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Prologue

A teenage girl sat in the crowded theatre watching a play unfold about the story of Ruth and Boaz.

She gasped in wonder as an angel soared just beneath the ceiling, as actors in exotic Biblical costumes poured out their emotion in song and fell to their knees.  She did not dare to look away for an instant although she knew the storyline by heart. She cried when the story grew mournful and clapped when it ended well.  

Her name was Millie, she was seventeen and she was not supposed to be here. The bishop in her Amish community would have never allowed it.  Neither would her parents.

When she stepped out into the sunlight, she felt like she had changed within an hour.  She wanted to work in this theatre someday.  She was absolutely certain.

Chapter One

The driver pulled up to the curb in a sunny California parking lot.

The two young people in the back seats glanced at each other.  The girl was wearing a long dark blue dress and her hair was pulled back in a bun.  The young man was wearing trousers and suspenders and a wide-brimmed hat.

“Go on, Millie,” said the young man. “We’ll wait for you here.”

“What if I don't get the babysitting job and you get yours, Jonah?  Then what?”

Jonah smiled. “Then we go back to Missouri. I'd be fine with that. You know that. I just wanted to live among the English. You're the one who found work in California.”

“Yah, that's true.”

“Go on then.  You'll be late.”

And Millie headed into the large, upscale apartment building, on her way to her interview. She was twenty-one years old and had never worked outside of her Amish community.

When she was gone, Jonah turned to the driver. “Thanks for taking us, Mr. Jamison.”

“Eh, I had to drive all this way anyway. It's my standard August visit to my family. But I'm going back to Missouri on Sunday, so you two had better make up your minds by then.”

______________________________

The owner of the lavish three bedroom apartment was a blond woman in her forties.  She smiled and shook Millie’s hand. “I'm Jen Farris.”

“Millie.  Millie Yoder.  I'd really like to babysit for your daughter and I have experience with children.”

“What kind?”

“I taught at a school for one year. I have some references too.”

Jen Farris frowned. “That's interesting, since you appear so young. Where did you teach?”

“I taught at our Amish school.”

“Hmmm.” Jen looked skeptical about the Amish school but didn't inquire further. “I won't be hiring you to teach anyway. Tina goes to a very good private school during the year. But I just need someone responsible to keep her company during the day, to keep things tidy and prepare breakfast and dinner.”

“Not lunch?”

“I'd rather you ate out for lunch. I know a great cafe.”  Jen took out a legal pad and a pen. “Now, I'm going to outline the terms of employment for you and I will write down the main points. I think everything had better be communicated up front.” She spoke quickly, writing things down as she did. “I only need a babysitter until mid-September when Tina starts school. I will pay you $85 dollars for each 14 hour work day. I will also provide you with free breakfast and dinner and a place to live for the next 6 weeks.  For lunch, I will pay for Tina and you can buy your own lunch.  If you take Tina to the zoo or a movie or a museum, I will pay for both of you as long as it’s planned out in advance.”

Millie calculated that in her mind. It was important to her that she would be able to save money from this job. There would be no point in taking on work in California if all of her salary was going to go toward expenses.  As far as she could tell, the most expensive thing would be her daily lunch at the restaurant but she could fill up on breakfast and order the cheapest things on the menu.  

“The terms suit me perfectly.”

“I was going to bring up no smoking or drugs but...” Jen’s face relaxed.  “In your case, it's hardly even necessary.  You don't seem the type. Your shift will end at 9.  Then, you can go out and explore the city.”

Millie nodded.

“And I only pay by check.  This way, we both have a record of how much you were paid. I work in a legal office and I believe in documenting absolutely everything.”

Millie nodded. “I will work very hard for you, Mrs. Faris. I am kind but I set rules too.  And I'll take Tina to nice places.”

“‘Take us on outings, give us treats, sing songs, bring sweets,’” Jen Faris quoted.  Seeing Millie’s puzzled look, she added, “It's from a musical. We're theatre buffs in this family, so you'll excuse me for the occasional reference.”

