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Synopsis

Rebecca Lapp is a devout follower of her Amish faith
and a firm believer in the Ordnung, the set of rules that govern
her life in the tiny Pennsylvania town she calls home. When she
meets Dylan Mahoney, however, the rules go out the window. During
Rebecca's rumspringa—the four-year period during which Amish
teenagers decide whether to join the church or leave it for the
outside world—Dylan, a film buff and aspiring movie critic, shows
Rebecca a world she never dreamed of. The pair make plans to spend
the rest of their lives together until a rift forms between their
families and forces them to part ways. After much soul-searching,
Rebecca decides familial loyalty is more important than her own
happiness. But when her feelings for Dylan threaten to overwhelm
her, Rebecca's loyalty is put to the test.

Love or tradition? Which path will she choose?
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Chapter One

Rebecca Lapp dropped sautéed onions and celery into
a bowl filled with day-old bread that had been cut into cubes. She
added milk, salt, and pepper, and blended the ingredients with her
fingers. Then she set the warm mixture aside to cool.

“You do that so well,” Rebecca’s sister Sarah said.
“Maybe you should be the one getting married instead of me.”

Rebecca smiled at the note of approval in Sarah’s
voice. Sarah was great help around the farm, but she wasn’t much of
a cook. With that in mind, Rebecca and their mother Mary were
teaching Sarah how to prepare her fiancé’s favorite dish—roast
chicken with bread stuffing. When their mother placed the raw
chicken on the table, Sarah looked as if she wanted to sink through
the kitchen’s wooden floor.

“You’ll be fine.” Rebecca handed Sarah a large
spoon. “Joshua loves you so much you could probably burn every meal
and he wouldn’t care.”

Sarah wrinkled her nose in disgust as she spread the
chicken’s legs and gingerly filled the cavity with the bread
stuffing Rebecca had prepared.

“Don’t be afraid,” their mother said. “Nothing in
the bowl is going to bite you. And if the chicken manages the feat
without a head, it will be a miracle.”

Rebecca and their mother shared a laugh, but Sarah
remained stone-faced. Rebecca couldn’t remember the last time she
had seen her sister laugh or even smile. Sarah had not seemed
herself for quite some time. Rebecca had hoped the wedding
preparations would bring as much joy to Sarah’s life as they had to
hers. Instead of being energized by the plans for the nuptials,
Sarah seemed to grow even more anxious with each passing day.

“I have to get this right,” Sarah said. “This is the
dish I want to prepare for Joshua on the day we’re published.”

On the Sunday of fall communion, the names of all
the couples who planned to marry would be announced. At the end of
the service, their cousin Peterli, acting in his official capacity
as the Armendiener of their Amish community, would call out
the names of each girl along with the name of the man she would
soon marry. Each of the girls’ fathers would then stand one by one
to give the date and time of the respective wedding and invite the
congregation to attend. This year, Sarah’s name would be on the
list.

Sarah’s announcement wouldn’t come as a surprise.
Even though their courtship was supposed to be a secret, everyone
knew Sarah and Joshua King had been sweet on each other all their
lives.

Joshua and Sarah would not attend church on the
Sunday they were published. As tradition dictated, they would spend
the day with each other. Sarah would cook and she and Joshua would
share a private dinner for two at her parents’ house.

“I don’t want Joshua to be doubled over in pain when
you come home from church and I introduce him to you as my
fiancé.”

Rebecca looked forward to the day she could join her
life with someone else’s as Sarah was about to do. She didn’t feel
drawn to any of the boys she knew—she felt more comfortable with
Thomas Mahoney’s daughter Dylan than she did with them—but she had
time to find the boy who was right for her. The decision wasn’t one
she could afford to take lightly. Once she married, she could not
be divorced. Such a thing was against the Ordnung, the
mostly unwritten set of rules that governed all facets of Amish
life.

She watched Sarah season the chicken, wincing a
little when she noticed her sister was being too liberal with the
salt. Sarah was going to need much more practice before she would
be able to craft a decent meal on her own.

