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Rebecca Esh watched as the familiar hills and plains of her small Pennsylvania community fell into view. It had been a long buggy ride; they had been travelling for half a day.

She felt a small stab of excitement, at the thought of finally coming home. She had been staying with some friends of her family, who were English, for the past month.  It was all part of her rumspringa.  She had sampled many things in the big city, including going to art galleries and English restaurants.  It had been enjoyable, of course, and she wouldn’t change the experience for the world.

But she wanted to return to her community, and start life as a fully committed adult Amish. She was ready.

At last.  Her family’s farmhouse was in view.

As the buggy pulled up, her eyes took in every detail: the old ramshackle farmhouse, the outbuildings and hen house.  Home.

The front door opened, and her mother was down the veranda steps.  Her eyes were shining in excitement.

“Rebecca! We thought you’d never get here,” she remarked.

Rebecca stepped down from the buggy, embracing her mother.  It felt like she hadn’t seen her in years.

“Mammi! It is so good to be home,” she said. “Where is everybody?”

Mrs Esh smiled, a bit indulgently. “Daughter of mine, have you forgotten the routine already?”  They walked up the steps to the house, arm in arm. “Your father and brothers are in the fields, of course. They will return for lunch, as is always the way.  Your sisters are quilting, over at Mrs Troyer’s, as they do every Tuesday.”

Rebecca flung herself onto the living room sofa as soon as they entered. “It was such a long trip, Mammi.  I feel black and blue all over.”

“How are the Carlisles?” Mrs Esh walked to the kitchen as she spoke, getting the coffee she had just made and two cups.

“Very good.” Rebecca sat up, rubbing her eyes.  “They send their best wishes. It was a bit of a whirlwind, staying with them.”

“I could imagine.” Mrs Esh poured the coffee. “Come, have your coffee.  It will revitalise you.”

Rebecca did as her mother requested, walking to the table.

Suddenly, she stopped.  She could see the figure of a man at the front door – tall, dressed in the traditional Amish clothing.  He had taken his hat off.

Who was he? She had never seen him before.  And her eyes seemed to be unaccustomed to the Amish dress.  She had been so used to seeing English clothes that it stood out to her.  Well, she would get used to it, again, of course.

“Mammi.” Rebecca gestured toward the door. “Someone is here.”

Mrs Esh rose, approaching the door. “Oh, it is only Nicholas! He is helping your father and brothers; he has been here about two weeks, from another county.” She opened the door. “Nicholas! What can I do for you?”

The young man smiled shyly, looking from Mrs Esh to Rebecca. “I am sorry to disturb you, Mrs Esh. Your husband sent me to tell you not to prepare lunch today, as we are planning to work through.”

“Work through?” Mrs Esh frowned. “Stay for a moment, Nicholas. I will prepare something quickly for you all to eat, which you can take back with you. You can’t all work from dawn to sundown without food in your bellies. Please, come in and sit down while I get something ready.”

Nicholas hesitated, then walked through the door.

“Rebecca,” Mrs Esh said, “Could you please pour Nicholas a coffee, while I get the food ready.”

“Of course, Mammi,” said Rebecca, glancing sideways at the handsome, shy young man.  Who was he? Why was he working here?

“I’m Rebecca,” she said. “Please, sit down.”

The young man did as he was told.  Rebecca poured him a coffee, then sat down beside him.

“How did you come to work with us?” she asked, taking a sip of her own drink.

“I was looking for some short term work,” Nicholas replied, blushing slightly. “I am on my rumspringa, and wanted to experience life outside my community for a bit.  My father knows yours, from many years ago, and got in contact.” He paused, staring at her. “I’m sorry, but you are Rebecca, who has been on your own rumspringa?”

“Ja,” Rebecca agreed. “I have only just returned, after staying with some English friends in the city.”

“Did you have a good time?”

“I did,” Rebecca said.  She looked at his hands gripping the coffee cup.  Strong, and firm. “But I am happy to be home.  The city life is not for me.  The Lord has made that very clear.”

“I am glad,” he said, smiling at her.  He had the bluest of eyes, the colour of the sky on a bright summer’s day.

Mrs Esh came back in, carrying a paper bag filled with sandwiches.  She handed it to Nicholas.

“Please, finish your coffee,” she said, as he stood up.