Theatre.

Millie’s face spread into a smile she could not hold back. They liked theatre here. If this wasn't a sign from God, what was?

Jen Faris noticed. “Do you like theatre?”

“I do.”  Millie hesitated, then kept talking. “My dream is to work at the Sight and Sound Theatre back in Missouri where I'm from.  They do plays about Bible stories. I want to work on the sets.” Millie studied the woman’s face carefully.  Would she look at her with skepticism the way her whole family did whenever she mentioned it?

But Jen Faris only smiled. “I haven't heard of your theatre but that sounds like a great goal.  As long as there’s theatre, they will need people to help with the sets.” She pushed the legal pad over to Millie’s side of the table. “Look over the terms for a little while, then let me know.  I also want you to seriously consider whether you’re likely to get homesick and leave after two weeks.  I’m involved in a big project at work, and my daughter gets attached fairly quickly. I can't keep switching babysitters. So I need someone I can depend on until the school year starts.”

“I will stay for the whole time you need me,” Millie said.  She tried to stand up straight and look into Jen Faris’s eyes. “I take commitments seriously.”

That evening, as Millie and Jonah compared notes on the porch of Mr.Jamison’s sister’s house, they could hardly believe their good fortune. 

“So I'm going to be a home-health aide and you a babysitter.  Not bad for two Amish kids without high school diplomas.”

“You didn't have to come with me to California. I know your dat wanted you to stay at the farm.”

“I wanted to leave the community,” Jonah pointed out. “And 12 dollars an hour feels like an entire fortune.” He realized as he said this that it was probably not as much as it seemed. But right now, it seemed wonderful. 

That night, the two of them went into a seafood cafe and ordered tossed shrimp and pasta, with the most exotic juice combinations they could think of. They were celebrating their new jobs by overspending just a bit. California seemed to be exotically beautiful, much prettier than the familiar streets of Missouri.

______________________________

Millie’s new bedroom had a dresser, a bed, a bedside table and a bookshelf.  There was a light purple lamp with a lampshade that had a vague design of a lily on it, which became visible whenever the lamp was turned on.  The bookshelf had a few modern novels with pictures of wistful looking young women sitting by the beach, and an old copy of The Secret Garden. It felt like it used to be someone else’s room.  Millie wondered if they’d had a live-in babysitter before, but Jen Faris had said they didn't.  

During the first day she was there, she asked little Tina a lot of questions such as what they generally did for fun as a family, who they spent time with and where they normally went on weekends. Tina was a talkative little girl and explained that she didn't have any grandparents and her mom had to work a lot.  “My older sister used to live with us,” she explained. “But she moved out because she is a grown-up now.”

“Am I staying in her room?”

“Yes. I miss playing Monopoly with her.  And Dixit.“ Tina sighed. “We played that a lot.”

Millie willingly offered to play with Tina, hoping that they were games that didn't require much background knowledge about the English world. She asked some more questions, trying to tactfully find out more about Tina’s father.  But Tina really didn't know. 

She loved to chatter on and on about the plays she had seen with her mother and sister.

“Last summer, we went to see Mary Poppins.” Tina launched into a song.  She had a strong lyrical voice. “I am working on my stage presence,” she explained.

Tina attended performance arts classes that were a fifteen minute walk from her building.

“We’re doing a big show at the end of August.  Promise me you'll come. I'm going to need you to clap for me because I get really nervous.”

Millie smiled.  Tina was speaking to her as if she'd been here for ages, and, even coming from a little girl, it certainly helped her feel more welcome.

Chapter Two

On Jonah’s first evening as a home health aide, he followed the instructions meticulously. He had been told that a change in routine might upset his client, an elderly gentleman in a wheelchair. So he did things in the exact order he had been told, brief outing to get some fresh air, dinner, television while he cleaned up the kitchen, sponge bath, snack, visit from the nurse who administered medication, more television/board games and lights out. He had the night shift, so he remained after that, dozing on the couch but always ready to rise if Mr. Fichstein pushed an alarm button.

