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STEPHANIE SWIFT

Sarah stood on the sidewalk and stared at the flashing lights above her while people walked right past her as if she were invisible. It felt like her feet were glued to the pavement, and no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t budge. The light bulbs were as big as her hand and there were far too many to count. 

“What did you call this?” she asked, pointing upward. 

Her childhood friend, Joseph, laughed as he leaned against the brick wall of the Sawmill Movie Theater. His Amish attire was long gone and the bright red t-shirt, jeans, and jacket he wore made him blend in with every other young man who strode past them. It was odd seeing him in such strange clothing, but dressing like the other Dayton residents had always been high on his “to do” list, long before they left home for Rumspringa.

“It’s a marquee,” he answered. “They use it to let you know what movies are playing inside.” 

Sarah nodded as she observed the lights twinkling in rapid succession. It was quite fascinating watching them chase each other around and around...although looking at them too long was starting to give her a headache. 

“Which one do you want to see?” Joseph asked. 

Sarah read the four movie titles on the marquee and shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know. I’ve never been to a theater before. You pick.” 

Joseph furrowed a brow as he mulled over his choices. “Okay, let’s watch The Shining. That sounds interesting.” 

It honestly didn’t matter to Sarah either way because she would be nervous nonetheless. As they made their way inside the front entrance, she felt her heart drum rapidly in her chest. The lobby was dimly lit and full of people from youngsters to the elderly. Joseph walked in front of her and paid their way while she gripped one of the belt loops on his jeans to keep from losing him in the crowd. 

They followed the throng of people to a massive corridor with two sets of double doors on each side, and Sarah breathed a little easier when she saw The Shining movie title glowing from a much smaller marquee above one of the doors to their right. 

Joseph put his arm protectively around her waist as they opened the doors and walked into yet another dark hallway that seemed to stretch a mile before it opened into an enormous room filled with a huge screen, a tall stairway, and seats that were stacked in rows almost to the ceiling. 

“Let’s sit closer to the bottom,” Joseph suggested. 

She wasn’t about to argue, since the thought of sitting so high up made her stomach twist in knots. Once they were seated on the second row, Sarah took off her bonnet and stuffed it inside her dress pocket. She envied Joseph being so comfortable in English clothing, but she hadn’t managed to take such a big step – at least, not yet. 

Several minutes passed before the lights on the walls surrounding them began to dim and the screen came on. The light and noise emanating from it took her by surprise and made her jump, nearly out of her skin. She looked beside her at Joseph, who was clearly enthralled with his wide eyes and slacked jaw. 

When the movie started, Sarah’s heart began to thrum more rapidly, and she was immediately engrossed in the action. Since their Rumspringa started two weeks prior, she and Joseph had tallied up several new adventures, from visiting an amusement park to dancing the night way at some of the local clubs with a couple of friends from their small Amish community just outside of Dayton, Ohio. 

Although their friends had since returned home for good, she and Joseph were still undecided about what path they wanted to take. There were many things about the English way of life that tempted her into staying, but she couldn’t deny the fact that a bigger part of her heart longed for home. 

Sarah sank back in her seat. The movie was a lot scarier than she expected it would be and probably not the best choice for a first-time moviegoer. When a man wielding an ax filled the screen, she let out a yelp and covered her eyes with her hands, which delighted Joseph to no end and made him nearly choke on his own laughter. 

Sarah peeked through her fingers as one of the characters screams filled the air, and she immediately wished she hadn’t as the blood and gore made her stomach churn. She leaned over so she could whisper in Joseph’s ear. “I’m going to the restroom.” 

He gave her a quick nod but never took his eyes off the screen. She wasn’t even positive he comprehended a word she said, but she was up and walking toward the corridor before he could reply or object. As soon as she stepped through the double doors away from the screams, she breathed a huge sigh of relief. 

