

    
        
          Desires of the Amish Heart

        

        
        
          Terri Downes

        

        
          Published by DayBac Publishing, 2024.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      DESIRES OF THE AMISH HEART

    

    
      First edition. March 4, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 Terri Downes.

    

    
    
      Written by Terri Downes.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

DESIRES OF THE AMISH HEART


[image: image]


Terri Downes

TABLE OF CONTENTS

DESIRES OF THE AMISH HEART

A SHUNNED AMISH WOMAN

THE PAINTED LAKE

BE GOOD, MY STARLIGHT

KAYLA

SMALL TOWN CHURCH ROMANCE

AMBER & ABEL

LOVINA’S HEART

Michael walked through the long summer grass, feeling it brush against his knees as he stepped into the sunny corner at the edge of the Rabers' pasture. A bench had been left out, but no-one else was sitting so far away from the shade on this blazing hot afternoon, which meant that Michael would have some peace. He would just have to put up with the discomfort.

He listened out for the rustling of branches nearby, and the low, warm hissing of the drying grass moving in the breeze that trickled through the thick, hot air. The noise and laughter of the group over by the barn broke through the quiet, making Michael tense up with irritation.

How odd, that the sounds he had only a few minutes ago found pleasant and friendly should now grate on his nerves. How quickly things could change.

A step sounded nearby, and Michael turned to see his mother approaching with a cup of water.

“Why are you sitting all the way out here?” she asked, handing it over.

Michael thanked her and drank the water instead of answering. He looked around for his father, before spotting him at one of the food tables speaking to a couple of the women serving there. It was good he was making acquaintances, Michael thought. Neither Michael nor his mother were all that easy in company, and when they had moved to this community a few weeks ago they had jokingly warned Michael's father that he would be in charge of making friends for the whole family.

Michael's mother lowered herself down onto the bench next to him and sat in silence for a moment, looking out on the crowd of people taking a break from their barn raising duties.

“Too much noise?” she asked sympathetically.

“No,” said Michael. “Just needed to think.”

“Did something happen?” she frowned. “One minute you were talking to that group of young folks, the next you're way over here.”

Michael paused. In the quiet, one laugh rose above the others and cut right through the air. It was a pleasant laugh, but Michael knew who it belonged to, and felt himself frowning.

“First impressions are pretty difficult,” he said to his mother.

“Any particular first impression you're worried about making?”

“It's one that was already made... and made incorrectly.”

Michael's mother frowned, following his line of sight to the short, dark haired girl standing at the center of a group of friends, smiling and joking, her expression bright. She stood out, even from here.

“Is that the girl you met the other day?” asked his mother.

There was not much point in answering, as Michael had only really spoken to one girl since arriving here. He never really spoke to girls, always concerned he might say the wrong thing, but this one had started speaking to him first. Sarah had been walking home from the store at the same time as him, and he had fallen into step next to her almost without thinking.

Their conversation had lasted a little less than an hour. Michael had been caught off guard and had not thought to ask Sarah any of the questions he normally did when he was forced to speak to a girl – about her faith, her stance on the Plain life, her hopes for the future. They had spoken of God, certainly, but by weaving Him in and out of the conversation, rather than as a specific topic. Michael had returned home with his heart alight, thinking he might finally have met someone he could think of courting.

Now, he had discovered his mistake. After only a few minutes of going over to join the group of youngsters Sarah had been with, Michael had realized that the boldness she had shown in speaking to him first was not because she was especially interested in him. It seemed she was bold with everyone.

And not only that, but – she had been speaking of being baptized. Or, rather, of not being baptized. That she was undecided as to whether she should be. That she was waiting until she felt ready.

She spoke of these feelings openly, and none of her friends had seemed shocked, clearly having heard her mention them before. Michael, however, almost could not believe what he was hearing. How could someone who so clearly knew God want to delay her commitment to the People?

And how could he himself have missed something so important when speaking with her?

He could not help but feel that his heart had betrayed him.

***

Sarah broke away from the group she had been speaking to when she saw Michael standing by the porch. Her friends protested, but she told them she needed to catch her breath before starting another game of volleyball, and headed over toward Michael.