“Thank you Mrs Esh, but I must return to work,” he said. “And thank you for the food.  I am sure we will all appreciate it.”

He smiled at Rebecca, ducking his head.  Then he left.

Rebecca stared after him, sipping her coffee thoughtfully.

What a handsome young man.  And such polite manners.

It was good to be home, for a lot of reasons.  And it seemed that there was one more good reason, although Rebecca hadn’t realised when she had walked through the door.

The day was full of surprises.

***

Now that she was home, it seemed like she had never left.  It was funny, how life worked in that way.

She had already been home a week, and was back into the old routine.  And the most exciting thing of all was that Nicholas, the shy young man who was helping her family with the harvest, had asked her out on a date.

She didn’t know where they were going, as she excitedly got herself ready on Saturday night. But she knew that Nicholas would take her somewhere appropriate, as well as fun.  They had just clicked, right from the moment that she had laid eyes on him at the front door.

But he was shy.  She had found many reasons to go and disturb her family as they worked, sometimes bringing snacks or drinks.  Her brothers would grin at her – they knew what she was up to.  She didn’t usually come to visit them so often.  It had worked.  Eventually, Nicholas had asked her out.

Now they sat in Stoll’s restaurant in town, having just finished a hearty meal and laughing over a coffee.

Rebecca had never been able to speak so easily to a boy.  It was like they couldn’t keep up with everything they wanted to say to each other.  She felt a glow within her, as she looked at him.

They were just thinking of leaving when the door to the restaurant opened.  Rebecca turned to look automatically.  Then wished she hadn’t.

Oh, no.  It was Christian Raber.  She swivelled quickly in her seat, staring straight ahead.  Her heart had started to thump uncomfortably.  Maybe, if she was lucky, he hadn’t seen her.

But her luck wasn’t in.  She heard his footsteps behind, approaching their table.

“Rebecca.” He wasn’t smiling. “I didn’t know that you were back in town.”

She turned and looked at him, a bit fearfully. “Just a week,” she said, quickly. 

Nicholas was looking from Rebecca to Christian. He seemed perplexed.

“I am Christian Raber,” the man said, extending a hand toward Nicholas. “Rebecca has lost her manners, it seems.”  

Nicholas took the man’s hand, shaking it.  He looked at Rebecca. “And I am Nicholas Fisher.”

She stood up, quickly. “We were just leaving, Christian,” she said, walking toward the door. Nicholas’ eyes widened, but he stood up, too, almost forgetting his hat on the table as he followed her.  He had to go back to get it.

They exited, into the cold night.

Christian stood for a moment, staring after them.

His eyes were cold.

***

“What was that all about?” Nicholas had to run to catch up to Rebecca.

She turned, stopping to catch her breath. “I’m sorry,” she said.  “I know that I appeared rude.  But I didn’t want to speak to him. He has this idea that he is in love with me, and I have given him no encouragement. Honestly.” She blinked back tears, staring up at him.

“What does he do?” Nicholas was frowning, staring down at her.

“Oh, nothing much,” said Rebecca.  She was appalled to find that her hands were shaking.  Stop it, she told herself. “He is always polite.  He just doesn’t seem to understand that I am not interested.”

She paused, shaking her head slightly. “I have told him enough times. But he doesn’t seem to understand.  When I next see him, at Church or Evening Sing or wherever, he asks me out again, as if he hasn’t listened at all.”

Nicholas assisted her up into the buggy. “I am sorry, Rebecca.  It is hard when someone doesn’t listen to you.”

“Ja,” she agreed.  She tried to shake the image of Christian, in the restaurant, out of her mind.  She was on a date, with Nicholas.  Handsome, caring Nicholas.

“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “I am sure he will realise, eventually.”

They rode off, into the night.

They didn’t look back.  If they had, they might have seen the figure of Christian, standing in the dark street, staring after the buggy long after it had disappeared.

***

“He was in Stoll’s Restaurant, Mamm.”

Rebecca was having a hot cocoa with her mother after the date.  Nicholas had dropped her off half an hour ago.

Mrs Esh frowned. “Don’t read anything into it, Rebecca,” she said. “It might have been just co-incidence. Who knows, maybe he needed to get something from Stoll’s.”