The thought of eating the salty chicken made
Rebecca’s mouth dry. She poured herself a glass of water from the
pitcher on the baker’s rack next to the gas stove. As she turned to
resume watching the cooking lesson, she detected movement out of
the corner of her eye. She pushed the curtains aside and looked out
the window.

She knew something was wrong by the way Mr.
Mahoney’s truck kicked up dust as it barreled down the dirt road.
Mr. Mahoney was a careful driver. It wasn’t like him to be in a
hurry without reason.

The glass of water slipped from Rebecca’s hands and
shattered on the floor.

“Butterfingers,” Sarah said.

“Don’t tease your sister,” their mother said.
“Accidents happen.”

“Mama?” Rebecca tried to keep her sense of dread at
bay so she wouldn’t alarm her mother and sister, but she could feel
her voice quaver. She was fourteen, two years shy of the official
beginning of her search for a mate. She didn’t feel like the woman
she would soon become. She felt like a little girl who needed her
mother to tend to a scraped knee or comfort her after a bad
dream.

Her mother’s cheerful expression quickly changed to
one of concern when she saw Rebecca’s face. “What is it?” She wiped
her hands on a towel and joined Rebecca at the window. She drew
back immediately. Her hands were shaking, but her voice was even.
“Go fetch your father from the pasture.”

Rebecca left the shards of broken glass on the floor
and rushed out the front door. Holding up the hem of her
calf-length dress, she took the steps two at a time and dashed
across the yard just as Mr. Mahoney turned into her driveway.

Dylan stuck her head out of the passenger’s side
window and called Rebecca’s name, but Rebecca kept running.

In school, Rebecca had been the fastest runner on
the softball team. When she tried to steal a base, no one could
throw her out. She missed running. Feeling the wind in her face and
the ground flying beneath her feet. But those days were over. Her
formal schooling had ended when she completed eighth grade. Now her
father was in charge of her education, a task he scheduled in
between the chores they each had to perform on the farm.

When she finished school the year before, everyone
in her close-knit community expected her to act like an adult even
though she wouldn’t be considered one until she had gone through
rumspringa and been baptized in the church. That was still
years away. Her rumspringa years wouldn’t start until she
turned sixteen and wouldn’t end until she was twenty or twenty-one,
when she decided she was ready to join the church or leave her
family and friends behind to live among the English.

She rounded the barn and skidded to a stop. Her
father Samuel and her uncle Amos were tending to the crop of sweet
corn that covered nearly five acres of their jointly owned
land.

With the clomping of the horses’ hooves, the
squealing of the metal wheels, and the whir of the steel blades,
Rebecca knew her father couldn’t hear her over the sound of the
thresher. She waved her arms over her head to get his attention.
Her uncle Amos saw her first.

Uncle Amos jumped on the thresher’s running board
with a sprightliness that belied his sixty years. He tapped on her
father’s shoulder until he drew his gaze away from the horses.

When Uncle Amos pointed at Rebecca, her father
signaled the horses to stop. He handed the reins to Uncle Amos and
climbed down. Then he gripped Rebecca’s shoulders in his calloused
hands. “What’s wrong, child?”

Rebecca gasped for breath. She didn’t think she had
ever run so far so fast. “Mr. Mahoney,” she said, fighting to draw
air into her lungs.

“What about him?” A rare note of impatience found
its way into his voice.

“Mr. Mahoney is up at the house. Something’s wrong
and he needs to talk to you right away.”

Rebecca’s father and uncle looked at each other but
didn’t speak. Her father was the head of the local congregation.
Uncle Amos was one of his assistants, a Diener zum Buch. In
addition to providing spiritual leadership, her father preached and
performed baptisms, marriages, and ordinations. He also
excommunicated congregants who broke the Ordnung. Uncle Amos
and his fellow minister Micah King did not dole out discipline.
They concentrated on preaching and teaching instead. The role
suited Uncle Amos’s personality. He seemed to enjoy being a mentor,
a counselor. He had never aspired to be anything else. Nor had he
expressed a desire to be a leader of men. He was a better follower
than a leader.

Her father rested a soothing hand against Rebecca’s
cheek. “Stay here,” he said as Rebecca reached up to secure the
prayer covering that held her long brown hair—uncut since
childhood—in place. “Amos, come with me.”

