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If we could push ajar the gates of life,
And stand within, and all God's workings see,
We could interpret all this doubt and strife,
And for each mystery could find a key.
But not today. Then be content, poor heart!
God's plans, like lilies pure and white, unfold:
We must not tear the close-shut leaves apartâ€”
Time will reveal the calyxes of gold.

M
ARY
R
ILEY
S
MITH


Amish settlement near Riverhaven, Ohio
Summer 1856

T
he truth weighed upon her heart, as heavy as a river rock.

Rachel stared out the window at the gloom of early evening drawing in on the meadow, bringing the long, dense shadows that held a hint of coming fall. A lonely quiet fell over the land every day now at this time, broken only by the sound of crickets sawing, an occasional barking of a dog, and in the distance the echo of the river running, always running its solitary way to other places she would never see.

He had pledged his love to her early in the spring. He meant to find a way to marry her, he'd said. He had asked her if she would be his wife, even going so far as to make her believe he would be willing to become Amish if she would have him as her husband.

“If you weren't Amish or if I weren't
Englisch,
” he said, “would you marry me?”

And she had told him she would. Because she loved him. More than life itself, that's how much she loved Jeremiah Gant.

For two blissful months, she had actually believed it could happen. She had walked around like a dizzy schoolgirl with mush for brains, finding it nearly impossible to think a thought that didn't contain something of him in it, equally difficult to not speak of her ever deepening love for him even to her mother.

Of course, Mamma's own growing relationship with Dr. Sebastian made it easier than it might have been otherwise for Rachel to keep her silence. At any other time, her mother's sharp eye for the slightest change in her children almost certainly would have noticed the onset of an uncommon restlessness in her oldest daughter or the nearly giddy happiness that prompted her to smile when least expected.

And Susan Kanagy did have her ways of finding out what was going on in the lives of her young.

Oh, it had been so hard! At times Rachel had to stop herself from crying aloud that she loved Jeremiah Gant and he loved her. For the first time since Eli's deathâ€”going on four years nowâ€”she felt alive again, once more living in shining moments rather than in shadowed hours.

But the Plain People didn't discuss their courtships or romances, not even with their families, until after the banns were published two weeks before the wedding. Even a conventional courtship between two young Amish people was typically carried on in secret. The couple usually managed to be together only after dark. If their parents or other family members were aware of their trysts, they pretended not to notice.

Rachel and Jeremiah's love for each other was anything but “conventional.” Truth be known, Rachel could be put out of the community for loving an
auslander.
Despite the fact that the People
seemed to think highly of the former riverboat captain, if it were known that she had admitted her love for an outsider and allowed him to avow his affections for herâ€”had even welcomed his embraces, chaste though they had beenâ€”she would be in deep trouble with the leadership of the church. She would almost certainly face the
Meidung
â€”the shunning.

Plain married Plain, and there were no exceptions.

Even Mamma and Dr. Sebastian never spoke openly about the near certainty that they would one day wed. Despite the fact that David Sebastian had been the physician to the entire Amish community for years and was treated with the utmost respect and friendship, until he had “proven himself” by living among them, learning their language, and in every way that mattered evidenced his sincere intention to convert to the Amish faith, the moments he and Mamma were able to spend together would be extremely rare and shared in secret.

But at least Dr. Sebastian's resolve to become Plain could be seen by all who knew him, and his pursuit of conversion met with the approval of the church leadership.

Jeremiah was another story.

Rachel had seen him only once in the past three weeks, at the carpenter shop he'd bought from Karl Webber. But her brother, who worked for Jeremiah, had also been there the entire time. No doubt Gideon believed Rachel had come solely to visit him, and of course she couldn't dare to tell him otherwise.

Not that she wasn't always glad to see her brother, especially since he'd left the Amish community to strike out on his own. Still, she'd been hoping for at least a few minutes alone with Jeremiah.

And just what did she think she could accomplish if she
had
managed to speak with him alone?

She could hardly come right out and ask him if his feelings for her had changed, even though that was exactly what she feared. Certainly he'd done nothing to make her think otherwise. He'd made no move to see her alone, and so far as she knew, he hadn't
taken the first step toward becoming Amish himselfâ€”their only hope for ever being together as man and wife.

He knew she would never leave the People and had promised her he would never ask that of her, acknowledging that he would be the one to change. And yet as far as Rachel knew, he'd done nothing toward that end.

Was it possible that she was being unfair? After all, Jeremiah knew she was forbidden to be alone with him. Could it be that he was merely trying to protect her by keeping his distance?

And how could she be so sure that he
wasn't
talking with the leadership about the possibility of converting? Perhaps they simply hadn't given him their answer yet.

All her efforts to rationalize their situation brought little reassurance. Here it was, coming on to August, and so far nothing seemed to have changed. More than four months had passed, and their relationship remained the same as it had been back in April.

The questions, the doubts, and the seemingly endless waiting were quickly eroding her early happiness. Moreover, her faith in Jeremiah and his love was rapidly giving way to a sickness of the heart, a canker of discouragement and disappointment.

Rachel wanted to trust him, longed to believe in him. There had been a time when she'd been almost convinced that God had led him here to Riverhaven. Jeremiah, especially, had seemed so certain they could somehow overcome the obstacles to their being together that she'd found herself desperately wanting to share his belief.

Now she had to question if she'd simply fallen into the sin of believing that the Lord God's will was the same as
hers.
Had she been so eager for someone to fill her loneliness, so needy to love and be loved, that she'd only
assumed
Jeremiah to be God's answer to her prayers?

Shame and a bitter sense of humiliation swept over her. Might she have been so foolish, so naive, as to trap herself in a lie to her own spirit? It was a terrible thing to try to second-guess the Lord
God, even worse to assume that because she wanted something to be so, He willed it.

Would she ever be able to forgive herself if her love and her dreams had been based on nothing more than a flimsy cloud of self-deception?

More to the point, would
God
forgive her?
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