“At nine-thirty on a Saturday night?” Rebecca was frowning, too. “No, I know him of old.  He followed me there, I am sure of it.”

“He never threatens you, does he?” Her mother looked at her over the brim of the mug.

“No.” Rebecca shook her head. “He is always polite.  It’s just a feeling I get.  He always seems to be where I go, and he won’t stop asking me to date him. I think after the first three negatives, he might get the message that I am simply not interested in him in that way. But he never does.”

Mrs Esh stood up. “Time for bed, I think. I will talk to your father about this.  We don’t want to offend the Raber’s, but Christian needs to know that he can’t harass you.  We will have to think it through carefully, though.”

Rebecca nodded, bringing her mug to the kitchen sink.

“I almost forgot.” Her mother looked at her. “How was the date with Nicholas? We got so caught up talking about Christian.”

Rebecca smiled broadly. “It was lovely,” she beamed. “I think that I really like him, Mamm.  Do you think he likes me, too?”

Mrs Esh smiled, her eyes softening as she looked at her lovely daughter. “How could he not, my lieb?” she replied. “But I don’t know how long he is staying for, Rebecca.  Your father said that he only needed help for a few weeks, and they are almost up.  He lives in the next county.”

“That’s not so far,” said Rebecca. “We could write letters.”

“So you could,” agreed her mother. “But it really is time for bed now, Rebecca.  We have Church tomorrow, don’t forget. And I have to be up very early to cook the goose for the lunch.”

Rebecca followed her mother up the stairs, preparing for bed.  She glanced down at her Bible, thinking whether she should look at it tonight or not.  It was very late.  But she was still feeling jittery after her encounter with Christian, and felt like she needed some comfort.

Her head was drooping over the good book when she suddenly jolted fully awake.  What had disturbed her?

She took her candle, and got out of the bed, walking to her window. She peered out into the darkness, but she could see nothing. She tried to shake the feeling of unease away from her. She was being silly.  She should blow out the candle, and climb back into bed.  

And yet she stayed, staring out the window.  It was complete darkness; not even the moon was out tonight, and a thick blanket of clouds had covered up the stars.

She dropped the curtain, and climbed back into bed.

But the unease didn’t leave her.  Instead, it invaded her dreams...

She was running.

In motion, she suddenly stopped. She looked down at her feet, willing them to move.  But it was like they were frozen in quicksand; the more she tried to dislodge them, the firmer they set.  She twisted and turned, in a frantic bid to free herself.

He was coming.  She knew he was right behind her.

Suddenly, the quicksand turned to ice.  She attempted to run, again.  But her feet were sliding over the ice.  She stumbled, trying to regain her balance.

She heard a noise behind her, and turned quickly.

It was him.  She couldn’t see him in the shadows, but she knew.

The ice started cracking underneath her feet.  She watched it zig-zag, broken veins across the white surface. 

And then she was gone, underneath the ice, plunged into cold, cold water.

She stared up, and saw him looking down at her, coldly...

She sat up in bed, breathing heavily.  She could feel sweat sliding down her neck.

This had to stop.  She didn’t know what Christian’s intentions were, but he had to know how much he was scaring her.  She didn’t think that he would harm her, not really.  But he was behaving oddly, and she couldn’t deny anymore that it was starting to affect her.

She lay back down, drifting back to sleep.  Think happy thoughts, she told herself.

The image of Nicholas filled her mind. His handsome face, concerned for her that night when she had told him about Christian.  The way that he had helped her down from the buggy when they had arrived home, holding her hand tenderly so that she wouldn’t slip. She had looked into his eyes, and seen kindness.  His eyes shone with the purity of his soul.

Nicholas.  Was she falling in love with him? But she hardly knew him.  It had only been their first date, and they had chatted a handful of times before.

And soon he would leave.  Return to his farm in the next county, away from her.  His rumspringa over, just like hers was.

Would she see him again?

The image of Nicholas was the last thing that she remembered as sleep finally claimed her – this time for the whole night.

***

Rebecca yawned, trying to stifle it with her hand discreetly.

It was the next day, and she was tired.  It had been late before she had finally drifted off to sleep.  She looked around at the familiar faces at the church service, but she hadn’t seen him yet.

Nicholas.  Her heart leapt as she said his name in her head, over and over.

Where could he be?  

