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CHAPTER 1


SHE WAS BORN AND RAISED IN UPSTATE NEW YORK, THE YOUNGEST child in a family of eleven, living all her life on a hardscrabble farm devoid of loamy soil or any amount of good management or profit. She had always been reasonably happy as a child, the knowledge of her lower status on the food chain undetected, struggling along in school until she acquired the wisdom of her place in the order of things, which was being one of Amos Glick’s girls. Amos was one of five brothers and five sisters who dotted the community of Amish inhabiting the Pinedale Valley, all of them married and raising families of their own.


Amos and Barbara were honest, God-fearing members of the Amish who held strictly to the traditions and ordnung (rules) of the church. They farmed the stony soil with rusted machinery and tired mules well past their prime, milked a small herd of cows, and grew tobacco for a cash crop. Amos wore a serious expression, if a bit bewildered at times, was soft spoken and sincere, and his wife Barbara was submissive in all her ways. She made her own butter in a glass churn, and yogurt and sourdough bread were a staple, made with her own hands that were misshapen by hard work and arthritis. Her back was bent, her shoulders rounded, her dress front straining at the straight pins that kept it together across her ample chest.


Where she was of rotund build, her husband was thin as a rail. His large, ill-fitting trousers held up the worn suspenders across his shoulders and his Redwing work shoes were perpetually coated with the manure residue he could never quite avoid. Barbara never raised her voice in disapproval. She merely grunted a bit as she bent over her rounded stomach to wipe up mud and gravel, manure or wet grass, her face darkened with exertion.


All the children, from Ezra to Lydia, were mild mannered and obedient to the counsel of their softspoken parents, never questioning the stringent requirements of their upbringing. They had a deep respect for their father and took the voice of the minister as a direct gateway to a home in Heaven and ruled their existence accordingly.


That Mary was born five years after the youngest, Abner, came as a bit of a surprise, with Barbara at the ripe old age of forty-five. Amos chuckled softly when his wife imparted the news, held her hand in his, and pronounced it good.


Mary was born with a round face and an unruly thatch of hair the color of an old penny, a cry erupting from her open mouth with the startling clarity of a crow’s raucous clamor. Never satisfied, she yelled with a bellyache after being fed, yelled with boredom in her little swing, yelled with indignation when she was put on her back, and became red-faced and unable to breathe on her stomach.


Even the calm Barbara was pushed to her limits, weary of the grating cry, so she put Mary in her crib, shut the door, and let her cry herself to sleep.


In school, Mary was brilliant. By the time she was in second grade, she was reading anything she could find, even encyclopedias and history books, and could recite all the states and capitals and the names of all the books of the Old and New Testament.


She surpassed all the older children in German, seated in the small dark living room on Sunday forenoon, reading from the German Scripture. Amos heard her recite the twenty-third Psalm in German to the barn cats who rubbed their arched backs across her stockings and purred appreciatively. She sang hymns as she washed the milkers, and Amos told Barbara he believed she was born to be a minister’s wife, creating a quick rush of emotion in them both.


Yes, Amos was a blessed man, his children around his table, his quiver full of good, strong arrows, raised to be upright citizens, obedient in all their ways. His heart was full.


No matter if his farm never appeared as successful as his neighbors’. He knew a man’s worth was not measured by dollar bills, but by the content of his character. His good wife Barbara never questioned the struggle to make ends meet, always breathing a sigh of relief after the monthly mortgage payment had been met.


It simply never occurred to her that she could make extra bread or yogurt or grow tomatoes and green beans to sell at a roadside stand. Instead, she focused on being a good helpmeet to Amos and being frugal in all her ways.


So Mary was sent to school with hand-me-downs, every stitch of her clothing having been worn by Lydia or Rachel or Becky. Her lunch box was a scratched and dented red Rubbermaid, stained by years of use, containing a sandwich, two cookies, and a jar of peaches or pears.


For a time, Mary rested in the childish security of caring parents and loving siblings. But by the time she entered fifth grade, she had begun to notice her classmates’ way of dress, the beautiful hues of a rainbow, the long skirts and new sneakers with various colors and stripes. She began to keep her own feet tucked under her seat, the frayed edges of her inexpensive black sneakers suddenly repulsive. She started to wonder why she and her siblings couldn’t have nice things like the other kids. Weren’t her parents hard workers? Was there something wrong with them?


She didn’t know her girth was widening, expanding with the calories of many slices of sourdough bread and “smear cheese,” the shoofly pie she soaked in milk, or the homemade sweet bologna she rolled around a dill pickle spear. Her kind, soft-spoken mother would never hurt her feelings nor mention the fact she was becoming quite chubby.