Mr Fichstein didn't talk except to say “yeah” when asked a question. He even said “yeah” when the answer was clearly no.  He stared off into space and seemed unaware of most things but when Jonah tried to change the channel, Mr. Fichstein switched it back, his hand moving automatically towards the TV.  Although the schedule said board games, he seemed unable to follow a game of checkers.

Jonah’s shift was from 6 in the evening to 6 in the morning with Friday nights off. Within two days, he realized that he and the two other young men he shared a boarding house with would probably never intersect.  They all worked day shifts and took girls out after work. If it wasn't for the leftover Chinese takeout containers in the refrigerator and the towels on the bathroom floor, Jonah would suspect he didn't have any housemates at all.

He called Millie that night from Mr. Fichstein’s living room, once he was sure the elderly man was sleeping.

“How did your day go?”

“Tina and I were at the beach. The sand is practically purple. There's a cafe called Mama’s that serves the most amazing lunches. It costs a bit more than I thought but the food is amazing. And maybe we will go to a play sometime this month.”

Millie sounded like she was as happy as a soaring butterfly.

“My work is all right,” Jonah said when Millie asked. “It's simple work, really. But Mr. Fichstein never talks. Or smiles.”

“Have you called home yet?”

“I did but it was during the day and nobody picked up.” The community phone booth stood by the post office and if nobody happened to be around, nobody picked up the phone.

“Do you want me to pass along a message to your mam if I call and get ahold of someone?”

“Yah, tell her I'm well and working hard.” He knew his parents would appreciate such a message. Certainly, it would be a better message than the truth; an admission that he found his work boring and missed home.  He was also beginning to miss Millie. Yes, they were both in California but in only a couple of days, it already felt like they were in different worlds.

_____________________________________

The three days following Jonah’s phone call to Millie were as monotonous as the two days prior. Jonah’s day began and ended in silence. He tried  going to the local gym but it didn't seem to be a place where people talked to each other much. While setting up for their quiet dinner, Jonah wondered what would happen if he decided to take a vow of silence like a monk. With his kind of life, would anybody even notice?  

On Wednesday evening, he got Mr. Fichstein ready to go to the physical therapy clinic. When he arrived, the physical therapist greeted Mr.Fichstein and wheeled him into the therapy room. Left in the waiting room, Jonah pulled out a book.  He had been reading for fifteen minutes when a voice made him look up.

"What are you reading?"

A young woman in a wheelchair was looking straight at him. She had straight brown hair and a heart-shaped face. "They're short stories," Jonah said, revealing the book cover.  "By Bradbury."

"Ooooh, I remember reading Fahrenheit 451 in school.  Have you read that one?”

"I don't think we were allowed to read it.  I believe it was banned.”

The girl in the wheelchair raised her eyebrows.  "You weren't allowed?  That's ironic. Where do you come from, Belarus?”

"Missouri."

"That doesn't make sense.  Why was it be banned?"

"We had very specific rules." He didn't want to reveal he was coming from an Amish home. "But why is it ironic?"

"Because it's a book about banned books.  So if they were banned in your community, did some of you still go read them in secret?”

Jonah nodded. "My friend Millie secretly read the Narnia books at the library.”

“I'm not too big on Narnia.  I think it perpetuates gender inequality." She smiled at Jonah's involuntary stare and added, "Would you like to know what that means?"

Jonah reddened. Did she think he wasn’t too bright? He considered pretending that he knew exactly what it meant.  But then, he would never find out.  He nodded. 

"Any book that presents women as being unable to do what men do in the same context is a book that demeans women.”

"What if the women really can't?"

"Can't what?"

"Do what men do?"

"Women can do anything men can do.” She studied Jonah a minute. "Where did you say you came from again?  It's like you're stuck in the 1950's or something."

"You found me out," Jonah joked.  "My time machine is around the corner."

The girl laughed. "I'm Amanda," she said.  "I have to go in for therapy now but if you want to meet up later and continue this conversation...I'd like that."