She tried to concentrate on the service, but her mind was drifting. Her mother had told her that Nicholas had attended their church service since he had been staying with them.  And he himself had said that he would see her there. He had been looking forward to her mother’s baked goose with apple and cider gravy for lunch, as well.

She surreptitiously scanned the congregation, again.  But then she saw Christian Raber, staring at her from the back row.  Shivers coursed through her; her skin crawled like it had been invaded by an army of ants.

She looked to the front, trying to concentrate on the service.

But her eyes, sickeningly, were drawn back to him.

He hadn’t stopped staring.  But now he added a small smile.

She refused to smile back.  It would just encourage him. Silly, she chided herself.  Even turning her head to look at him again he would perceive as encouragement.

He had always been an intense boy, ever since they had shared a seat in the one room classroom down the road.  She could remember that he often would be alone, kicking a stone in the playground while groups around him played.  And when he had friends, it would always be only one person, or two.  Usually children who were a bit odd, like himself.

She had never been anything but polite to him, but she had drawn the line at friendship.  She just couldn’t stomach his intense stares.  How he had perceived her politeness as anything other than that was beyond her.  And yet he had.  He had been asking her out for over six months now.

At first, she had been flattered, despite herself.  But then it had got annoying.  He simply wouldn’t listen to her, when she said no.  And then he started turning up everywhere that she went: a visit to the bakery, or when she was perusing stalls at the market. Anywhere.

It was one of the reasons she had gone so far away for rumspringa.  Rebecca wasn’t much of a traveller, really.  She probably would have stayed closer to home.  But she had needed a break from his constant attention.

The service finally finished, and people started socialising.  She went up to her mother.

“Where is Nicholas?” she whispered. “I haven’t seen him today.”

Mrs Esh looked at her. “I’m sorry, I forgot to tell you, Rebecca,” she said. “Nicholas received a note this morning, about something urgent.  He needed to return home immediately.  I’m not sure if he will be back, my lieb.  He was due to finish work soon with us, anyway.” She looked at her daughter. “Cheer up! You can still write to each other.”

Rebecca felt her heart sink. She shouldn’t be so disappointed, of course.  They had only had one date, and Nicholas had a life of his own, far away.

But she was disappointed.  She couldn’t deny it.

She was staring at the wall of the barn, lost in her own thoughts.  She didn’t see Christian approach until it was too late.

“Rebecca.” He bowed, slightly. His cold eyes were assessing her, as always.  She often felt he looked at her like something strange he had just discovered on the sole of his shoe.

“Christian, I’m sorry, but now is not a good time,” she said, quickly.  Why was he always silent when he approached her? If she had some warning, she could have scurried away.

“I hear that the young man you went on a date with last night has left us,” he continued, as if she hadn’t spoken at all. “Very suddenly. Did you know that Frannie Glick knows him and his family? She was just telling me that he has a fiancée, back home.”

Rebecca gasped. She shook her head. “No, Christian, I am sure that you are mistaken,” she replied. “Nicholas didn’t mention anything to me about a fiancée.  He is an honourable man.”

“Is he?” Christian smiled, coldly. “How well do you really know him, Rebecca?”

She frowned. She supposed it was true, to a degree.  She had only known Nicholas a week, after all.

But she trusted her instincts.  He was a good man, she knew it.  He wouldn’t have deliberately deceived her about having a fiancée.

“Well, I shall talk to him,” she said, turning away. “I really must go, Christian. I have to help my mother with the lunch.”

She walked away quickly, ducking amongst people. Hopefully he wouldn’t follow her.

Was it true?  He had said he had got the information from Frannie Glick.  She looked around, but couldn’t see her.

She frowned. Oh, well.  Frannie would turn up, sooner or later.  And then she would ask her, how she had come by this information that Nicholas had a fiancée.

As Christian claimed.

She felt the skin crawling on the back of her neck.  She looked around, and, of course, he was staring at her.  An upsurge of anger shot through her.  Would he ever leave her alone?

***

“He did mention a girl he had been dating...” Mrs Esh frowned, squinting her eyes, trying to remember. “Or was it that they had dated in the past? I’m sorry, Rebecca. I simply don’t remember. But he never mentioned a fiancée, of that I am sure.”

Rebecca frowned, too.  It wasn’t the simple yes or no answer that she was wanting.  This was very frustrating.