Rebecca watched them walk away. She was torn between
following them and delaying the inevitable. Ignorance, she
had learned in school, is bliss. Standing among the ripe
cornstalks that towered over her head, she enjoyed her last few
moments of bliss. On such a beautiful day, she thought,
staring up at the bright blue sky, what could possibly go
wrong?

She waited. Dylan would come soon.

She had known Dylan for six years. They had watched
each other grow up and, when Rebecca was twelve, Dylan had saved
her life. Not literally, but to Rebecca, it had certainly felt like
it at the time.

It was a day much like the present one. Bright and
beautiful with not a cloud in the sky. A Saturday. Rebecca and
Sarah had ridden with their father to town. He had dropped them off
at the shoe repair shop before continuing on to the hardware store.
Rebecca and Sarah had pooled their money to buy their father a new
pair of work boots for his birthday, but he had deemed the footwear
too fancy and had refused to wear them. So the girls had taken a
pair of his old shoes to the cobbler to be resoled. They had picked
up the refurbished shoes and were waiting for their father to
return when a group of boys had surrounded them.

Clutching her brown paper–wrapped package under one
arm, Sarah had protectively draped the other arm across Rebecca’s
shoulders. “It’s okay,” she had told Rebecca in Pennsylvania Dutch.
“Just ignore them and they’ll go away.”

Cowering in fear at her sister’s side, Rebecca had
tried to do as Sarah asked.

The boys had bullied them for several
minutes—blocking their path, calling them names, pulling at the
strings on their bonnets. Eyes downcast, the girls hadn’t attempted
to defend themselves. They had simply waited for the torment to
end. Rebecca had prayed for someone to come to their rescue. Dylan,
who had been hanging out with her brother Matthew in front of a
sandwich shop, had been that person.

Dylan had waded into the middle of the circle of
teenage boys and given the ringleader a two-handed shove in the
chest. “Why don’t you pick on someone your own size?”

Rebecca had been more afraid for Dylan than for
herself. She had tried to move forward, but Sarah had held her
back.

“Who’s going to stop me?” the boy had scoffed.
“You?”

“Not me. I might hurt you.” Standing her ground,
Dylan had folded her arms in front of her chest and stood with her
feet apart like she was prepared to take on all comers. “But why
don’t you try my brother on for size?”

“Ooh, I’m shaking,” the boy had said. “Who’s your
brother?”

With a smile, Dylan had pointed to the spot where
Matthew Mahoney was continuing to hold court. “My brother’s the one
in the red shirt.”

The boy’s smile had vanished in the blink of an eye.
“Maniac Mahoney’s your brother?”

Dylan had nodded.

The boy had stared at Dylan for a long moment before
apparently deciding it was better to lose face than to have it
rearranged. “Come on, guys. They’re not worth it, anyway.”

Rebecca had stared at Dylan in disbelief. No one had
ever done anything that brave—or that crazy—on her behalf. No one
except for Dylan Mahoney.

*

Dylan crashed through the cornfield. She swiped at
the drooping stalks as if she were a machete-wielding explorer
trying to clear a path through dense jungle. She felt trapped in
the figurative maze of her emotions and the literal one formed by
the overgrown plants that surrounded her. Rebecca was at the center
of both.

A few days a week, Rebecca assisted the teacher at
West Nickel Mines School with her classes. The same school that had
been the site of a shooting earlier that morning. When Dylan’s
father had come to her school to tell her about the incident in
Nickel Mines before she could hear it from someone else, she had
been hysterical, certain Rebecca had been seriously hurt or worse.
She had insisted on accompanying him to the Lapps’ house. To be
there when he delivered the tragic news. If she could be there for
the hurt, she could be there for the healing.

“Rebecca!” Dylan shouted her name with unexpected
force as her tenuous hold on her self-control began to give way.
Again.

“Over here.”

Feeling like a character in a Stephen King novel,
Dylan turned left and headed deeper into the rows. Finally coming
face-to-face with Rebecca, she let out a deep breath. “You’re all
right.” The overwhelming sense of relief that washed over her
nearly caused her knees to buckle. “You’re all right,” she said
once more as she launched herself into Rebecca’s arms.