When Katie Ann, who was a seventh grader and the captain of everything, including ball games, told her she could run faster if she wasn’t so fat, Mary’s face became even redder and she blinked back scalding tears of shame. This was new and uncomfortable. She’d had no idea someone could make her feel so shameful and worthless.


She tried harder, gritted her teeth and swung mightily, sent the ball over the schoolyard fence and made a homerun, her round form nearly level with the ground as she raced across the bases.


She looked around expectantly for cheers and flowery praise, but found none, the cruelty of the pecking order in a schoolyard fully visible for the first time. Katie Ann didn’t like her, so no one else was allowed to either.


Her remaining years of school were spent in a haze of bewildered shame, hurt pride, and an ever increasing sense that she was simply not worthy. She always stayed on top of her class, receiving searing looks of jealousy when her one hundred percents were called out. She went home and did her best to forget about school the minute her feet crossed the threshold.


She never mentioned any of this to her mother. Feelings and emotions were not something you discussed, and especially negativity. It was all right. Swallow it. Stay quiet.


And she did.


By the time she was in vocational class, however, she was tired of stumbling along with her hand-me-down clothes, her too big yellowed covering and torn black sneakers. She took a good look in the mirror and decided she wasn’t that bad, really. With some decent clothes, she’d look just fine. She gathered her courage and asked her mother for a new covering that would fit her like the other girls’, and if she could have a new dress that was longer and made to fit her better.


Barbara was taken aback, to say the least. Why, after raising ten children who never questioned her decisions, would this one require anything she perceived to be out of the ordnung (Amish rules)? Surely it was prideful for her daughter to be discontent with what she had, and vain to long for fashionable outfits to draw attention to herself. She raised the subject with Amos and was comforted with the soft, understanding voice packed full of wisdom.


It was a passing phase. She’d come around.


Yes, yes, Barbara reasoned to herself. She would. But this was unthinkable, one of her girls being concerned with something as worldly as fashionable clothes. What would people say?


Needless to say, Mary’s requests were met with a resounding no. She would have to be content with the clothes she had. Fancy clothes were not something any obedient young woman should be longing for.


Mary felt the now familiar weight of shame settle over her. She hadn’t meant to be vain or ungrateful, but clearly she had let pride get the best of her.


When she turned sixteen, she was allowed to join the rumspringa, a group of young men and women who gathered for games of volleyball and hymn singings. The popular girls would start dating almost right away, while the less attractive or social girls might attend the gatherings for years, some eventually becoming “leftover blessings,” single women who never had spouses or families of their own. Dressed in her humble attire, she wet her copper-red hair so she could roll it into submission in the modest style her community required. She joined the others and tried to feel like she belonged.


She soon discovered a deep sense of boredom, coupled with an overriding anxiety about the possibility of finding a suitable mate. Every last one of the young men were childish, immature, as simple as a barn cat. They didn’t seem to think much of her, either.


At eighteen, she’d had enough. She most certainly was never getting married, so she might as well give that thought up. On her day off from work, she began driving the family horse to the library, where she spent hours escaping the ties that bound.


Her remaining time was spent helping her adult sisters or brothers, depending on who had a new baby, was behind with her house cleaning, or was hosting church services at her house. She was a maid to her family, working hard for twenty-five dollars a day. Twenty of that went to her father. She sweat profusely in summer, froze her fingers hanging load after load of laundry on freezing lines in winter, learned to cook and clean and perform every household duty expertly and efficiently. Her sisters sang her praises and her brothers smiled at their wives’ descriptions of Mary’s capability.


“I don’t know where she gets it,” Lydia said to her new husband as she rocked her firstborn. “She simply accomplishes so much, with such a small amount of effort.”


Her confidence increased a bit as the years went by. She gleaned knowledge from her books, looked at the world with wisdom, and realized she lived on a dreary farm close to an even drearier town. There were Amish bulk food and dry goods stores, a dusty hardware store, and in her twentieth year, a yellow Dollar General appeared along Route 276.


She was one of the first customers, curious, eager, the store containing several aisles of colorful and enticing products—sandals, pink T-shirts, lipstick, and makeup to hide blemishes. She guiltily pushed her stockinged feet into a pair of white sandals and took a few steps before putting the sandals back.


But she smiled to herself.


That day, she purchased hairspray, new shampoo, and body wash that smelled amazing. She went home and practiced doing her hair only a wee bit differently, not enough that her mother would notice. She felt attractive, had a spring in her step.


Her mother noticed and took the hairspray from her with a sharp reprimand. Her father’s sad eyes followed her.


They lived on the hope that a young man would ask for her hand. She needed to settle down, start a family, become securely entrenched in her role as a wife and mother. This acting up was not something they had bargained for, and an unsettling emotion ensued.