Sarah went toward the direction of the lobby. She really didn’t need to go to the restroom, but she did want to sit down on the long bench she’d spotted in the lobby. The crowd had dispersed since the movie began so hopefully she would be able to enjoy a few minutes of peace and quiet. 

Sarah sat down on the bench and removed the bonnet from her pocket so she could put it back on. After wearing one nearly every day of her life since birth, she felt naked without it.  

“The Shining?” 

A deep, masculine voice filled the air as Sarah turned in the direction it came from.  A tall man, who appeared close to her age, stood behind a concession stand to her left. He was leaning over the glass counter, bracing himself on his elbows, and when he smiled at her, Sarah felt a surge of heat rush through her veins. 

“Excuse me?” she asked. 

He chuckled at her response before gesturing to the bench. “You’re pale as a ghost and sitting here in the lobby, so I’m guessing you were watching The Shining.” 

She touched her cheeks and grinned. “Is it that obvious?” 

The stranger walked over to a small refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of soda. “Would you like something to drink? No charge. Maybe it will put some color back in those cheeks.” 

Sarah joined him at the counter. “Thank you, but you don’t have to do that...really.” 

He set the bottle in front of her and Sarah was immediately taken with his sweet demeanor and good looks. His eyes were the softest brown she’d ever seen – almost golden – and his smile revealed dimples in his cheeks. 

“I’m happy too,” he replied. “My name is Doug, by the way.” 

He held out a hand for her to shake, and she felt a lump in her throat as she placed her hand in his, hoping and praying he wouldn’t notice how bad she was trembling. “I’m Sarah. It’s nice meeting you.” 

She opened the bottle and took a sip to try and steady her nerves. The lobby was almost vacant, so they were practically alone, which both thrilled and terrified her.  

“Please don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m surprised to see you here,” he remarked. 

She saw his eyes drift to her clothing and she realized what he was referring to. It wasn’t the first time she’d heard such a comment in the past two weeks. “My friends and I are celebrating Rumspringa. Do you know what that is?” 

He leaned forward on the counter again, and when Sarah noticed how close they were, she took a couple of hesitant steps away from him. The temptation to run her fingertips over his dimples was far greater to resist than she anticipated, but if he noticed her trepidation, he didn’t mention it. 

“We had some Amish neighbors when I was growing up in Pennsylvania, so I’ve heard about it.” 

An awkward silence passed between them, but Doug never took his gaze off her, and Sarah did her best to keep from making a fool of herself by taking sips of her soda and fiddling with the label on the bottle. 

“So, how long have you lived in Dayton?” she asked.

She cringed because it sounded like such a generic question, but she was running out of ideas to keep the conversation flowing. Doug smiled as he intertwined his fingers together and twiddled his thumbs. He had a mischievous aura about him that was quite adorable, but perhaps it was just the dimples giving him that impression. 

“I moved here when I started college last year. I’m a freshman at ITT.” 

She had no idea what that stood for, but she wasn’t about to ask, so she simply nodded like she understood. As far as colleges went, the only one she knew of was Ohio State University, and that was only because she overheard a group of people talking about it at one of the clubs they visited. 

“Hey, would you like to grab a cup of coffee with me? There’s a café net door, and I get off work in thirty minutes.” 

Sarah stood up straight and cleared her throat. Was he really asking her on a date? If she had something to compare it with she might know, but she’d never been alone with any other man besides Joseph. He was her best friend though, so that didn’t count. 

“I would love to, but I need to let my friend know first, and he’s still watching the movie.” 

Doug stood quickly, and his demeanor changed in an instant. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to interfere...”

Sarah nearly dropped her soda bottle when she grasped what he meant. “No, no, no...we’re not together. Just friends.” 

Her answer must have pleased him because he smiled and relaxed again. “Well, the movie should be ending soon, but I’ll be here whenever you get ready to go.”  

Sarah thought about returning to the movie, but the images she’d seen earlier sent a chill up her spine. “Do I really have to go back in there?” 