Rebecca staggered from the force of Dylan’s hug. “Of
course I am. Why wouldn’t I be?”

Dylan pulled away. Not completely. Just far enough
so she could see Rebecca’s face. So she could look into her eyes.
She ran her fingers over Rebecca’s face—the most beautiful sight
she had ever seen. “I thought you were helping at the school
today.”

“With Sarah about to be married, there is too much
to do at home for me to be able to work at the school.”

Dylan finally let go. “You don’t know, do you?”
Shaking her head, she answered her own question. She kept
forgetting how out of touch the Lapps were. Like most Old Order
Amish families, the Lapps didn’t have a phone. Some of their
neighbors had installed phones in their barns or outlying
structures in their yards in case of emergency, but the Lapps had
not been willing to make even that small concession to the modern
world. They preferred to do everything the old-fashioned way. The
way it was done hundreds of years ago. “Of course you don’t.”

She took Rebecca’s hands in her hers, then sat her
down and tried to put in words what had happened.

“I don’t have all the details. I only know what I
heard on the radio and on the scanner in Dad’s truck. The guy on
the radio said the story was still developing, but it’s bad.”

“How bad?”

“A couple of hours ago, a man drove to the school in
Nickel Mines and barricaded himself and ten girls inside.” Rebecca
tightened her grip on Dylan’s hands. Dylan hesitated, uncertain if
she should go on. She forced herself to move forward, knowing it
was too late to turn back. “The man shot each of the girls, then
turned the gun on himself.”

Rebecca’s face turned ghostly pale. “Is he— Are
they—”

Dylan tried to make her voice as gentle as possible.
“The man and several of the girls died at the scene. The rest of
the girls were taken to the hospital, but I don’t know what
condition they’re in. My dad and I passed dozens of ambulances and
news crews on the road. It’s a madhouse out there.”

“How could anyone do such a thing?”

“I wish I knew.” In Dylan’s opinion, no explanation
was reason enough to prompt an action so heinous. “I’m sorry,” she
said. She didn’t know why she was apologizing, but it felt like the
right thing to do. The right thing to say. She had to let Rebecca
know not all English were bad. Not all of them wished her people
harm or made fun of them and their ways. She didn’t profess to
understand their traditions, but she was sure the Amish probably
felt the same way about some of hers.

She held her hand against Rebecca’s cheek. She
couldn’t stop touching her—and she didn’t want to. She had to keep
proving to herself that Rebecca was real and what she was feeling
wasn’t a mirage. She wanted to hold Rebecca in her arms and never
let go. But she couldn’t. It wasn’t the time or the place. Not
after what had transpired only a few miles away.

“Are you okay?” Dylan asked.

Rebecca nodded but didn’t speak. She was fine
physically, but what about emotionally? The Amish were pacifists.
Opposed to war, the military, and all forms of violence, they were
a peace-loving people. How would she—and they—recover from the
shock of something so violent happening to ten of their own? What
would it mean for their friendship? Would Dylan and the rest of the
English become someone to vilify, or would their two worlds
continue to coexist?

Hot tears rolled down Dylan’s cheeks, mirroring the
ones that glistened on Rebecca’s. Dylan’s tears were born of relief
that the precious friend she feared she had lost had been found to
be unharmed. Dylan thought Rebecca was crying for the
victims—innocent girls she had grown up with and seen almost every
day. Some girls who were gone forever and others who, if they
survived, would never be the same again. She moved to comfort
Rebecca, to put her arms around her and take the sorrow away, but
what Rebecca said surprised her.

“Can you imagine the kind of pain he must have been
in to commit such an act? We should be grateful his soul is at
peace now.”

“Grateful? For what he did, he deserves punishment,
not peace.”

“That isn’t for my people to decide,” Rebecca said
softly. “He is not one of us, so we are not allowed to judge him or
his actions. Our judgment is limited to those who have pledged to
follow the Ordnung. He did not make such a pledge.
Therefore, we must forgive this man, not judge him.”

Dylan rocked back on her haunches, unable to believe
what she was hearing. “Then why are you crying?” She barely knew
the girls and it was all she could do to keep it together. To keep
from taking out some of the pain and frustration she felt on
someone else.