After turning twenty-one, she was allowed to keep the entire twenty-five dollars she earned for a day’s work. Four days of work meant a hundred dollars. Her father opened a bank account for her, with his name on it, so he could check her input, keep track of her deposits, and question her withdrawals.


She stopped working for her siblings, laying out in careful detail her valid reason. She was twenty-one, her own adult now, and there were jobs that paid three or four times what they paid.


She faced disapproval, tight-lipped rebukes, her mother’s tears, but would not be deterred. Her father said it was the book reading. Her mother said she had not received enough discipline as a child.


She began having stomach issues and terrible heartburn, so her mother gave her comfrey tea and homemade yogurt. Her headaches turned into a roaring in her ears, her sinuses dripped and burned. Natural remedies helped for a while, but mostly she suffered discomfort after eating, which was quite frequent, food being her only source of comfort after the hawkish attacks from her disapproving family members.


“Why can’t you be like the rest of the family?” her mother pleaded.


Her father rebuked her, saying no child of his would go out in the world to find a job.


“No one will hire you,” he finished.


For a while, she stayed on the farm, nursing her heartburn and sinuses.


She felt a vague sense of unease, a chafing of restrictions. For a summer, she helped her father till the stony soil, watched the clouds of dust waft across the rolling hills, listened to the songs of migratory birds, and soaked up the sunshine. She did love nature in all its forms, the budding trees, the shy squirrels and wheeling birds. She could name every wildflower, every weed and herb growing along fencerows.


She still loved to get lost in books, and she relished the adventures of heroines who traveled to far-off places around the globe.


Torn between her vivid imagination that was fueled by the steady influx of borrowed library books and her stringent upbringing and guilt because of her inward disobedience, she finally came to the conclusion she needed to get away from Pinedale Valley.


But how?


She prayed. She sought after God’s leading, finally bringing up the subject to her mother, who was ironing in the kitchen.


“Mam.”


“Hmm?”


“What would you say if I asked to move to Lancaster?”


Without skipping a beat, she said, “No.”


“But I want to, Mam. I need to get away. I’m getting old and have no idea what to do with my life here.”


“What is that supposed to mean? You’ll find a husband eventually.”


Mary hesitated before blurting out, “What if I don’t want to get married?”


Mam gave her a sharp look. “You have to. Being single is no way to live. Marriage is every young lady’s dream.”


“Not mine.”


“Why not?”


“I don’t know why not.”


“Oh Mary.” Mam’s voice softened into a sort of pleading. “You’ll break our hearts. Lancaster is no place for you. You need to stay here, where we are more secluded from the world. Where our ordnung is kept.”


“I don’t want to disobey, but I feel as if I can’t breathe.” She desperately hoped her mother might understand. “I feel as if these mountains are crushing my spirit.”


“Where do you get thoughts like that? From the devil, that’s where.”


Her mother’s lips formed a thin line, her eyes pools of rebuke.


“Go talk to your brother Abner. He is very level-headed. He’ll show you what it means to be gehorsam [obedient]. If you can’t give in to man, how can you give in to God?”


Mary shook her head in confusion.


“I don’t know, Mam. I truly don’t.”


“Well, then, straighten yourself out.”


SHE DID as her mother asked, driving the horse and carriage to her brother Abner’s welding shop. She stood in the doorway, silently watching him pound out a piece of steel. The shop was small, dark, and filthy. Mud-splattered children shrieked and played in the driveway, hopping puddles.


He looked up and laid down his hammer, a grin spreading his face.


“Imagine this,” he said.


She smiled. “Yes, imagine. I came to see you.”


“Great. Glad to see you.”


“The children are really getting muddy.”


“I see that.”


He went to the door, called, “Kinna!”


They obeyed immediately, stepping away from the mud puddles.


She said ruefully. “I wish I was their age.”


“Oh, come on, Mary. Time goes on. What gives?”


“I want to move to Lancaster.”


He drew himself up to his full height, put out both hands.


“Whoa.”


“I know. I know. It simply isn’t done.”


“Well, it is, but not in our family. Lancaster is a big city, Mary. I’m afraid you’ll be misled.”


“How could I be? I’m smart.”


“Yes. That’s true. But a humble spirit and true obedience is better than all the wisdom in the world.”


Mary stared at the floor, her heart racing. Another headache was coming on. She felt like if she heard the word “obedience” one more time, she might explode.


“The ordnung. Honor thy father and mother. Going against their wishes will bring a curse.”


Mary sighed. “How do you know that?”


“It’s all over the pages of the Bible. The children of Israel repeatedly disobeyed and were conquered by the enemy. Same thing today. If you don’t obey, God will discipline you. Out of love, of course.”


Mary heard his voice, but her thoughts churned on in so many other directions.