She didn’t have a right to demand an answer of Nicholas.  They had made no promises to each other; it had only been one date, after all.  But she also felt that he did owe her an answer, because it simply wasn’t done to be dating someone behind his fiancée’s back, if he had one.

If it was true, she never would have agreed to go out with him.  It was as simple as that.

Restless, Rebecca stood up.  “Do you need me for anything else, Mamm? If not, I might go to my room, study my bible for a while.”

Mrs Esh looked at her. “Of course, Rebecca,” she said. “Just come down to help with supper, that’s all I require.”

Rebecca left, bounding up the stairs.

Mrs Esh watched her go, shaking her head slightly.

Her daughter was in a state, and had been since Nicholas had left so suddenly the day before.  Mrs Esh was worried about her. It was unlike Rebecca. And what was this business with Christian Raber? Rebecca hadn’t mentioned it to her until after her date with Nicholas. If it was true, it wasn’t good, and they should intervene on her behalf.  But what if Rebecca was just being fanciful? The Rabers were good friends of theirs.  Mrs Esh didn’t want to cause conflict without reason.

She frowned, pondering. No, they would do nothing, for now.  If Rebecca continued to be worried, well, they would do something then.

She sighed.  It was hard, being young.  Navigating your way into adulthood.  She might mention some bible passages that Rebecca should study, to try to ease her mind.

***

Rebecca finished the letter, signing her name at the bottom thoughtfully.

She had been in two minds about whether to write to Nicholas, but she was so wound up she didn’t know what else to do.  Even if she didn’t send the letter, it had felt good to get her thoughts and feelings out onto paper.

She read back over what she had written.  She had tried to not be too intense, but still convey her wish to continue corresponding with him. She hadn’t mentioned anything about him having a fiancée, except to implicitly imply that if he was seeing someone where he lived, she would stop communicating with him.

She put the letter in an envelope, and sealed it.  She wasn’t sure of his address; she would have to ask her mother if she knew it.

She left it on her desk, propped up against her lantern.

It was time to help her mother with supper.  

***

Outside the farmhouse, Christian could see Rebecca leave her desk. He saw the letter. He could guess who it was to.  And he knew how to solve this, as well.

He often watched her. He had found a position, quite hidden.  He would come over the back way to the house, through the fields, being careful to avoid her father and her brothers working.

He didn’t think that he was doing anything wrong.  He had, after all, explained to her that he wanted to take her out.  It was his intention to make her his wife.  She was hesitant, and had said no, but that didn’t unduly concern him.  His father had told him that girls sometimes said no when they meant yes. His own mother, apparently, had refused his father a few times before finally agreeing to date him.

She just needed a little bit of persuasion, that was all.

He frowned, thinking of when he had walked into the restaurant and seen her on a date. It simply would not do.  No other man was allowed to date his Rebecca.

It had been a stroke of luck that Nicholas Fisher’s father had suddenly needed him back at home; as soon as he had heard that, he seized the opportunity.  Frannie Glick was away on her rumspringa, and couldn’t contradict his story about a fiancée. Frannie was a friend of his, anyway, and as soon as she was back he would contact her and persuade her to corroborate the story.

He smiled. It was all going to plan. He had to get rid of Nicholas once and for all, discredit him in Rebecca’s eyes.  And then he would be there, to pick up the pieces.

She would finally see that he was the one for her.

***

The letter had been sent.  Rebecca waited for a response, but none came.

Inside, she fretted a little.  It was all so strange.  She had thought that she and Nicholas had a real connection.  But he wasn’t responding to her – did that mean that what Christian said was true? That Nicholas had a fiancée back home, and that she had been a diversion while he was away?

But as the days went by, and no letter came, Rebecca had to admit it to herself. Nicholas didn’t care. 

Oh, well.  She went about her chores as normal, and smiled and laughed when she was required to.  She let no one see her sorrow. It would get better, in time.  Of course, it would.  They had only known each other a short time.  It wasn’t as if it was a deep wound.

She studied her bible. The classic passage from Ecclesiastes 3:4, about there being a time for sorrow as well as joy, comforted her.  She knew that life couldn’t be good, all the time.  You could learn from sorrow, and had to accept that sometimes there was sorrow in life.  As surely as the tides ebb and
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