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Laura sighed as she spotted the rows of simple houses and farms. It had been a while since she had been at this community, nearly seven years to be exact. She had never had any intention of returning, but fate seemed to have thought otherwise. 

The Amish community was in a way set apart from the rest of the ranches and farms in the area, but they were still in good distance. As the wagon drew up to her parent’s house, her gaze drifted over to a modern ranch house only across the field from the familiar front yard. 

That farm hadn’t been there before, but she shouldn’t be surprised, many things were bound to have changed in the time she had been away. 

There was something else that had changed but it wasn’t with her childhood town. She glanced down beside her at her six year old daughter. 

She hadn’t been alive when Laura had last been here, and Laura could only hope that her past community would accept them the way they had said they would. 

Despite her father’s kind words and reassurances, Laura was skeptical. she knew that the Amish were known for many things, and one of them was not being overly accepting of outsiders, even if they had been family once upon a time. 

Laura knew that she would be considered an outsider, and even after she made the vows to the church, she was sure that it would continue for quite some time to some degree. 

Even though she had never broken a vow, but had simply left before she made one, it didn’t make her much more accepted in the eyes of the Amish. She would forever be soiled in their eyes.

She let out another sigh. If she had any other choice she would be as far away from this community as possible, but as much as she had come to accept outside life, she could never accept the options that she had as a young single mother left to fend for herself in the Wild West. 

She had tried it for the last six months, and it hadn’t worked out well. She had cleaned houses, taught in the schoolhouse, and worked every other odd but respectable job out there, but the truth was, there wasn’t enough opportunity, and she had nowhere to leave her young daughter that she felt comfortable with. 

She fought the tears that welled up in her eyes. Her husband’s death had been unexpected. Like so many others, they had made plans to live with each other and create a family for years to come until they’d died of old age. 

Unfortunately, that hadn’t worked out either, and now Laura had to come back to the one place she had worked so hard to forget that it existed. It wasn’t that she didn’t have some good memories from the Amish community. There were nice things, the way they fellowshipped together, her friends who had always been there for her, the love that her parents had shown her. 

But little by little, Laura had seen the side of the Amish that wasn’t so warm or friendly. The way people excommunicated their own children, the way she and her friends were forced to never talk to one of their closest friends until they repented. It was a side that you couldn’t truly understand until you saw it and Laura had seen it too many times. 

When she had been seventeen, she had needed to make a decision on whether or not she wanted to join the church. Laura knew that if she joined the church and then left, she would never be able to see or speak to her family as long as they remained within the church. 

She had chosen the only option that would allow her to one day speak to them again and that was never making a vow in the first place. It wasn’t that she had planned to stick around, but there was some part of her that couldn’t come to terms with never seeing her family again. 

She thanked her younger self for that decision now. She knew that it was selfish and in a way it was to benefit herself, but she didn’t know what else they had expected her to do. 

Her father had insisted that there was no problem bringing her daughter, Katie back the community, In fact he had insisted that it would be good for her young daughter’s growth. 

As Laura stared into her daughter’s deep brown eyes, she wasn’t so sure. Could she risk putting Katie through what she had gone through when she was young?

What if one day Katie decided to go against the church and she was unable to speak to her, or eat with her? The thought made Laura shiver. 

She had been seriously considering taking the vow. She knew that it was most likely the only way her parents would allow them to stay for any length of time, but she wasn’t sure yet whether she could commit to this way of life. 

Her father had reassured her that the church had changed in the last seven years, but Laura needed to see it for herself. 

She squared her shoulders as she leapt from the wagon and helped her daughter down beside her. It was time to see them again. 

She loved her parents and had spent many a night crying herself to sleep, not knowing if she could go through with what she was doing. But somehow she had found the strength. She knew if she saw her parents often, they would convince her to come back. 

Even at seventeen, she had known the only way to leave this community for good was to leave and never look back. That was until now. 

Her mother and father stood on the simple white porch, their smiles wide as they waited for Laura and Katie to approach. 

Laura sucked in a breath as she realized how much older they looked. They both had the beginnings of grey hair and her mother had a tired look on her face. 

She looked around the farm for her siblings. She missed them too, her three older brothers and her two younger sisters. She didn’t know if all of them were still here. If she had left, it was most probably that at least one other from the family had left too. That was what the church taught anyway, that rebellion in a family spread like disease. 

She wasn’t sure if this was true or not. Did it really have to be the fault of the first person to leave that the others followed? Maybe the bravery of the first one helped them act on thoughts they already had. Either way, whether it was their fault or not, there was no arguing with the church. What they said was truth and anyone who questioned that would be punished.