“Abner, stop. Why do I feel so restless? Perhaps God has something for me in Lancaster. I’m an adult now. If God is calling me to Lancaster, wouldn’t it be disobeying Him not to go?”


“There are only two ways. One is right and one is wrong. God will never direct you to go against what the Bible says, and it says to honor your father and mother.”


Mary sighed, then said she was going to the house to visit with Arie.


She found her sister-in-law amid a clutter of half folded laundry, unwashed dishes, clean clothes hanging from makeshift lines in the corner of the kitchen, her distended abdomen speaking of another impending birth. She lifted tired eyes to Mary, waved a hand as she apologized for the disarray.


One-year-old Annie howled from her playpen in the corner. Mary went to her, caught the scent of a soiled diaper.


“Do you have clean diapers?”


“Here’s one.”


She reached for one from the mound of graying cloth diapers.


“Why don’t you use disposables?”


“Oh goodness, Mary. Abner would never allow it.”


Mary watched her rub a palm across her stomach. Obedient to parents, then the church, now her husband. Did God expect this of every woman in the Amish church? She remembered Arie as a younger woman, energy sparkling from her large brown eyes, and here she was, seven or eight years later, hardly recognizable. She was worn down with constant childbearing, a workload that Mary knew was monumental to some wives, the daily grind almost more than they could tolerate.


“You’re going to have three babies in diapers. Sammy isn’t trained yet, is he?”


“No. Potty training is too much to even think about right now.”


“Ach, my, Arie.”


Arie looked away, blinked. “Don’t pity me. It’s the way of women.”


And Mary wanted to yell, to wave her arms and shriek of the unfairness of her husband’s expectation. She thought of the words she’d so often heard: “Women shall be saved through childbearing, submit to their husbands, and live a life of servantly duty to them, calling them ‘Lord.’”


Did it have to be this way?


Yes. It did if you chose to walk this path, but no one would ever persuade her life had to be quite this difficult.


“Arie.”


“Yes?”


“Are you happy this way? Are you content with your lot in life?”


“Mary, what kind of question is that? Of course I’m happy. Contentment is great gain.”


But when she met Mary’s gaze, her eyes slid away, as if to conceal the truth.


Mary left that day with the ever-growing conviction that there had to be something better in life. She was not cut out for the mind numbing drudgery she had experienced too many times as a maid in her siblings’ homes.


She attended the Sunday evening hymn singing, cast discreet glances along the row of single men opposite her, and wondered. Every one promised the life of her sister-in-law, every one would require the companionship of a dutiful wife, also known as a willing slave. The conviction bloomed in her chest, took her breath away.


This was not who she was or wanted to be. God had given her brains, a mind to analyze and comprehend things perhaps others didn’t. She would wait and see what God had in store for her.


Was that so wrong?


Her father cornered her in the milkhouse, his aging straw hat torn at the brim, stained with sweat and dust, his eyes sparking disapproval.


“I talked to Mam.”


“Yes?”


Mary didn’t look up, but kept washing milkers. The tank purred as the agitator spun, stirring and cooling the fresh milk.


Outside, rain dripped steadily from the eaves. A sparrow twittered.


“I hope you know you are forbidden to go.”


She didn’t answer.


She gasped as her forearm was caught in a vice-like grip. Drawing back, she lifted bewildered eyes, her mouth going dry.


“None of my children has ever gone against my wishes, so I can only warn you not to disobey.”


She stared at him, a little in shock. He seemed to realize he’d gone too far and dropped her arm, took a step back. She gathered her thoughts, speaking in what she hoped was a respectful tone. “Dat, I won’t leave the Amish. I just want to broaden my horizons. I want to experience new things.”


He lowered his face. “If you leave, you will be shunned.”


Now her heart lurched again, pushing blood up to her temples. “You can’t, Dat! I won’t be banned from the church for going to Lancaster. Our relatives live there.”


“You heard what I just said.”


With that, he was gone, his thin, stooped back rounding the corner. Her heart ached for him, and for herself. She went back to her milker washing, more confused than ever. God, help me to know what to do, she prayed silently, a sob stuck in her throat. If I’m supposed to stay here, help me to be content. If I’m supposed to leave, please make a way.


WHEN ARIE GAVE birth to Moses, Mary was there, bathing the infant, dressing and swaddling him in cheap flannel blankets, washing sheets and towels, cleaning the house, and trying to keep the four siblings in line. Five children, all preschoolers, cloth diapers, and no money for groceries after the midwife was paid.


She cooked oatmeal and fried eggs for breakfast and tried to maintain a cheerful attitude, at least until she discovered Abner was pouting and wouldn’t speak to her. Well, fine, she thought. Absolutely great. You have met your match, brother.


And she gave him an icy stare and a cold shoulder.


