.


“We came tonight to bring Lavina home with us. My nerves are shot, Amos, shot.”


She glared at him, the dark eyes accusing.


“If you would have been obedient in the first place, Lavina would never have left. You are the one to blame, and it’s time you search your soul.”


She blew her nose again, dabbed at her eyes, sniffed.


Amos stood, swallowed, and said quietly, “I have done that many times.”


“Not enough. The fruits of repentance are plainly seen, and here you are, blending into the world as if your upbringing meant absolutely 23nothing. You are throwing away everything we taught you, living the life of the ungehorsam.”


She sat forward, her hands pressed onto her knees, her arms braced.


“You have to listen to me, Amos. God warned the wicked kings and the false prophets in the Bible, as I am warning you. You will bear many hurtful things in your life if you harden your heart against me.”


Amos sighed, then turned to meet her eyes, and found them.


The same dark, accusing gaze, the look of disappointment, only now he was even lower in her esteem—disobedient, worldly, locked away from the grace of God.


“Mom, we’ve been through this before. I have searched the Bible and have found what I believe is the truth. I go to church, Mom. I do, and I have found forgiveness, acceptance, and love.”


“I don’t believe any of it,” his mother said, shaking her head as if to dispel a clinging demon. “You know better. It’s all falshheit (lies).”


Raymond cleared his throat. “Lydia, perhaps you should consider that English people go to English churches and it is good and right for them.”


“See? There you go again, your liberal thinking is what’s wrong here. You never helped me discipline these children. You always support them instead of me.”


A toxic silence, the churning of minds brewing.


His mother looked directly at Lavina.


“You are coming home with us.”


The inner conflict Lavina was experiencing was like a dagger in Amos’s heart. He could not contain his pity.


“Mom, don’t you think it would be best to allow her to make her own choices? You know our home is not . . .”


He stopped, unable to express the atmosphere of the home in which he was raised. The turbulence his mother created, the whimpering silence of his father, Cathy and her own strident determination.


“Amos, shut your mouth. Keep it shut.”


Shocked, he retreated into silence.
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And her voice went on and on, harsh opinions hurled at them all, finally clumsily portraying her own martyred state, that of a good Christian enduring the ravages of a husband and children lusting after worldly things, keeping her head above water financially and spiritually.


Amos felt suffocated, as if her words were a blanket of wool, heavy and uncomfortable. He felt united with his father, and then suddenly saw that he would turn into him if he did not find the courage this situation required.


He spoke in turn, gently, but reminded her of the ways in which he had never measured up to her expectations, which had been devastating, crippling.


“Well. You were awful big,” she said defensively.


Amos knew then that there would be no reconciliation. She would never see her own shortcomings, and he would never be able to make her.


“Lavina?” his mother asked sharply.


“Mom, I want to stay.” She began to weep softly, her hands to her face. “But I feel I should go home.”


Excited now, his mother rose to her feet, her hands outstretched.


“Come home with us, Lavina, please. To a good Amish home where you are taught to be a conservative Christian. Things will be better. Right, Raymond?”


Raymond nodded, sensing his wife’s nervous condition would soon be at an end, meaning he would be back in her good graces.


How many nights had she turned her back, refused him, counting him among the disobedient children, a burr of resentment, a crust of self- righteousness creating the wall between them?
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