“I’m crying because it hurts to forgive, but I know
it is what we must do.”

Dylan, who had never professed to understand
Rebecca, now looked at her as if she had never seen her before. She
felt, for lack of a better word, unworthy. She felt like the bond
she and Rebecca shared went much deeper than friendship. It went
beyond life. And beyond death. But could it outlast the church?

Dylan wiped away Rebecca’s tears with her thumb.

“I almost lost you today.” The thought terrified
her. So did the idea that, in a few years, her friendship with
Rebecca would have to come to an end. After Rebecca joined the
church, her forays into Dylan’s world would become even more
limited than they already were. The rules that governed Rebecca’s
religion would curtail her interactions with people not of her
faith.

“Do you think I could stay with you tonight?” Dylan
asked.

Rebecca wanted nothing more, but she knew her father
would not allow it. He had granted permission for Dylan to sleep
over on rare occasions, but Rebecca didn’t think that night would
be one of those times. If she knew her father like she thought she
did, he was making plans to visit the families and offer them words
of comfort. She didn’t know if he would want his family to
accompany him, but she had to be available in case he did. More
likely, she and her mother were about to spend endless hours in the
kitchen preparing meals for the affected families so they would
have one less thing to worry about.

Dylan held Rebecca’s face in her hands. She lowered
her head until their foreheads touched. “I don’t want to leave you.
Please don’t make me.” She drew herself up to her knees and pulled
Rebecca into another hug.

Dylan’s arms were around her neck, squeezing tight
and getting tighter, but Rebecca didn’t think that was the only
reason she felt so light-headed. Her heart pounded in her chest as
she brought her arms up and circled them around Dylan’s waist. She
had hugged Dylan before, but she had never held her. Not like this.
Not with their bodies touching up and down and their hearts racing
at light speed. Racing in time. Holding Dylan this way felt
different. It felt good. Rebecca didn’t want to let go. She wanted
to hold on to her forever. She turned to smell Dylan’s auburn hair.
It smelled like fresh green apples and sunshine. Better than any
perfume.

Dylan rested her forehead against Rebecca’s once
more. “May I stay?”

Rebecca stared at Dylan’s full lips, just inches
away from her own. She wanted to know how they would feel pressed
against hers. What it would be like to feel them part and—

“What are you doing?”

Sarah’s shrill voice cut through Rebecca’s reverie.
“N-n-nothing,” Rebecca stammered as she and Dylan hastily moved
apart.

“I was just—” Dylan began, but Sarah cut her
off.

“Mr. Mahoney asked me to come and get you. He says
it’s time for you to go.”

“So soon?” Dylan scrambled to her feet and brushed
dirt off her jeans.

“Not soon enough, if you ask me,” Sarah said under
her breath. She grabbed Rebecca by the arm and roughly pulled her
to her feet. “Mama needs you up at the house. She wants you to help
her make chicken and corn soup to send with Papa.”

“Where is he going?” Rebecca asked, even though she
had a good idea what the answer would be.

“He and Peterli are going to visit the Englishman’s
widow.” Sarah’s words dripped with scorn.

“What about Uncle Amos?” Rebecca had assumed Uncle
Amos or his fellow minister would accompany their father on such a
mission. Peterli was just a deacon and a newly ordained one at
that. Uncle Amos had been a minister for over twenty years,
Joshua’s father Micah for almost fifteen.

“He’s gone home to prepare a sermon on forgiveness.
He and Mr. King are going to lead a special service tonight to
honor the ones who were killed.” Sarah turned to Dylan. She rubbed
her belly as if she sought to calm the child growing inside her,
but her words were far from soothing.

“I don’t know what my sister sees in you. Because
your mother sells Rebecca’s quilts to outsiders who think my people
are nothing more than a tourist attraction doesn’t mean we have to
put up with you hanging around all the time, does it? Don’t you
have better things to do? Other friends you could spend time with?
Or are you smiling in our faces and laughing behind our backs like
all the others? Go home, English. We don’t need you here. Hasn’t
your kind done enough today?”

Rebecca had never heard Sarah say such harsh words
to anyone, Amish or English. She rushed to defend Dylan. “Dylan had
nothing to do with what happened at the school. She doesn’t deserve
such spite. No one does.”