As the days passed, her resolve to leave the area became steadily stronger.


Arie cried with baby blues, and Abner stayed out of her way until she “got over it.” When he was finally speaking to Mary again, he told her that Arie always got this way, that it was all in her head and she’d be fine. Women were just weak.


Mary tried to keep the hot rebellion inside but stood up so fast she bumped the couch and knocked over little Annie, who howled indignantly. Mary reached for her, soothed her, and wrinkled her nose. Another mess.


She felt suffocated by diapers, unable to breathe as they piled around her. Arie shuffled around the house, unpinning or pinning her dress front as she changed nursing pads. The baby cried lustily.


Mary made hamburger gravy and opened a jar of green beans. The potatoes boiled over. She plopped a bowl of applesauce on the soiled tablecloth.


At dinner, Johnny was smacked for spilling his water. He opened his mouth and bellowed out his pain and frustration, mashed potatoes spilling out like vomit. Mary grabbed the dishcloth, listened to Abner telling Arie she needed to be more of a disciplinarian with Johnny, and thought, No, no, no. Never.




CHAPTER 2


HER AUNT LIZZIE CAME FOR A VISIT, AN UNEXPECTED ONE, CATCHING them all unaware. She came stalking up the porch steps of Mary’s parents’ house, opened the door, and called out, “Anybody home?”


Mary was scrubbing the bathtub with Comet. She got up from her knees to see who was at the door, delighted to see Lizzie, her father’s sister.


They greeted each other warmly, and Lizzie came straight to the point, after inquiring about the whereabouts of her brother and his wife.


“Oh, an auction. No wonder he doesn’t have any money. An auction in the middle of the week.”


Mary looked at her.


“Okay, here’s what I want. Leroy has to have back surgery, and I have a business to run. I can’t leave him without a caregiver, so if I would have you to help me, we’d be in good shape.”


“What kind of business?” Mary asked.


“You know. I own a bakery.”


“I didn’t know.”


“Well, I do. I’d train you up for a few weeks, before he goes in for surgery. Do you bake?”


Mary nodded, gesturing at her own ample figure. “Do I look like I bake?”


Lizzie laughed, a sound like pebbles rolling down a hill.


“Oh, you look nice. You just have a few curves, the way a woman is supposed to look.”


Mary felt a deep blush. No one spoke so boldly around here.


“Don’t you have coffee?” she asked.


Mary blushed even deeper, ashamed of her inhospitable ways. Ashamed of the unpainted barn and thin mules with their ribs like bad slats, the paint peeling from porch posts, the patched trousers on the line, hanging sodden and still. She noticed the couch cover, dark green polyester with a lighter green pleated ruffle around the bottom, homemade many years ago. Cracked linoleum. A vinyl tablecloth in dark blue, faded green blinds with Folgers coffee jars lined on the windowsills and holding tepid pink geraniums ready to be planted in flower beds.


Mary put on the kettle.


“Is that all you have? Instant?” she inquired.


“Sorry.”


“Guess it will have to do. Once you have a coffee maker, it’s just so much better than instant. But it seems as if this part of New York never changes much, does it?”


“No, I guess we don’t.”


She almost apologized again, then knew it would be ridiculous. She felt a need to protect her home community for unexplained reasons— perhaps it was only instinct, but it was there nonetheless.


“I’m staying until I can talk to your parents, but then I have to get going. I came up here with a load of Henry Beiler’s sisters and they’re heading back tonight. I hope you’ll come with me.”


Mary’s head spun. This was her answer to prayer. God had made a way, and much sooner than she’d even imagined! She could be on her way to Lancaster that very night.


WHEN MARY’S PARENTS arrived, Lizzie eyed her mother’s shawl and bonnet, sniffed, and adjusted her nice new sweater before shaking hands. Mary sensed her father’s disapproval, saw his eyes travel over Lizzie’s fashionable white covering, the lack of a halsduch, the cable knit sweater, down to the Skechers on her feet. She knew his thoughts were telling him, here was a prime example of why he did not want Mary to go to Lancaster.


Lizzie told them why she’d come.


Amos remained quiet while she spoke, then asked in a tight voice why she couldn’t find someone in Lancaster, where she came from.


“Mary needs to get away. She would make an excellent supervisor in my opinion.”


“How do you even know? You’ve hardly spent any time with her,” her father growled. Then suddenly he turned to Mary, his voice accusing. “Did you write and ask her for this?”


Lizzie jumped in before Mary could even answer.


“No, of course she did not. I just know that she’s getting . . . older,” she cast a careful look at Mary, not wanting to hurt her feelings. “And I read the Botschaft, you know, and I noticed that she’s always someone’s maud. Probably for forty dollars a day or something ridiculous.”