He stood out against the dull wall behind him, with his bright coloring, auburn hair and hazel eyes. Sarah had always appreciated color. He resembled his parents, she thought. She had seen the two of them around, since they had moved here. They caught people's attention, always so bright and contented.

As she approached, Michael greeted her politely and made some comment about the game.

Sarah brought a hand to her still-warm cheeks and laughed.

“It sometimes feels very childish,” she admitted, “playing games and all. But I might as well enjoy youth group for all its worth while I'm here.”

She wondered if she should ask him to join in a game, although she could hardly imagine this stiff boy jumping about with the others.

“Not for that much longer, I guess,” said Michael, looking over at the youngsters on the grass.

“I guess,” said Sarah. “We're probably the oldest ones here.”

“I'll only be here until the fall,” said Michael. “When I get baptized.”

“Oh, you've already decided?”

“I wanted to get baptized back when we lived in Sweet Spring, but my father wanted me to wait until I turned eighteen.”

“Oh.”

Michael had looked steadily at her as he spoke. Sarah felt there might be a slight undercurrent to his words. Presumably, the same thought that her parents seemed to have every time they spoke to her on this subject.

“Well, I'm sure I'll get there sometime,” she said, smiling, the same as she did when folks asked her about her future.

That usually worked, at least when she spoke to her family about it, but Michael's face remained serious.

“Are you?” he asked.

Sarah felt her face flush, this time with emotion instead of exercise.

“I think people sometimes make their commitment for the wrong reasons,” she said.

She saw Michael's eyes widen in surprise at her bold statement, and felt a small flicker of satisfaction at the response.

“What are the wrong reasons?” he asked.

“Because it's expected of them,” she said immediately, her arguments well-oiled from frequent use. “Because of family or friends, because they want to be accepted. But it's not about people, it's about God. He should be the one leading the decision.”

Sarah waited for the usual disagreements, about the importance of community and finding faith through the People, and about “doing the right thing”.

“But how do you think He will show you the right decision?” said Michael instead. “Do you think He'll write it in the sky? Might He not show you through the people around you?”

Sarah paused, now surprised herself.

“That's a good point,” she said. “I'll have to think about that.”

Michael smiled, almost as if in relief. It was a nice smile. Sarah offered to make a few introductions for Michael, who had come to two youth group meetings before this one and had apparently managed to have a grand total of three conversations.

He made some excuse about how he would not be part of the group for long, and that he was only here because his parents wanted him to meet people. Sarah waved those excuses away, guessing them to be a cover for his natural shyness and rigidity. If he was any more straight-laced, she thought, he might not be able to breathe.

She dragged him around the group, eventually leaving him in conversation with the Raber boys and heading off to join another game of volleyball. She kept an eye out for Michael throughout, spotting his hair easily enough in the group no matter where he went.

Michael was obviously in favor of an early baptism, Sarah reflected, and thought she was making a mistake by waiting to feel led to her decision. He was not the only one with this opinion, but was the first to make the argument that he had.

And – provided Sarah had not been imagining things – he had seemed interested in her. This evening he had been a little standoffish, and he had disappeared during the barn raising the week before, but during their first conversation she had felt admiration and attentiveness begin to form threads between the two of them. In fact, she had half been expecting Michael to ask her for a drive the next time they saw one another.

She did not want to let herself get carried away. Perhaps he would only consider courting a girl who had already decided to make a commitment. Maybe...

But Sarah stopped the thought before it could take hold. If she would not make a commitment for the sake of the community's opinion, she certainly could not do so for the sake of some boy she had only just met.

Besides, lots of people took their time before getting baptized. He could not hold such a thing against her.

***

“Michael, have you seen your father?”

Michael spun around, narrowly avoiding knocking into a child who was running past. He held out a hand to steady the boy, trying to focus on what his mother had asked him.

“Not since Preaching ended, why?”

His mother looked a little distressed. Michael frowned. He had been seeing less of his father, he kew, since they had moved here. Perhaps it was worry over the new business that kept him away for such long hours, and had him leaving every gathering early. Michael had been trying to take on as much as he could to help, but perhaps he should be doing more...

He stepped aside as two more boys ran past, clearly over-energized from the sweets served after lunch.

“I just needed to speak with him... but you're looking a little absent yourself, son,” his mother smiled.