Doug laughed. “No, you can stay right here with me.” 

Sarah propped her elbows on the counter and leaned in as close as her pounding heart would allow. “I like that idea much better.” 

* * * *
[image: image]


Joseph glanced over his shoulder at Sarah and Doug, who were huddled together in a corner booth of the café while he sat at the counter near the entrance. He wasn’t thrilled over what was happening, but there was little he could do about it. When he discovered Sarah talking to Doug at the concession stand at the movie theater, his first instinct was to get between them, but she was a grown woman and could take care of herself. (A fact she reminded him of daily). 

As far as first impressions went, Doug seemed like a nice person, but he wasn’t about to leave her alone with someone who was still practically a stranger. He promised to give them some space in the café, but he kept his eyes on them as much as he could. 

“If I didn’t know any better, I would think you were stalking them.” 

The soft feminine voice came from the barista behind the counter, but he could tell by her sly grin that she was joking with him – at least, he hoped she was. Joseph set his coffee down and awkwardly shuffled his feet on the tile floor. He couldn’t decide if he was more embarrassed over being caught staring or the fact that he was caught staring by such a pretty woman. 

“That’s my best friend and her date. We’re still kind of new here, so I probably am being a little overprotective.” 

The barista looked toward the corner booth and smiled. “I think it’s sweet,” she replied. “If it helps, I’ve known Doug a long time, and he’s a good guy.” 

Joseph frowned. Actually, it didn’t help. Although he’d never admit it to anyone, part of him hoped Doug would be a jerk and that Sarah would tell him to hit the road. Joseph looked their way again, and his heart ached when he noticed Sarah had moved closer to him in the booth and they were now side by side – literally. Doug whispered something in her ear that made her blush and Joseph turned back around in his seat. He didn’t want to see anymore. 

“You look like you could use something stronger than black coffee. How about a shot of Irish Cream syrup to go with that?” 

Joseph was happy to oblige as he slid his cup over and watched her douse the steaming hot liquid with a generous dose of coffee syrup, something he never knew existed. When he took a sip, he nearly choked on the strong flavor, but it was good once he got past the first sip, and it did help him forget what was taking place on the opposite side of the café. 

Joseph glanced at the barista’s name tag clipped to her apron. “Thank you...Brittany.” 

She leaned over and rested her forearms on the counter and the faint scent of her feminine perfume ticked his nose. “You have me at a disadvantage.” 

He cocked an eyebrow and took another sip of his drink. “What do you mean?” 

She gestured to his attire and laughed. “You’re not wearing a name tag.” 

Joseph felt the heat rise to his neck as he put the cup down and held out a hand to her. “I’m sorry. My name is Joseph...Joseph Troyer.” 

She nodded and smiled before shaking his hand. “Well, it’s nice meeting you, Joseph Troyer.” 

He didn’t miss the flirty tone of her voice, and under any other normal circumstances he might have taken that as a cue and asked her out on a date, but his heart just wasn’t in it. One thing he’d learned since taking part in Rumspringa was that English women were very assertive, but none of them made his heart race the way Sarah did. 

“Are you Amish too?” she asked. “I can tell your friend is, but you dress nothing like the other Amish men I’ve seen around Dayton.” 

Joseph groaned as he looked down at his clothes. It wasn’t the first someone had asked such a question, and he was honestly tired of trying to explain to outsiders about the rite of passage he and Sarah were taking part in. A handful of them understood but most just gave him a blank stare and could really care less. 

“It’s a long story,” he replied. 

He was caught off guard when Brittany put her hand in his and leaned in closer – so close that he could feel the warmth of her breath on his skin. “Why don’t you tell me more about tomorrow night? During the fall months, there are different bands performing in the town square every Saturday night, and I’d love to see you again.” 