“Twenty-five.”


“What?!” shouted Lizzie “That’s practically robbery.”


Mary’s mother almost smiled, but caught it quickly.


“If she goes with me, she’ll be making fifteen, twenty dollars an hour. An hour,” she repeated triumphantly.


“Money is the root of all evil,” Amos quoted dryly.


“You’re wrong. The love of money is the root of all evil. Not the money itself. It’s the love of it that’s wrong.”


He gave her a level stare.


“Anyway,” she continued, unperturbed, “there are plenty of girls I could hire in Lancaster, and I do have a few working for me now. But I need someone who can hit the ground running and I just get the feeling Mary is that kind of girl. I know I can trust her. You’ve raised her well.” She looked at Amos, hoping the compliment would soften the stern look on his face. It did not.


“Come on, Amos. Lighten up. Mary is of age. She’s twenty-one. Let her go see some of the world before she gets married and is stuck in these forlorn hills.”


Mary watched her father control his anger.


“They are not forlorn if God is with us, as I believe He is.”


“Course He is. But He’s in Lancaster as well.”


“We hope so. Well, Lizzie, I forbid her to go. It’s no place for a daughter of mine.”


“Oh, come on, Amos. At least until Leroy heals up. I came all the way out here so I could ask face-to-face. I knew you’d have concerns, but let’s be reasonable and talk them through. What exactly are you worried about?”


“It was foolish to come without writing or calling first. You wasted your time.”


“I knew that would just give you more time to fret about it. Lancaster is not such a bad place, you know. You grew up there, after all. And I’ll keep her so busy there won’t be time to get into trouble.”


“She’s not going.”


“Yes, Dat. I am.” Mary spoke with a confidence she didn’t know she possessed. “I’m twenty-one and quite capable of making my own decisions.”


Lizzie’s face lit up. “See? She wants to go.”


“She won’t have my blessing.”


“You’re just the same as you always were. Determined old stick-in-the-mud is what you are. Crabby as all get out.”


It was all Mary could do to keep from laughing out loud. She’d never heard someone stand up to her father like that and suddenly the whole thing seemed comical. She could feel the jiggling inside her stomach. Her mouth twitched.


She looked at her mother, who brought her eyebrows down in stern warning.


MARY PACKED QUICKLY and left with Lizzie that evening, her insides a maelstrom of doubts and fears. The knowledge of her disobedience weighed heavily on her, and she felt cursed by the stern Old Testament God of Abraham. She thought of how she’d left her parents on the porch, bogged down in failure, their eyes swimming with tears.


What had she done?


Her stomach rumbled. She thought she might retch. Her temples pounded.


As the adrenaline from the afternoon wore off, she began to feel frightened. Was she cursed now? Would God punish her for going against her parents’ wishes? She endured alarming turmoil in her soul, absolutely certain she was doomed.


Almost, she called out to the driver, “Turn around, take me back so I can experience the blessing of my father. Take me back to marry some man and raise eleven children, suffocating my own will under his rule and a mountain of soiled diapers. If that’s what’s necessary to obtain the real blessing from God, I’ll do it.”


When the van pulled into a Sheetz parking lot, everyone clambered out noisily, went into the brightly lit store, and returned with foil-wrapped sandwiches, paper cups of French fries, and bottles of soda.


When Lizzie returned, she sang out, “Don’t you want anything?”


“No.”


“Sure you do.”


With that, Lizzie backed out of the van into the store and returned with a brown paper bag, which she handed back to Mary, saying there were napkins and ketchup. Mary had never tasted soda from a bottle. Immediately her eyes watered and her nose burned horribly when she swallowed.


Her cheeseburger was delightful, the French fries a dream. She wondered how often Lancaster people went to Sheetz. Would it be wasteful to go every few months?


She didn’t know how to open the packets of ketchup, so she rolled them in leftover napkins and stuffed them in the bottom of the bag. As the warm food settled in her stomach, her mood lifted.


She was still frightened by her own bold move, still hated the thought of her parents suffering in any way because of her, but it was done now.


It was the middle of the night when they arrived at Lizzie’s house after a bewildering number of roads, lights, moving traffic, and buildings crosshatching the dark night. Everything was so alive, pulsing and thumping, cars stopping and starting, trucks shifting gears, and through it all an occasional horse and buggy running alongside.


Country mouse, that was her.


But Lizzie’s house was warm and inviting, her husband Leroy getting up from the couch, gasping in pain, but welcoming. Lights were snapped on, and Mary thought there was electricity, but Lizzie said they were rechargeable battery lamps. The house was so fancy.


Mary looked around, her eyes wide, wondering how much she still had to learn. She was shown to her bedroom upstairs in the small Cape Cod, the windows built into dormers, traffic humming below. She had her own bathroom with a shower, a bed that was solid and soft at the same time, a quilt so cozy it seemed like a cloud covering her.