Somebody wanted to talk to him. Somebody with ideas and a pretty smile.  Jonah felt like falling to his knees in gratitude.    

"I'm Jonah Troyer.  Where?"

"My friends and I meet in the Applebee’s over by Las Gatos Street. We're there every day at 4 o’clock once we get out of work.  We sell insurance at the same company." She grinned. "Some of my friends are single.  Are you?"

"Uh..." Jonah found himself stalling for time before answering. "I think the receptionist called your name.”

“Well, I'll be seeing you.” Amanda turned around.  Then, to his surprise, she took a deep breath, gripped the handlebars of her wheelchair and stood.

For a moment, she remained standing without moving.  Then, her face concentrated and intense, she took a slow step towards the therapy room. Her hands were outstretched. Another deep breath and another step.  Finally, she had reached the door.  

Jonah was already opening it. “I got it.”

Amanda nodded, breathing heavily. “Just today,” she said. “Someday, I'll be opening this door by myself.”

She let Jonah hold the door open for her as she continued to take her slow steps full of effort.  Ten steps into the therapy room, and she sank into a chair.  Glancing back at him, she muttered, “You can stop staring at me. I'm fine.”

So, this girl was learning to walk after some accident. He could tell those steps had been painful. He admired her determination. 

He suddenly thought of Millie.  If she knew that he was going to a diner with a girl, would she feel betrayed? But then the girl had emphasized that her friends would be there too, which meant that she hadn't exactly asked him out.  

I'm starving for fun, Jonah thought.  And I'm going.

Chapter Three

Every day at 4 o’clock, Millie dropped Tina off at her performing arts classes. Sometimes, she watched the dance classes through the little TV in the parents’ waiting room. But most days, she wandered the neighborhood of Pasadena, looking at interesting things in store windows. She was developing a strong desire to buy her family presents but the majority of them would never use these modern plaques, lamps, and bookends.  Even the rugs and placemats were not likely to be brought out because they were simply too colorful.  Too beautiful.  At home, every color was muted and many things came in dark gray and dark blue shades. 

Yet, how could a well-designed, beautiful object be a hindrance to faith in God?  Millie couldn't understand it. Things, useful or decorative, were important. They indicated a person’s state of mind, they added atmosphere and sometimes, they helped tell a story.  If she was honest with herself, she had to admit that she loved things.

When Jen came home at 9, Tina was already in bed.  On the third night, Jen peeked into Millie's room and invited her to come into the kitchen.
"Don't feel obligated," she said. "You're not working now. I just thought you might like a chat."
"I would." Millie came downstairs.  She watched as Jen poured herself half a glass of red wine. Jen motioned at the bottle and when Millie shook her head, she offered her tea. 
Then she leaned back in her chair, in her immaculate business suit and took a deep breath. "How's Tina doing?"
"She seems great.  She likes the beach and the dance and singing classes."
"What do you do with her in the evenings?  TV?”

"She's fascinated with this movie.  It's about a fairy-tale princess who falls into modern day New York. She just wants to keep watching it over and over.”

Jen rolled her eyes. "It's crazy, isn't it?  I got her all these movies to watch, Matilda and Mulan and other movies about strong women. I want her to be inspired by them. Instead, she chooses to obsess over a movie that's largely about a fairy-princess who is kissed into waking."
Millie frowned. "Are those movies better?"
Jen reached for a cracker. "I want Tina to see confident, strong role models in film and in literature. She's already sweet. I want her to grow up strong because it's a rough world. It's how I raised my first daughter and it's how I'm raising my second.”  For a moment, bitterness flashed on her eyes. “Even if my oldest, Mandy, can be too severe with me. At least, she is assertive enough to go after what she wants.”
"Maybe Tina just likes Enchanted because it's a magical fairy-tale."
"I know she does but I'm not too crazy about the message it sends. Jen walked over to the bookshelf in the living room and took a book down from the shelf. “I'd like you to read this to her before bed.”
“The Wizard of Oz,” Millie said fondly.  She had read it once.