“Some deserve a lot more.” Sarah’s expression was
one of defiance. “Well,” she said when Rebecca and Dylan didn’t
move, “what are you waiting for?”

Rebecca and Dylan dutifully began walking toward the
house, Sarah close behind. Their fathers were shaking hands when
the girls approached.

“I insist on paying you, Thomas Mahoney,” Rebecca’s
father said, wiping his sweaty brow with a cotton handkerchief.

Rebecca quickly surmised Mr. Mahoney had agreed to
drive Papa and her cousin Peterli to Nickel Mines. Though the Amish
could not own cars, they were allowed to ride in them. For journeys
that covered long distances and could not be feasibly made via
horse-drawn carriage, they often paid their English neighbors to
drive them.

Mr. Mahoney held up his hands. “I wouldn’t dream of
charging you. Not for something like this. And please, call me
Thomas. All the other families do.”

“We are not like the other families. In this house,
we pay respect where it’s due.”

“Daddy,” Dylan asked, “may I stay until you get
back?”

Mr. Mahoney held out his arm, an apparent sign he
wanted Dylan to join him at his side.

“Your mother closed the shop early today,” he said.
“She’s already on her way home. I’m sure she wants to spend as much
quality time with you as she can. I’ll see you in an hour,
Samuel.”

Her father raised his arm in a gesture of farewell.
“An hour it is.” He ushered Sarah and Rebecca toward the house.

*

Dylan broke away from her father, ran up the steps,
and drew Rebecca into her arms in a bear hug so strong it would
have taken five grown men to pull them apart.

“I’m so glad you’re safe,” she whispered in
Rebecca’s ear. “I don’t know what I would have done if anything had
happened to you.” She kissed Rebecca on the cheek and ran back to
the truck.

Dylan’s head swam as her father drove them home. She
had been attracted to girls for as long as she could remember, but
this was different. This was Rebecca. This was someone she could
never have. Did Rebecca feel the same way? Even if she did, it made
no difference. An English and an Amish couldn’t be together.
Everyone knew it was against the Ordnung. But was it
possible? Could she and Rebecca be together? Dylan had never wanted
anything more.


Chapter Two

Two years later

 


Dylan consulted The List. She thought of it in
capital letters because it was that important. It had started out
as one page of scribbled notes that quickly became two, then five,
then ten. She eventually migrated it to a notebook—a leather-bound
tome she kept with her at all times. The List consisted of all the
things she wanted to share with Rebecca. All the things she wanted
to experience with her but couldn’t because of the strict rules
that guided Rebecca’s faith.

The List encompassed everything from the mundane to
the magnificent. The simple to the sublime. From food to drinks to
movies to travel destinations to everything in between. Some of the
things on The List would be easy to accomplish, others virtually
impossible. Money was a factor, but so was time.

As The List grew, Dylan realized it would take the
rest of her life to cross off all the items. Limited to three days
a week for the next few years, she and Rebecca wouldn’t have that
long. They would always be playing catch-up. Unless—

Dylan stopped herself before the fantasy went too
far. Because that’s what it was. A fantasy. She and Rebecca would
have four years. Five at the most. They could spend every weekend
together with no one to tell them what they could and could not do.
For once, the rules would not apply. But what about after that?
What would they do when Rebecca inevitably decided to “join
church”? Dylan didn’t want to think that far ahead. Not yet. She
forced herself to put thoughts of the future in the back of her
mind. She had been waiting two years for this day. She wasn’t going
to let anything spoil it.

Flipping through the pages of her journal, she tried
to decide what to do first. It was a no-brainer, really. The first
thing they had to do was watch Witness, the achingly
romantic 1985 drama starring Harrison Ford as an undercover police
officer who falls in love with Amish widow Kelly McGillis as he
tries to protect her and her son Lukas Haas from vengeful dirty
cops. Dylan had seen the movie dozens of times. Each time, she
found herself wishing the ending were different. That instead of
driving away, Harrison’s character John Book would hit the brakes,
put the car in reverse, and turn around. It’s what she would have
done. If she ever established bonds that strong, she would never
let them break. Not for anything or anyone.