Joseph opened his mouth, but he didn’t quite know what to say. He’d never had a woman ask him out on a date before. He glanced over his shoulder at the corner booth, and his heart plummeted to his feet when he saw Doug kiss Sarah’s cheek. She blushed profusely, but the way she smiled at him made her whole face light up and she looked even more beautiful, if that was possible. 

“That sounds like fun. What time should I pick you up?” he asked. 

Brittany squeezed his hand. “I’ll be working until 8:00, so why don’t you just meet me here and we’ll walk to the square? Is isn’t far.” 

He knew he was probably making a big mistake, but...why not? He was tired of holding on to the hope that Sarah would someday see him as more than a friend, and it was blatantly obvious she was interested in Doug.

“That sounds like a good idea,” he replied, a bit more solemnly than he intended. 

A gentleman approached the counter with an order before she had the chance to reply, but she gave him a big smile before leaving his side to tend to her customer. He wanted to be happy – to be excited over their impending date – but he couldn’t make himself feel something that just wasn’t there. 

“Hey, Joseph. Ready to go?” 

The sound of Sarah’s voice stole him from his reverie, and when he turned to find her and Doug standing behind him, he squared his shoulders and forced a smile. Doug had his arm around her shoulders and was holding her close, which felt like a dagger to the heart. 

“Doug asked me to go with him to the town square tomorrow night,” she mentioned. “There’s supposed to be some band playing there.” 

His heart sank, but he thrust out his chin and summoned every bit of willpower he could to appear stronger and happier than he felt. “Brittany and I are going too.” 

He motioned toward Brittany, who finished up with her customer and came over to introduce herself to Sarah. They talked about the concert, and he hoped Sarah might be shocked or feel a bit of jealousy, but he detected nothing but excitement over their date. 

“We should all meet here and go together,” Doug suggested. 

Joseph sat up straight. He didn’t care for that idea at all. The last thing he wanted was to be subjected to more displays of affection between him and Sarah, but before he could object, Brittany was bouncing up and down and clapping her hands together. 

“Yes! I love that idea!” she exclaimed. 

And just like that, he and Sarah were thrown together on a double date, and there was no way he could get out of it without coming off like a jealous jerk. As the other three talked about which bands would be playing, Joseph slumped in his seat again and tried to tune out the conversation. 

It was going to be a very long night. 

* * * *
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Sarah sat in the back seat of the taxi and tried to make small talk but Joseph continued staring out the window. The driver hummed along to a sad song on the radio, and the mood in the car was downright depressing. She thought back to their earlier conversations, trying to understand if she’d said something that may have upset him, but she was drawing a blank. When the taxi picked him up tonight, she expected him to be ecstatic over his date with Brittany, but he appeared just the opposite. 

“Brittany seems like a nice person,” she said. “Maybe, if things work out tonight, we can do something else together – just the four of us.”

Still...nothing. Not even a grunt or a sideways glance in her direction. 

“Joseph, seriously, what is wrong with you tonight?” 

He finally acknowledged her, and even in the darkened confines of the car she could see the despondent look on his face. “I don’t think that would be such a good idea.” 

She was taken aback by his comment, and at first, she didn’t know how to respond. She thought they’d grown closer over the past two weeks while celebrating their independence, but maybe she was wrong. Perhaps he was tired of being stuck with her and wanted to do his own thing. She had to admit, the realization stung a bit. 

“Have I done something to make you angry?” she asked. “You’ve barely spoken one word to me since last night.” 

Joseph slid over next to her so they could talk privately and not be overheard by the taxi driver. “I’m not mad at you, Sarah. I’m angry with myself.” 

She noticed the way he drummed his fingers on top of his leg, the way he always did when he was upset or agitated, and Sarah put her hand on top of his to try and calm him down. “Tell me what’s wrong.” 

He seemed apprehensive at first, but it didn’t take long before he opened up, and Sarah wasn’t prepared for what she heard next. 

“I hoped during our Rumspringa that I would finally be able to show you how I really feel about you, but I’ve been so nervous, and it looks like I may have lost my chance. I should’ve known someone would come along and steal you away from me. I’ve been such a coward.” 