She snuggled in and was immediately attacked by fear of her disobedience. Her mouth went dry. Her stomach heaved. She began to pray, but the ceiling kept her prayers from going beyond.


What have I done? she thought wildly.


Mam. Dat. I’m so sorry. Forgive me. I don’t know if it’s worth it, this crazy adventure, but I want more from life than what you have to offer. Is that a sin? What is sin? Is everything wrong? Sometimes it feels like it.


She wept a bit that first night. She hated herself a bit, too. Why had she done this? Now it seemed as if Lizzie’s invitation had not been an answer to prayer but rather the devil tempting her into sin.


She fell asleep from sheer exhaustion, confused to find herself in strange surroundings when she woke. Guilt stabbed her conscience immediately, the thought of her parent’s grief like a knife in her side.


She’d go back today. She’d hire a driver and go back. Fall back into the old routine. Be blessed.


But Leroy and Lizzie were friendly, inviting her to the table for a mug of steaming coffee. Lizzie produced a tall, odd-shaped container that said “Starbucks” on it, opened the spout, and poured a steady stream of thick, creamy liquid into her own mug. She handed the bottle to Mary, her eyebrows raised.


“Is this cream?”


“Better. Caramel macchiato creamer.”


Mary looked at her aunt, bewildered.


“Try it.”


So she did, and she was pleasantly surprised.


Aunt Lizzie’s kitchen was bright and clear, with oak cupboards that seemed to gleam in the sunshine that filtered through the windows. There was a large propane refrigerator and stove and houseplants and ceramic knickknacks everywhere. Artificial flowers in brilliant colors nodded from vases and there were small signs with Bible verses or wise sayings all over the walls. A clock on the wall had a long list of sayings. When music began to sound across the kitchen, she was so taken aback, she set her coffee down and looked for the source.


“Isn’t it pretty? That’s Amos Raber’s songs. He’s an accomplished guitar player. Also does the harmonica so well. I just love my clock. The girls went together and bought it for me for Mother’s Day.”


“Oh.”


It was all she could think to say. She thought of her father immediately. He disapproved of musical instruments.


“There’s a chip inside. A tiny little thing. You can purchase dozens of different ones. Leroy likes this one best. That song was, ‘Daddy’s Hands.’”


She hummed a few bars, her fingertips tapping the tabletop.


“Music is good for the soul, Mary. I know some say it’s forbidden, but these clocks inject a bit of sunshine in my day. Gel, Leroy.”


He nodded, said he could certainly use it these days, enduring all this pain from his lower back. Lizzie reached over and patted his hand.


“Poor dear. You have been so patient.”


The look they exchanged was one Mary had never seen between her parents. She knew they loved each other, but they would never display affection in the presence of others.


Lizzie made omelets and bacon for breakfast. Conversation flowed freely, Lizzie being extremely talkative, saying she was “worked up” having a new person in the house.


“Yes, Mary, it’s a shame, the way my brothers and sisters are scattered. Such an extreme difference in all of us, living in faraway states, some of them choosing other churches. Ben’s family has gonz English [gone ‘English,’ left the Amish] now, living in Nevada or Arizona, some crazy place like that. I haven’t seen Ben for years. It’s a shame. And then there’s your father, so strict, looking down on the rest of us.”


She shook her head.


Was he strict? Did her father look down on his siblings? He never spoke of anyone, so who knew? A part of her sided with him. He was so sincere in his convictions, his way of life above rebuke. He was her father, and now, hundreds of miles away, she sided with him, in a way at least.


She opened her mouth, closed it again. Perhaps Lizzie would take offense if she sided with her family, and she certainly did not want to start off on the wrong foot, this being her first morning.


“The way that place looks, it’s not even chide [proper]. You’d think he could at least spread some paint on that barn. I don’t know where he gets it, that pitiful attempt at farming up there. You’d think he would have known the area was poor when he bought it.”


“The price of the farm was very reasonable.”


“But to what end? Everybody is poor up there.”


Lizzie hung up her dishcloth, and Mary said nothing. She felt torn between loyalty to her parents and wanting to see the world through Lizzie’s eyes.


THE ROOM ATTACHED to the house was like a three-car garage, with windows allowing the sun to cast plenty of light, the interior appearing immense. There were tabletops of gleaming stainless steel, a huge mixer, refrigerator, and what she guessed were ovens at eye level. Mary saw racks with aluminum trays, countless pans and cookie sheets, spoons and supplies, flour and sugar in fifty-pound bags. That was familiar, the way her mother had always done her buying for the household in bulk.