Dylan ran her finger down the list of movies. Maybe
they could start with Bound, the 2000 thriller with an
ending they wouldn’t have to handicap. No, despite the unquestioned
charms of Jennifer Tilly and Gina Gershon, the plot was too violent
for Rebecca’s first time out. The bloodshed would probably remind
Rebecca of that awful day in Nickel Mines. A day Dylan and everyone
she knew would always remember but longed to forget.

Desert Hearts would probably be better.
Patricia Charbonneau and Helen Shaver falling in love in 1950s
Nevada and looking hot while they did it. Or perhaps
Casablanca, followed by To Have and Have Not and
The Philadelphia Story. Who could provide a better
introduction to the magic of cinema than acting legends like
Katharine Hepburn, Cary Grant, Jimmy Stewart, and Bogie and
Bacall?

Dylan was a film buff of the highest order. She
could name the release date, director, and stars of every
noteworthy film since the medium was invented. Instead of the
latest teen idols, posters of classic movies covered her walls. To
feed her habit, she had a part-time job as an usher in a theater in
her Lancaster hometown. Tearing tickets in half wasn’t the most
exciting way to earn spending money, but during breaks, she got to
sneak up to the projection room and watch movies while she kept her
friend Willie company.

Minus the thick black glasses and pierced eyebrow,
Wilhelmina “Willie” Sgoda was a dead ringer for Anne Hathaway, the
comely star of 2001’s The Princess Diaries and 2006’s The
Devil Wears Prada. In addition to working together at the
Rialto Cinema, Dylan and Willie were also colleagues on their high
school newspaper, where Willie was a photographer and Dylan a
columnist.

Several of Dylan’s friends—Willie included—had
suggested she should become a filmmaker one day. She didn’t want to
make movies. She wanted to talk about them for hours on end. She
wanted to write about them. When she went to college the following
year—she had already applied to Villanova, Temple, and Penn State,
and was trying to decide between them if she was accepted—she
planned to major in journalism with an eye on becoming a film
critic so she could get paid to see movies instead of the other way
around. Carrie Rickey of the Philadelphia Inquirer and Roger
Ebert of the Chicago Sun Times were her heroes. After she
wrote a review, she always took a peek at her favorite critics’
take on the same film in order to grade herself. They had the
occasional difference of opinion but, much to her delight, they
were usually on the same page.

The weekly column she wrote for The Chronicle
only served to whet her appetite. She often found herself writing
reviews for films she wasn’t assigned to cover. Besides being good
practice, it helped enrich her moviegoing experience. It reminded
her to go beneath the surface and examine the movie from every
angle. To parse every line for hidden meanings, even the
throwaways. Now she would get to share the experience with Rebecca.
What could be better than that?

Dylan forced herself to hit the brakes. Rebecca had
been controlled her whole life. Told what to say, what to do, what
to wear, and what to think. The time had come for her to be allowed
to make her own decisions. Dylan would leave it to Rebecca to plan
the evening. Whatever Rebecca decided to do was fine with her. All
Dylan wanted to do was be close enough to see the look of wonder
cross Rebecca’s face as she finally discovered what she had been
missing for so long.

Dylan slid her journal into her messenger bag and
reached for her car keys. When she picked Rebecca up, she wanted to
hold the door open for her and say something gallant like “Your
chariot awaits, my lady,” but she didn’t think she could pull it
off. Not with a straight face, anyway. For her sixteenth birthday
the year before, her parents had bought her a VW, a bright yellow
new Beetle that was like a happy face on wheels. That didn’t
exactly scream gallant.

Her father looked up when Dylan headed downstairs.
He was standing in front of the mirror in the foyer trying to make
sure his tie was straight. Dylan’s mother Grace was running around
making sure she had turned everything off. They had reservations at
her mom’s favorite Italian restaurant, which meant, Dylan knew,
that her dad was probably going to return home with sauce stains
all over the tie that currently occupied so much of his
attention.

“How do I look?” he asked, buttoning his gray sport
coat.

Dylan gave him the once over. At fifty-six, he no
longer possessed the size 30 waist he had sported all through high
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