He squeezed her hand and brought it to his mouth, and when he pressed his lips to the back of her hand, she felt a shiver race up her spine. 

“I’ve dreamed of us being together for so long now, and I guess I took for granted that we would always be best friends and that no one would ever come between us. I should’ve known better. You are such a beautiful woman, and Doug or any other man would be very lucky to call you his own.” 

His confession stunned her, but not only did his declaration of love leave her blindsided, it sounded as if it was also meant as a goodbye, and that alarmed her even more. 

“Joseph...I don’t understand. Why haven’t you told me this before?” 

He shrugged his shoulders and looked out the window. “Like I said, I was a coward. I was afraid I might lose your friendship if you knew how I really felt about you, so I kept it buried deep in my heart. I regret that, but now you know. I just hope we can still be friends. I don’t ever want to lose you.” 

Sarah felt hot tears stinging the corners of her eyes. He sounded so sad, and it was breaking her heart. The taxi driver announced their arrival as he pulled up in front of the café and Sarah spotted Brittany and Doug standing on the sidewalk. 

Joseph squeezed her hand again. 

“I love you, Sarah,” he whispered.

He paid the driver and exited the vehicle before she had the chance to reply, and when Doug walked around to her side of the taxi and opened the door for her, she tried her best to smile and act as if nothing was wrong. He kissed her cheek and placed his hand against the small of her back and led her to the sidewalk. Brittany had already looped her arm through Joseph’s and taken off in the direction of the town square and she and Doug walked quickly to catch up with them. The city was a bustle of activity and when they arrived at their destination, Sarah was surprised by the enormous crowd of people gathered around a gazebo and makeshift stage located in the center of the square.  

It was so loud Sarah could barely hear a word Doug said, and when the band started playing, it tuned out his voice completely. Brittany and Joseph stood a few feet away from them and Sarah couldn’t believe her eyes when she saw Brittany grab Joseph by the shirt collar and pull him toward her for a kiss. She tried not to stare but it was difficult not to. The move was bold – much bolder than anything she would ever dream of doing, especially with so many people around. 

She saw Joseph put his hands on her shoulders and push her back, but it didn’t seem to faze her. Between the band and the lively atmosphere, she was lost in her own little world, dancing around and waving her arms in the air. Joseph stood beside her and he swayed to the music, but he looked out of place – much like she felt. 

Doug leaned in close to her ear. “I’ll be right back!” he tried to yell over the music. She nodded and watched as he walked toward a group of men singing and dancing near the stage, but it didn’t take long before someone jumped in her way and blocked her line of vision. 

Sarah swayed to the music, but it was so loud she couldn’t really get into it. She couldn’t tell exactly what kind of music the band played. It was definitely nothing like she was used to hearing in church while she was growing up, and it was even weirder than the music the DJ played when she and Joseph went dancing. 

Doug reappeared several minutes later, holding a plastic cup in each hand, and she thanked him when he gave her one. She hadn’t eaten or drank anything since lunch and her mouth was parched. She’d hoped the four of them would eat before the concert, but apparently Brittany and Doug had other plans. 

Sarah took a small sip of her drink, and she nearly hurled when it touched her lips and she realized it wasn’t soda or water. 

“What is this?” she asked. 

Doug laughed. “It’s beer!” 

He seemed surprised by her question, but that didn’t stop him from drinking, dancing, and carrying on with the band. Sarah, on the other hand, was speechless. She’d never drank alcohol before in her life, and she knew Doug wasn’t old enough to buy it. The fact that he’d treated her to something illegal without a care in the world made her blood boil. 

She was about to give him a piece of her mind when her path was suddenly obscured by blonde curls as Brittany hopped in front of her. “Is that beer? Can I have some?” 

Sarah thrust the cup in her face. “You can have it all!” 