She nodded in the direction in which he had been gazing when she had interrupted him.

“Why don't you ask her for a drive?” she suggested.

Michael blushed and shook his head. “It's not like that,” he said.

“I think it might be exactly like that.” Michael's mother laughed at his surly expression before moving on.

Michael felt frustrated. How could he explain to her the way he felt? She and his father had been baptized at the same time, and had always had the same priorities in faith and life. Despite his talking with Sarah about it on several occasions now, she still remained undecided on her baptism. And Michael could not take any interest in someone so divided from him in that regard. Even if she were to eventually be baptized.

And so Michael had tried to make this a little clearer, the more they had seen of one another. He had used the new friends he had made in youth group as a way to avoid extended conversation with Sarah, and any time she had approached him he kept things short. She had eventually stopped trying to speak to him. Perhaps that meant she understood. Michael had been able to observe that she tended to act on impulse more than thought, however, and so maybe she would not be able to fathom a decision made so deliberately on his part.

Sometimes when he looked at her she would look back, and he would see hurt in her eyes. There was nothing he could do about it, despite the feeling of sorrow over causing her pain.

Yet he also could not stop looking at her. No matter where he saw her, she always seemed the brightest spot in his field of vision.

Now, Michael realized that he was looking at Sarah yet again, as she glanced over and caught his eye. He turned away quickly and moved around the back of the house, once more separating himself from the milling crowd.

He was just wondering whether he should start looking for his father, or perhaps ask around if anyone had seen him leave, when he heard the unmistakable and always-arresting sound of a child crying.

There was no answer when Michael called out to whoever it was, but it after a minute or so of searching he found the little boy he had almost knocked into earlier, hiding behind a rain barrel against the back of the house.

“What's wrong?”

The boy, who looked about eight, turned his face against the wall, presumably under the impression that if he ignored Michael he would go away, and cried harder. After a moment, Michael crouched down, balancing with his forearms on his knees.

It took another minute before the boy finally quietened, and started stealing uncertain glances at Michael's face.

“Someone's giving you a hard time?” guessed Michael, catching a glimpse of a bruise on the boy's wrist, and hoping beyond hope that it wasn't a parent.

“I'm staying with my cousins while my sister's sick,” said the boy.

His meaning seemed clear enough, and Michael suddenly remembered the boys he had seen running after this one earlier. No doubt the adults in the situation were all too worried to have noticed what was going on.

“I'm sorry,” he said, and the boy's face crumpled again.

“I don't want to be a baby,” he said, his voice wavering, “but they said I was for crying.”

Michael sat next to the boy, his back against the wall. The boy immediately leaned into his side, and Michael placed a hand on top of his head, guessing that the child was probably missing his father.

He listened to the boy – Simon – as he explained what had been happening, and how he had not wanted to make his parents worried when they were caring for his sister, and so had said nothing. Michael reassured Simon that he thought he was very brave, all the while wondering what on earth he could do to help.

Before he had managed to think of anything, he and Simon were interrupted by the sound of quick footsteps coming around the side of the house.

Michael wanted to jump up and head off when he saw who it was, but managed to stay put as Sarah caught sight of him and Simon, stopping dead in her tracks with an expression of surprise.

“Simon Miller,” she said immediately, “whatever's wrong?”

Simon declined to answer, so Michael mentioned the boy was having a difficult time at home, hoping to send a silent message to Sarah to leave them alone. Sarah, however, planted her hands on her hips.

“Why aren't you with the rest of your brothers and sisters at your grandparents' place?” she demanded of Simon.

“It's too far away from school,” he muttered, wiping at his eyes with the cuff of his shirt. Michael wordlessly passed over a handkerchief.

“I see... and you haven't spoken to your parents,” said Sarah.

“Don't tell them,” begged Simon, but Sarah had already turned on her heel and left.

“I'm sure she won't say anything,” lied Michael, thinking that Sarah, with her policy of acting with her heart instead of her head at all times, might be the worst person for a situation like this.

“They're not here today anyway,” sighed Simon.

Simon said he didn't mind if Michael wanted to go, as he was feeling all right again, and Michael informed Simon that he was better company than anyone else Michael would be able to talk to. So they stayed where they were, until Sarah's footsteps announced her return.