“Laura...” Her mother’s voice was full of emotion that made Laura’s already teary eyes nearly spill over. She had missed her mother the most and thought of her often. While Laura had never really been shunned, she had always thought that if she was, it would be her mother who talked to her. Now that she had a daughter of her own, she was sure of it. 

She had heard of people that talked to those who were excommunicated in the church. They often were shunned themselves and it was something that very few were willing to risk for one another, but a mothers love, well there was nothing stronger than that. 

Laura couldn’t bring herself to say anything but instead let herself relax into her mother’s embrace. The smell of freshly baked bread filled her nostrils and memories came rushing back; running barefoot in the yard as the women prepared a picnic of delicious foods for them to eat, talking with her friends under the huge tree that still stood nearby. The tree seemed smaller than she remembered it, but then again, she had been a little shorter and had seen things differently as a child. 

Her father surprised her by giving her a warm embrace. Laura found herself enjoying it and having some memories of him flash back as well. Her father had always been a good father, despite being strict and one of the many reasons she had decided to leave and never come back. He had never been cruel to her. 

“Your brothers wanted to be here, but we thought it best if we greeted you first,” he said in his gruff voice. 

Laura knew what that meant, her parents wanted to make sure she wouldn’t be a further bad influence on the family than she had already been. She had kept this in mind when they had come, she had dressed herself and her daughter in appropriate attire, in line with the Amish expectations. 

They weren’t too different from the clothes of the typical western women, except that Amish preferred plain colors and plain patterns. Laura had made her dress as well as her daughters dress. There were some things from the Amish days that she had never forgotten. 

“I’m so glad you are home,” Laura’s mother said, and she could tell from the look in her eyes that her joy was genuine. 

Laura watched as her father went into another room, he was most likely going to get the Bible or a reminder of the rules. She still knew them by heart but she wasn’t about to offend her father only moments after returning. 

“Your brother and sister will be happy to see you to,” Laura’s mother looked away slightly as she referred to Laura’s siblings. 

“Are they the only ones who haven’t married yet?” Laura didn’t’ want to ask outright but it was clear by the sadness in her mother’s eyes that she knew what Laura wanted to know. 

“Your two older brothers, and Elise, well they left soon after you did.” Her mother gave a sigh but replaced her sad look with a neutral one when Laura’s father came back. 

Laura felt a wave of guilt wash through her. She knew that both of her older brothers had made vows to the church. They had simply left their community and their church. In her parents eyes, they no longer existed. 

As she watched her mother a little closer, she had to wonder if she had told her about her siblings to keep her from slipping up and talking about them or if she had done so because she wanted an excuse to talk about them. 

She looked back at her daughter once more. If it was her, Laura knew she couldn’t do it. She couldn’t stay in the community while her daughter was sent away, never to be spoken to or of again. Her heart broke for her mother. She couldn’t imagine what kind of pain she was going through having three of her children still out of her life. 

Even worse, she hated to think of the pain she herself had caused her. 

“Okay everyone, we have some things to discuss so let’s sit at the table.” Laura could tell that her father was trying to sound cheerful. Laura gripped Katie’s hand tightly as they sat down. She needed to be here for her daughter, she needed to be strong for her daughter. 

She plastered a smile on her face and sat up straight. This wasn’t the first time she had been sat at this table for a talk and she had a feeling it wouldn’t be the last time. 

As her father went over the rules she could feel Katie getting drowsy at her side. She could feel the disapproving gazes of her parents on her small daughter leaning up against her, falling into sleep. 

She knew that she hadn’t been as strict as her parents, but for her there were other things she considered more important and at this moment she was pretty sure her parents wouldn’t say anything about Katie’s misbehavior.

She put her arm around her daughter and let her sleep, if she felt anything like Laura did, she was truly exhausted. 

Eventually it was time for dinner and Laura found herself appreciating the delicious food she remembered so well. 

After dinner, Laura tucked Katie into bed and then slipped outside the house for a walk. She needed some air. 

—-*—-
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Mark breathed in the cool night air. He always walked his fence line before bed. It was more of a habit than anything now. At first it had been to make sure that there was nothing amiss. He couldn’t be blamed for not trusting people in a new place, but now it was just because he enjoyed the little ritual he had created for himself. 

As he approached the part of the fence that met up with his Amish neighbors, he was surprised to see a young woman leaning up against the wooden planks. 

She looked deep in thought and it was hard to tell by the dusk light, but he was pretty sure he had never seen her before. This was odd for him because he had done business or traded with nearly every Amish family in the community and knew everyone, even the women of the family. 

“Good evening,” he said as quietly as he could. Despite his effort, the young woman jumped a little and searched around. After a few moments, her eyes found his. 