“Yes. A story with a strong girl in the center of it all.  And no kisses or true love necessary to the narrative.”

Millie took the book with her to her room. She wondered, was Jen being overly fussy in her aversion to princess stories? All little girls loved the idea of being rescued, taken care of, she thought.  And if the heroine’s difficulties ended with an offer of marriage, wasn't that right and good?

She had been raised to see marriage as beautiful.  She had been taught that  a proposal of marriage was the ultimate goal for a woman who wanted to be normal and well-adjusted. And while she knew that she wanted to do more with her life than just raise children and make her home comfortable, all the Amish girls back home had been quite happy with their lives.  So wasn't it all right if it made them happy?

She didn't know anymore.  She knew that a talk with Jonah might help her sort it out but, suddenly, it occurred to her that she wasn't sure she wanted to discuss marriage with him.  She really liked Jonah but did liking someone mean you had to marry them right away?  

Back at home in their community, it would have.

She did not think it did in Pasadena, California.

_________________________

When Jonah entered the Applebee's, he found himself hesitating. He'd been to diners multiple times back in Missouri with Millie. They had spent much their free time together and the community had taken it for granted that they were a couple. But those diners had never had a bar.  

He saw Amanda right away, her wheelchair fitted to some kind of ramp, and the two girls seated on the stools on either side of her, one dark-haired, one blond. They had immaculate stylish haircuts. They were wearing knee-length dresses that fit their bodies snugly, and they sat at the bar in such a way that every curve was visible. 

Jonah took a deep breath, his parents’ warnings passing through his mind.  Was this wrong?  Was he like the Jonah of the Bible, running away from his conscience?  He reminded himself that one conversation wasn't a promise of anything more.

Amanda waved at him. "Come on over."

The girls smiled, introduced themselves. 

"So..." Amanda said. "This is the guy. He and I got into a conversation on feminism and then he told me he had come from the past using a time machine. I felt so much better."

"You and your feminism." The blond girl fixed the super-thin strap on her dress. "But about time machines...you know they've got one of those rides over in the Disney Park, no more than a hour from here. You get into a closed car, it shakes, the dust settles and suddenly there's a T-Rex clawing at your windows.  So cool."

"So, where are you from?" asked the other girl.

"Missouri."

"You've got a bit of an accent."

"English isn't my first language," Jonah said honestly enough.

The bartender asked them to order drinks. 

Jonah had planned his drink ahead of time and named it with a pretended confidence. "A water with two slices of lemon mixed in with some cherry soda, please."

"Driving?" the other girl asked.

"No.” Jonah left it at that and they didn’t press.

"So have you found someone to chill with yet?"

Jonah frowned. "Excuse me?"

"A girl.”

“I just...I don't know what ‘chill’ means,” Jonah said. “I’ve come out of a time machine, remember?”

The dark-haired girl laughed. “It can mean anything you want. A date, a quick fling, something long-term.  Depends on what you're looking for.”

"Honestly, I’ve just been looking for a normal conversation.”

The girls laughed.  Clearly, they thought his answer refreshing. 

"Tell us about your job."

Jonah did and tried to make the monotony of his work entertaining. "It's so boring that I stare at the lightbulb on the ceiling and dream of the day it will go out. Then I will get to...one, get on a chair." Jonah stood dramatically. He raised his arms. "Two...unscrew the lightbulb and risk electrocution. Three...switch it for a new one and four...get off the chair without crashing down." Jonah sat down to general laughter.

"Nobody risks electrocution by unscrewing a light bulb," Amanda said, smiling. "Unless your hands are wet."

"I grew up without electricity. So forgive me if the idea of handling electric things gives me a thrill."

"You did?"  Their interest increased.

They all got their drinks, laughed, and chattered. Finally, the two girls stood. 

"Going home?"

Two of them shook their heads. “The night’s just getting started,” the blond girl said. 