“I'm walking you back to your uncle's place,” she informed Simon, “and we're fetching your things. You're coming to stay with us. I'll talk to your parents when your sister is well again.”

Simon gazed up at her as though at an avenging angel.

“Am I allowed? My uncle and aunt don't mind?” he asked.

“I said you might like to spend some time with with Matthew – my brother,” she explained to Michael. “He and Simon are friends at school.”

Simon bounced up in a cloud of dust, all cares forgotten, and raced off to find his jacket. Michael met Sarah's eyes for a moment as he awkwardly got to his feet, brushing himself free of dust and grass.

“It was good of you to comfort him,” said Sarah, her expression becoming colder. Michael almost flinched, considering what she might be thinking of him.

“It was good of you to act so decisively,” replied Michael. “You – I guess you know the family?”

He wished he had not spoken, as Sarah had already been turning to leave. She turned back with a slight flicker of irritation in her expression.

“I'm friends with his eldest sister, Beth. You'd like her – she's already set a day for her baptism.”

Michael's eyebrows lowered.

“You had to bring that up, I suppose.”

“Did I?” said Sarah, as blunt and direct as always. “You're the one who's been holding it between us like a shield.”

“I – I'm concerned you might make the wrong choice,” said Michael. “Or you might wait longer than you should.”

“That's between me and God, Michael. I don't need to control everything about my life.”

“And you think I do,” finished Michael.

“I think, Michael, that I'm not like you. I haven't mapped out my future. And I'm not going to. I don't care if sounds ridiculous – I want to follow my heart.” She folded her arms.

“And if your heart steers you wrong?”

Sarah's eyes flashed. “I don't think it's the accuracy of my heart you're worried about.”

“What do you mean?” asked Michael.

It was the sort of question that you asked when you didn't really want an answer – which is why, Michael realized, it was a mistake to direct it at Sarah.

“You thought something might happen between us – no, don't pretend it's not true, I'm not being vain, I've seen you looking at me. And I've also seen how annoyed you get when you realize what you're doing. Why would you be so angry if you didn't feel that I'd tricked you in some way?”

“I don't feel that –”

“Oh, yes, you do.”

“Maybe I tricked myself,” said Michael, before he could think better of it.

Sarah stared at him for a moment.

“Well, let's hope you can get over it. And stop acting as though I've done something horrible.”

She disappeared around the side of the house, and Michael was left alone in the dust.

***

Sarah had not made a point of avoiding Michael after their argument. She had, in fact, decided that if he didn't want to see her then it was up to him to do the avoiding. She had also assumed he would do nothing of the kind, and had imagined they might be in for some uncomfortable interactions.

Oddly, however, she had barely seen him. Not because he was avoiding her – she had heard that his father had been spending a great deal of time at his business, and supposed that Michael would be busy helping out. He had been absent from most of the youth group meetings this past month.

When she heard that his mother had been unwell – the nature of the illness unspecified, but it seemed to be keeping her in bed most days – Sarah felt sorry for Michael. Her heart, with all its emotions, was a fire that burned quickly, but could also be quenched in an instant. She felt she had no business harboring resentment when he was no doubt having a hard time.

As she turned the corner of the path that would lead her home and saw Michael walking towards her, however, she felt the unmistakable spark of frustration catch into a glowing ember.

She had barely had time to think of the best thing to do – ignore him? Speak politely and hope he felt embarrassed? – when he spotted her in the dull light of the clouded-covered early afternoon.

“Have you seen my mother?” he called out at once.

Sarah stopped walking, as Michael came striding towards her.

“Your mother?” she repeated. “No, why? What's the matter?”

“I don't know where she is... she's been ill, and she hasn't been thinking all that clearly. My father's still at work, I wasn't sure...” he trailed off.

Sarah pressed her hands together, thinking.

“Well, if you haven't seen her then –” Michael said, starting to move past.

“Hold on,” said Sarah. “Is there anywhere she likes to walk, nearby? Or – has she made any special friends since she's arrived?”

“Not really. She's shy,” said Michael.

“Like you,” said Sarah, ignoring his quick look of surprise. “What about walks?”

“She's walked over to Sweet Spring to see my grandparents a couple of times, but that's miles away.”