Joseph gave her a skeptical look, but she didn’t offer him an explanation, and the music continued for what seemed like forever. Sarah didn’t want to spoil the party, so she did her best to ignore the way her stomach rumbled and the way her feet and legs ached from standing so long. 

Doug and Brittany, however, seemed oblivious to everything except the music as they danced and yelled to every song. Doug left her side a few times to visit his “friends” near the stage and once he learned Brittany was interested, he brought back a cup for her each time. It didn’t take long before they were both slurring their words and acting like fools. It was infuriating and embarrassing, to say the least. 

“Let’s go somewhere else!” 

The sound of Joseph’s voice startled her. She hadn’t noticed him sneak up beside her, but she could detect his mood right away, and it matched her own. When he put his arm around her waist and started leading her toward the parking lot, she wasn’t about to object. As far as she was concerned, they couldn’t get away fast enough. Despite having to literally push their way through the crowd of people, they reached the parking lot relatively unscathed. 

“So...what now?” Joseph asked. 

Sarah crossed her arms over her chest and looked up and down the busy street. There were dozens of stores and restaurants on both sides, but she noticed a tiny diner about a block away, which she pointed to. 

“I’m starving, and that restaurant looks like the farthest one from the square, so I say let’s get something to eat.” 

Joseph nodded and laughed, and as they took off toward the diner, he grabbed her hand and held it, she assumed to keep from losing her in the crowd. Whatever his reasoning was, she didn’t mind, because his secure grip felt oddly comforting to her rattled nerves. 

The diner was empty except for the staff and one elderly couple, so they could pick any booth they wanted, and it didn’t surprise her when Joseph led her toward the one in the corner, away from the front entrance and windows. The last thing they both needed was for Doug and Brittany to find them – not that they would be able to follow a straight line in their current condition. 

Sarah slid in the booth while Joseph sat across from her. After they ordered their drinks and food, she leaned back in her seat and took a deep breath. 

“It’s been a long night, hasn’t it?” he asked. 

Sarah gave him a weary smile. “Do you think they’ll be alright?” 

Despite Doug being a jerk, she couldn’t help but worry for his safety and Brittany’s too. 

“Brittany mentioned to me that they both live in an apartment complex a block from where they work, so they’ll be fine. I just hope they sober up before they get arrested.” 

She shook her head and frowned. “That was the nastiest stuff I have ever tasted.” 

Joseph chuckled at her remark. “I’m sorry your date didn’t work out like you hoped it would.” 

She wondered if he was telling the truth, especially after their conversation in the taxi, but she didn’t question him. “I’m sorry yours didn’t work out either.” 

He smiled at her. “Oh well, I guess we can chalk this one up as a learning experience.” 

The waitress appeared with their food and drinks and Sarah’s mouth watered as she dove into her hamburger and French fries. The conversation flowed easily as they ate their meal, and it wasn’t long before they were laughing off their doomed date situation and talking about more important matters. 

“Have you made a decision?” she asked. 

Joseph put down his glass and for a moment he was quiet as he contemplated his answer. “You mean have I made a decision to return home or stay among the English?” 

Sarah wiped her mouth with a napkin and nodded. They hadn’t discussed it since they ventured away from home, but it was always at the forefront of her mind since the very beginning. 

“There are a lot of things I’ve enjoyed here, but it isn’t near what I expected it to be, and I have to admit I’ve missed being home.” 

She felt the same way, and she was relieved when he said it first. The idea that she may have to return without him was something she couldn’t bear, and she also couldn’t stand the thought of telling his parents and younger sister he’d chosen a different path. 

“What about you, Sarah? Do you plan on staying here?” 

She could tell by the tone of his voice and the way drummed his fingers on top of the table that he was anxious over her answer. 

“I know I complain a lot about working from daylight to dark on the farm,” she began. “But I wouldn’t have it any other way. I’m thankful for the values I’ve learned, and I honestly don’t know
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