The dark-haired girl pulled him aside. "Could you make sure Amanda gets home safe?  She lives on 4th Ave. Normally, she calls one of those large white cabs because they have special ramps for wheelchairs, but one of us comes along to make sure she gets into the house okay.  Then we take the cab back. But you could do it this time, couldn't you?"

Jonah considered. Cabs were expensive. He wasn’t entirely sure who usually paid for the cab travelling back but he wasn’t going to ask a young woman to pay for him, which meant he'd have to pay himself. Still, something told him that Amanda would really appreciate it if he offered.  He nodded.

“Oh and....” The girl gave him a business card. “All three of our phone numbers are on there. If you ever want to buy insurance.” She winked at him. 

During the ride, Amanda spoke. “No electricity, huh?  You’re from an Amish background?”

“Amish as they come.” Jonah wasn't sure if there was any point to hiding it by now.

“Did being at a bar bother you?’

“A little. But I was too lonely to be particular.”          

Amanda looked at him intently and he wondered if it was wise to be quite so honest.  The truth was that he had never learned to be otherwise.

“You can get like that in a big city. I bet you come from a large family with two dogs.”

“How did you know?” Jonah started laughing.

“You seem the type.  Bet you miss them.”

Jonah nodded. “You see your family?  Do they live nearby?”

Amanda paused. Something in her face closed, carefully masking any emotion that might be there. “Twenty minutes away from my house.  But I like my space.”  They had arrived. Jonah accompanied her as she went through the tricky process of standing up, opening the front door of her building, securing it to the wall with a special clamp and sitting back down in her wheelchair.

When he offered to make it easier for her, she refused. “Just watch to make sure I don’t crash to the sidewalk.  It’s happened before.”

Once they were inside, she waved good-bye.  “Elevator makes it easy from here.”

_________________________

Since Friday night was Jonah’s first night off, Jonah and Millie had agreed to meet at the Pasadena Beach boardwalk. 

It occurred to Jonah, when he saw Millie from a distance how modern she looked.  She wore a dark red peasant skirt and a white t-shirt, and her light hair was loose around her shoulders. She had even put on some mascara. 

“Hi.”

“Hi.”

“Have you called home?”

Millie shrugged. “When I called I got dat because his woodshop is closer to the phone booth.  I haven't spoken with mam yet.  But at least, she’ll know I'm all right from dat.”

They began to stroll along the boardwalk. 

“We went to see the play Wicked Wednesday night with Tina,” Millie said. “It's about the Wizard of Oz, the book we've been reading before bed.  The songs are so beautiful. Now, we play the music in the house and we sing the songs together.  Or we go to the beach and sing there.” Millie smiled, remembering.  “We’ve got the phrase “no good deed goes unpunished” written on a whiteboard with marker right above our important reminders.  And whenever Tina has to sweep her room with a broom, she dances around pretending to be the witch.” 

“You liked it all that much?”

“The sets were beautiful.” Millie studied him and saw that he didn't quite understand.  He had never seen a play on stage. How could she explain that a show with songs and dancing and bright lights was so captivating that she had barely slept that night?  And how could she explain that she didn't mind being awake because she could lie there and remembering every moment?

“What do you think you'll do when the 6 weeks are up?”

Millie glanced up at him quickly. “I don't know. But I love California.”  

Millie said this, realizing that all the things she loved so far about California were costly. Even the restaurant that she and Tina visited every day for lunch was exciting for reasons that had nothing to do with the taste of the food.  It was exciting because of the atmosphere, the music, the arrangement of the food on their plates. It all cost and she knew that once she was forced to leave the Faris’s home, she wouldn't be able to afford any of it.

“I don't really see what you love,” Jonah admitted. “I’m getting paid but it’s a job I dislike and nearly all of that money goes towards rent, food and bus fare.  I like the freedom. But we could have that freedom back in Branson, Missouri and still be near our friends and family.”

“I applied to work at the theatre near home before we left,” Millie admitted. “I’ll be calling them in a week.” She hadn't told anyone about this yet and even saying the words out loud made her shiver with anticipation. 

Jonah brightened. “Wouldn't that
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