“We could look and see. There's a view of the whole valley from the top of the hill.” Sarah pointed to the nearby crest.

“Oh. Yes – thank you –”

Michael started walking toward it. He obviously wasn't expecting Sarah to follow, but she fell into step next to him.

“I know a shortcut to the top,” she explained quickly, before he could get the wrong idea.

To fill the silence, she then asked him about his mother's illness as they made their way up the slope. Michael explained that he was not sure what was wrong with her, just that most days she could not get out of bed. His father had clearly been feeling the strain, as he was spending most of his time out of the house.

“My sister comes over from Oak Rest every few days to help out,” he said, “but there's not much we can do.”

“Sounds a little like when my aunt had her second child,” said Sarah. “Depression. Not that that's necessarily it,” she added hastily, thinking that someone with such rigid ideas as Michael might not like to hear that his mother was unhappy.

However, he simply looked worried.

“You think?” he asked.

Sarah asked a few more questions. Michael was not used to sharing anything about his personal life, and she had to almost drag some of the answers out of him, but perhaps he was anxious enough that he eventually became more willing to share.

Sarah was halfway through formulating a plan to get Michael's mother the help she needed when they reached the top of the hill.

“Which way to Sweet Water?” she asked.

Michael pointed, and they looked out past his hand in silence.

“There,” said Sarah, pointing. “Is that her?”

“No,” said Michael, squinting. “Or – no, yes it is. She's headed across that pasture.”

“We might be able to reach her before she gets past the fence,” said Sarah, starting back down. “Come on, we'll cut through the woods. I'll show you.”

They used the slope to hurry their steps, almost running by the time they got to the woods at the bottom. As he caught his breath, Michael said,

“Thank you for helping.”

“Anyone would do the same,” said Sarah dismissively.

“Maybe, but not with as much efficiency,” said Michael.

“There, see? I'm not all bad,” said Sarah, trying to smile.

She felt Michael's tension even as they continued to move over the roughened ground beneath the trees.

“Don't be like that,” he said. “I never said anything like that.”

“You acted like it.” Sarah did not say this to start an argument, but she did want Michael to admit that he had behaved badly – something he still seemed to refuse to do.

“It was just difficult,” he said, huffing slightly as they quickened their pace when the tree line came into view. “Because I liked you.”

“It's not my fault you did,” said Sarah, trying not to show how hurt she was at the use of past tense.

“You kept coming up and talking to me.”

“How was I supposed to know you didn't want me to?” demanded Sarah. “Maybe you should nail a sign to your forehead next time. Or just ignore me – that was working well, except for the staring.”

Michael fell silent as they exited the woods and stood at the edge of the pasture, looking ahead through the shadowed grass to try and spot Michael's mother.

“I can't help that either,” he said. “I tried. And you can't pretend the frustration was all on my side.”

“No, it wasn't,” said Sarah, not seeing any point in lying about it. “Well. I guess we both just hoped the other was something they weren't, and now we're disappointed.”

Michael glanced at her sadly, still a moment of bright color in all the dull gray. Sarah looked away, and saw movement at the edge of the pasture.

“There,” she pointed.

Michael sprinted towards his mother. Sarah followed at a brisk pace, watching as Michael reached the older woman and pulled her into a hug, then drew back as though to examine her. When Sarah reached them, it became clear that Michael's mother was not really certain of what was going on. Her eyes seemed unfocused as she stared at Sarah.

Judging by the look of confusion on Michael's face, this was not normal. His mother would not answer when he asked her what was wrong, but kept repeating,

“I have to tell you something. I'm sorry, I have to tell you something – I don't want to, I have to.”

Eventually, Michael took his mother's elbow and gently steered her back the way she had come. Sarah stepped close and whispered,

“Should I go?”

Michael hesitated, but then shook his head no.

Sarah wished it did not mean so much that he was showing faith in her, but it did.

***

When Michael was seven, his sister had told him that the world was going to end.

She had been talking about the Book of Revelation, but he had been confused and thought she meant it was going to happen right away. Michael still remembered running out of the room, through the hall and onto the porch of their home, staring out at the fields and trees and expecting them to be swallowed up at any moment.

He was remembering it now, as he closed the door of his mother's room softly behind him, leaving her to sleep off the emotions that had flooded her anew
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