There was a smell of burnt sugar and yeast, coupled with the scent of pine cleaner someone had used on the floor, probably.


“What do you think?”


Lizzie turned, expectantly.


“Oh, it’s nice. Very nice. I’ve never seen anything like it. How many workers did you say you have?”


“Four.”


“Including me?”


“No, without you. We make many different things. But I think I’ll start you off doing bread and rolls. It’s an easy job. Then later you can learn pies, and whoopie pies.”


Mary nodded, but said nothing. She’d made pies, bread, cakes, all of that ever since she could remember, but did not want to appear as if she knew more than her aunt. But she thought of flaky pie crust, sweet fillings spilling from between them, loaves of bread risen high and light, whoopie pies like a photograph in a cookbook.


Yes. This was her domain. Adrenaline coursed through her veins. She smiled, ran a palm across a tabletop, felt the gleaming smoothness.


Professional. This was a real commercial bakery, a job paying her real wages.


Her aunt prattled on, a constant stream of instruction and how-tos. She talked about how much they produced, the high prices they could charge, the cost of Leroy’s surgery, all the while wiping the sink with squirts of Dawn dish soap, muttering about Ruthann’s poor clean up.


Who was Ruthann? Mary wondered. She dreaded meeting these girls, felt her resolve crumble at the thought, painfully aware of her dreadful hair, the large old covering so terribly out of style.


Nothing she could do to change that now.


The bakery was open on Thursday, Friday, and Saturday. All the baking was done on those days, as well as Wednesday. Supplies and inventory were done on Monday, which left Tuesday to run around, go shopping, clean, and do laundry or yard work.


Lizzie didn’t have much of a garden, she said. No time. And besides, she didn’t need bushes of tomatoes and beans the way she did when the children were home. A bit of canning and freezing was all that was necessary. Her work was cut out for her in the bakery.


MARY LEARNED FAST. Lizzie soon put her in charge of the others, but this did not sit well with the girls who had been there longer, especially the older girl named Rebecca, or Beck, as she was called. Ruthann and Susan, or Suze, accepted Mary, but rolled their eyes behind her back, thought her awfully outdated and backwoodsy. Aunt Lizzie noticed the tension between the girls, but once Leroy’s operation was over, she had to focus on caring for him, and she felt she could trust Mary completely.


Mary was a wonder. The most efficient work engine she’d ever seen. She plowed through tubs of dough, even tweaked the recipes here and there until the dinner rolls, sandwich rolls, and loaves of bread were golden perfection. Lizzie sang her praises.


Beck was first, whispering behind a raised palm to Ruthann. Who did Mary think she was, coming from the pitiful Pinedale Valley, dressed like a minister’s wife, fat with that awful red hair? Greasy, too. Didn’t she use shampoo?


Suze joined in then, and the bakery became a sort of war zone, filled with catty remarks that sent Mary into a reclusive shell of hurt feelings.


She worked even harder, staving off the homesickness and the impending knowledge that she was an outcast.


Her first time at church, she stood on the outskirts of a group of girls that looked like an entirely different species than the girls at home. These were real Lancaster girls with long dresses and tight sleeves, hair arranged fashionably with a much smaller heart-shaped covering setting off tanned good looks. White capes and aprons fit the girls perfectly, and there were shoes with heels, and even slip-ons, the epitome of being fancy.


Mary leaned against a wall, crossed her arms, and put a hand to her chin, wishing she could disintegrate, poof, into a pile of ashes and be swept into a dustpan and dumped in the trash.


No one spoke to her. No one looked at her, except for a few sideways glances. But the church service was conducted exactly the same as her home services, the singing from the thick black Ausbund hymnal, the minister’s voice rising and falling in the common mixture of high German and Pennsylvania Dutch, the prayers on bended knees.


She lifted shy glances as the young men filed in, appalled to find a dozen or more with “English” haircuts, yet dressed in the black trousers and mutza (suits) of the Amish ordnung. Some of them were breathtakingly handsome, which only made her feel worse about herself.


She tried to concentrate on the sermon, but her mind tumbled off repeatedly, imagining trying to carve out a life for herself in Lancaster County, far away from the restrictions of her iron-fisted father with his rules of discipline, his soft voice and contentment.


Who would keep her from changing her dress?


She was still Amish, still a member of the Old Order, still believed in the articles of faith, in ordnung and obedience. But did one have to submit to the point where you have nothing at all, no will or spirit to exercise over your life? Did all women have to be turned into childbearing, diaper-changing zombies? “Zombie” was a word she’d come across in a novel and then looked up in the dictionary at the library. “A human without will or speech, resembling the so-called ‘walking dead.’” Sounded an awful lot like her sister-in-law.


She’d tried to explain to her closest friend, Barbie, who simply could not grasp what she was saying.
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