Mark felt himself become momentarily stunned. The girl was definitely someone he had never seen before. 

Her wavy black hair was pulled back at her neck, an unusual style for the Amish, and her face was beautiful in a simple way that Mark was sure he couldn’t explain even if he tried. 

“Good evening,” the young woman said, then stared at him as if waiting for him to continue the conversation. 

“I was just checking my fence line. I didn’t mean to startle you,” Mark explained, motioning to the long fence that spanned his property. 

“Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t know it was your fence... I just needed a breath of air and came out here and it looked like a good a spot as any.” The young woman looked back at the house as if she were worried about something.  

“It’s no trouble. Are you new here? I don’t reckon I’ve ever seen you before,” Mark asked curiously, placing his elbows on the fence but being careful to keep a certain distance from the young woman. He knew how the Amish could be and he was surprised the young woman had talked to him at all. 

“Yes, and no,” the girl replied with a laugh that was as enticing as everything else about her. 

“I actually grew up here, but I left seven years ago and just came back now,” she explained with a sigh. Even in the dim light, Mark could see the shadows that filled the young woman’s eyes. 

There was something troubling her that she wasn’t saying. 

“Not exactly the welcome home party you expected?” he asked with a small sympathetic smile. 

“It was fine,” Laura said her lips tightening. “I expected it wouldn’t go great coming back to everything I left behind and with a daughter on top of that,” she said wistfully.

“You have a daughter?” Mark hadn’t meant for the question to sound so judgmental. This young woman was a mystery that seemed to get deeper with every detail he learned. 

“I should go.” The young woman pushed herself off the fence and turned back towards the house. 

“Sure, I’ll see you around...umm...” Mark paused. He still didn’t’ know the woman’s name. 

“Laura,” she said softly. 

“I’m Mark and it was nice to meet you,” he said with a wave. He watched Laura disappear into the darkness as she slipped back to her house. 

There was something about her that intrigued Mark, and that was saying something. He had started his ranch here five years ago, and in that time, he had learned that while the Amish were great for doing business with, it was best if you kept your distance when possible. 

They tolerated outsiders, saw them as people that they had to deal with, but it seemed that they had a hard time becoming friends with them. 

This particular Amish church did allow friendships, and because of this, there were a few men in the Amish community that might make it unto Mark’s list of friends. 

But real loyal friendship with the Amish, was impossible. You had to know that any little disagreement with the church and you would be shunned. 

Yes, they didn’t exactly have that written in, shunning specific outsiders, but Mark had seen it. 

If you got on their bad side, they would coordinate to make you feel it, regardless if you were Amish or not. It was for this reason that Mark kept his distance. He couldn’t bring himself to put his ranch in jeopardy. He needed nice neighbors and so far, that’s all the Amish had been to him.

He whistled a little tune as he retreated back to his ranch house. It was lonely sometimes, living on the ranch all alone. His only company were the ranch hands he hired on occasion to help him with the big things, and his dog. That was one benefit of living with the Amish. They made great workers when you needed them. 

He sat himself down at a small desk in his parlor. He had prepared the desk himself, for writing letters back home. 

That was one thing that he diligently did, no matter what. He knew that his parents wouldn’t be around forever. It was his hope that one day they would gather the courage they needed to follow him out here to the west and live with him, but so far, they hadn’t seemed sure about the idea. 

He let his pen touch his paper and his thoughts began to flow, 

Hello Ma and Pa, 

He told them about the new calf that was in his barn and he told them about his recent struggles with crops. Surprisingly towards the end he found himself writing about the mysterious Amish woman he’d met. 

As he added finishing touches, he couldn’t help but smile. He could already imagine all the warnings his mother would be sending his way. 

But they didn’t have to worry, all he was interested in was a friendship, a simple friendship just like he had with the rest of the community, wasn’t he?

Laura hummed a little tune as she hung the clothes out to dry. She tried to cheer herself up with the singing, but she kept it quietly to herself as she knew that singing songs outside of the hymn book was strictly forbidden. 

It had been nearly three weeks since they had returned to the Amish and she was surprised at how well it had gone up until now. She did realize that the pressure to take the vow to the church was growing. Her father had been mentioning it nearly every day and the bishop had been to visit her twice already. 

They had a plan that Laura certainly wasn’t happy about. They had chosen a man that would make a good husband for her. The man already had had a wife who had died two years ago, and she had left two young boys behind. 

Laura felt trapped by their suggestion. She had come back out of necessity, nothing more and would take the church vow if she had to, but marrying and becoming a mother of two more small children and a wife to a man she didn’t love, were not part of what she had signed up for. 

She sighed sadly, if she turned them down, she risked putting what she had built in jeopardy. But if she accepted, she would be miserable the rest of her life most certainly. She had never pictured herself married to an Amish man and she couldn’t wrap her mind around it. He would be the Lord of her life other than God and she would be bound to obey him in everything.

“Why such a serious face?” Mark’s voice made her start. He had a habit of doing that; sneaking up on her. 

Laura had done everything, even being completely rude to him, to show him that she wasn’t interested in getting to know him or even talking with him. 

If her parents found out how much she had already talked with him, that could be cause enough for them to demand she marry immediately. 

She couldn’t think of anything worse. At least up until now she had done nothing wrong, so she had given them no reason to demand any rash action from her. They were giving her space, time to adjust to her new life. 

The thing was, the more Mark tried to get into her life, the more she enjoyed his company. 

It was nice to have contact with someone who wasn’t part of the community. He seemed to be a kind person who actually understood the life she had led for the last seven years. 

“I’m not serious,” Laura said softly, though she knew that she wasn’t convincing anyone. 

“You can’t fool me. I think I know you better than that,” Mark said with a little chuckle making Laura blush. 

“We’ve only spoken a few times. You don’t know me at all,” Laura said a little too sharply. 

She couldn’t be seen being friendly with Mark. She just couldn’t. 

“Well, I actually am quite observant,” Mark said with a mischievous glint in his eye. 

“Where’s your daughter?” Mark searched around her toward the house. “You know that they can’t see this side of the house from the windows,” Mark said, lowering his voice. 

Laura pretended not to care but her shoulders relaxed a little at his words. She hadn’t really been thinking about that but hearing him admit that he knew what she was worried about put her at ease somehow. 

“My daughter is out playing in front,” Laura said trying to change the conversation. 

“So I heard a rumor you were going to get married.” Mark’s words caused Laura to freeze in her tracks. How was there already a rumor about it when she had barely heard herself?

“Actually, they want me to marry a man in the community, but I have not agreed to marry him, nor do I intend to.” Tears prickled Laura’s eyes as she hung another piece of clothing. 

She had a feeling that she was going to be pushed into this marriage whether she liked it or not. She considered fleeing back to a different town, but the thought filled her with fear. She had a daughter to look after. It wasn’t that simple. Laura knew that everything she did would affect another part of her life and not only that, it would affect her daughter. 

“Well, you should tell your future husband that, because he has been spreading it around as if you’d already accepted,” Mark said with a serious look that was rare for him. 

“Why do you care?” Laura asked suddenly in an attempt to remove the attention from herself. 

“Oh, I don’t, but I thought you might, seeing as you’re the one who’s supposed to get married and all.” Mark paused and for some reason Laura found herself speaking. 

“They’re not really going to give me a choice, are they?” Laura said, her voice wavering for a moment. 

“You know, from what I’ve seen, if you stay long enough, you’ll end up doing whatever it is they want you to do,” Mark said, and Laura could see true sympathy in his eyes. 

Whatever Mark said, in that moment, she could see that he did care and it made her feel just a little bit better. 

“I don’t’ want to marry him. I don’t even know the man, but I have a daughter to think about. If I left, where would I go? How would I support myself? You know as well as anyone what kind of steady work there is for women out here in the west and it isn’t respectable,” Laura said a tear falling unto her cheek. 

She had finished hanging the clothes now and was standing there, spilling her fears and thoughts to Mark for what reason, she had no idea. 

Mark reached out quickly and wiped the tear away from her cheek. His hand was rough against her skin but it was kind, comforting. 

“You know, sometimes when you really start looking, you will find solutions right in front of you,” he said in a low voice. 

“I am looking, I just haven’t found anything,” Laura said, her voice full of emotion as she stared up into the eyes of the one person who had been truly kind from his heart to her since she had gotten here. 

“Keep looking Laura. Don’t give up. Don’t do something that your heart tells you is wrong for you.” With those words, Mark was off towards the fence and disappearing over it. Not moments later, Laura’s mother joined her out by the line. 

Laura went through the motions of being present the rest of the day, but she couldn’t get her mind off of what mark had said to her. Maybe there was something that she was missing. If there was, she was determined to find it. 

Mark watched Laura and her mother from afar. He hated seeing her so sad. It was something that such a beautiful young woman shouldn’t have to experience, being forced to do things against her will to protect her child. 

He had only known Laura for a few short weeks and in that time had only been able to get close enough to talk to her a few times, but those times that he did had made him more attached than he would have liked to be. 

He was developing feelings for Laura and he scolded himself against it. It was the one thing he had promised himself never to do; fall in love with an Amish woman. 

Determining to leave Laura to her own fate and solutions, he set about his work. He
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