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“So, do any of you regret it?” Mary leaned forward, her pointy chin resting in her hands, her sparkling blue eyes full of curiosity. 

John flashed her a smile and exchanged glances with his friends. “I don’t know about them, but I don’t. I enjoyed my Rumspringa, 1but I love living in the church more, so I let it go after it was over.” 

“Me too,” Mary agreed, “But I suppose I have wondered what people out there who chose not to come back feel. Do you think they regret not coming back?”

The Amish were very strict when it came to making a choice of whether or not to join the church. If you left, you left for good and if you chose to stay in the church, you could never partake in the things that you had when you had been in Rumspringa.

There was no second chance. If you made a choice to join the church and then went back on it, you would be shunned and no one in the community could ever speak to you again unless you repented publicly to the church and turned away from your sin. If you never joined the church you might be allowed to speak to your parents but you would never again be a true member of the community.

It was a topic that they didn’t often discuss, but some of the Amish youth were coming home the next day and there was a buzz in the air about who would be coming back that had them discussing the topic.

“You know, I think everyone regrets their life’s decisions at one point. The important thing is if they choose to do anything about it.” 

Everyone sitting around him was still for a moment and then they threw their heads back in laughter. 

“For a moment, that made sense.” Charlie’s voice was loud and gaffing but it didn’t bother John.  

He knew that his friends meant nothing by their laughter. They were just having a good time. They were sitting in a semi-circle on bales of hay. There had been a barn-raising today and this was where the youth of the church had come to relax after their hard work. 

The place smelled of varnish and fresh hay, an interesting mixture of odors if anyone asked John, which they didn’t. 

“My father actually mentioned one person who I think you’ll be surprised to hear is coming back.” Charlie paused, to gather the attention of everyone, John was sure. 

“And who is that?”

“Lovina.” 

Everyone in the group turned to stare at John. They all knew the history he had shared with Lovina. They had been going steady before she had gone off to Rumspringa. She was the main reason that John hadn’t been romancing anyone since she had been gone. 

Well, he had spent a short amount of time pursuing Mary, but that had just been for a short time and didn’t appear to have gone anywhere. His gaze landed on Mary who was poking something on the ground with a stick. 

“So, do you think the two of you will get back together?” Charlie asked. 

“I don’t know, to be honest.” John truly didn’t know. Before Lovina had gone off to Rumspringa they had agreed that they would continue their budding romance when she returned. In fact, they had promised each other a lot of things, but those things didn’t seem as concrete anymore. Her time away had caused a distance to grow between them.

She had written a few letters to him while she was gone but some of the things that she had said had disturbed him. He wasn’t sure how committed she really was to the church or to him. 

He wasn’t sure how Lovina would be when she came back. He remembered some of the things that he had learned on Rumspringa. He had not been the same person when he had returned. He’d tried to tell her that, but she had insisted she wouldn’t change. 

While a part of John hoped that she hadn’t, there was a suspicion that she had. After all, that was what happened to you when you went on Rumspringa. You were exposed to things that you never would be exposed to otherwise. Some of those things changed the way you thought and the way you even interacted with people. They made you look at the whole world in a different light.

As an Amish child, they had been very sheltered. They had never hardly been outside of the Amish community at all and they knew nothing of what went on in the Englisher communities except for the talk that they overheard at times from the adults.

“You look awfully serious.” David interrupted his thoughts. 

John looked up and met his friend’s gaze. Charlie and David had been his best friends for as long as he could remember. They spent all of their time at each other’s houses. They had even gone on Rumspringa together. 

John sometimes thought that one reason they had all come back was that they didn’t want to split their friendship down the middle. But they were all dedicated to the church and couldn’t imagine giving that up for the wild life that existed out there in the Englisher world.

Of course, they would never admit that their friendship was one of the reasons. People came back for lots of reasons. That didn’t mean that they made those reasons public though. 

John wondered if Lovina’s reason for joining the church was because of him or because of something else. He had a feeling that he would never know. 

“We should get going. It’s getting late.” John stood and his friends did as well. Mary and another girl gave shy smiles and left the little group, heading back with the rest of their friends. 

The girls often spent time with them when they went to group activities. John watched Mary go with confused feelings in his chest. He wondered why he was thinking about her when Lovina was coming back the next day. She was the one he cared about, wasn’t she? 

—-*—-

Lovina paused at the beginning of the road into town. It was one of those lazy warm days that made you want to take your time and enjoy every bit of nature instead of hustling to your destination. 

She wasn’t sure how she felt about rumspringa being over. She had hated and enjoyed every single moment of it. 

She had promised John that Rumspringa wouldn’t change her, but she knew that she couldn’t have been more wrong. She had been changing from the day she had left home and only now did she realize just how much. 

Her Amish clothes felt strange. She had almost gotten used to Englisher clothes in the past couple of months. The things she had done, experienced and seen were things that she couldn’t take back or forget. 

She walked slowly, taking her time to take in the changes in the community. The farmers had changed little things that were of little significance, but she still noticed. 

There was an extra little building here or there and a few missing as well. Lovina wondered what it would be like going to church on Sunday. She was certain there would be some new babies and there might even be a new member or two. 

At the thought of members, her heart gave an extra beat. She was going to be initiated as a real member now. The responsibility of that weighed down on her all of a sudden and she almost wondered if she had made a mistake coming back.

There were a lot of things that she had enjoyed about the Englisher life.  She had liked the music and the casual way they had all been together without someone always watching over their shoulders to see what they were doing. There had been no rules or restrictions. They had done whatever they pleased and hadn’t worried about following all the rules or worried about what someone might think.

There had been moments when she had been positive that she would never come back to the Amish community. There were things about the Englisher way of life that were so different from what she was used to and so enticing that it was a wonder that Amish managed to stay away from them for their entire lives. 

There had been times when Lovina had been sure she couldn’t live a single day without those things, but she was fairly certain now that she could. She had weighed the positives and the negatives and found that returning to the Amish community was in her best interest. 

If she had to boil it down to one thing, it was family. Well, two things had actually brought her back. She would have to admit that John had played a small part in her return. She had been so positive that he was the one for her before she had gone. 

They had made plans after all. They both knew what their future was and that it was with each other, or at least they had thought so before. Lovina wasn’t really sure of anything now. Some of the boys and girls who had been back in the community had said they had seen John showing interest in other young ladies while she was away. And if she was honest, she would have to say that she had spent some time with a few young men who were on Rumspringa with her. She had even kissed one young man. 

She blushed as she thought about how that had felt. It had made her warm all over and they had almost done something that would have changed the course of both of their lives. Her heart beat faster as she remembered and she sighed.

Lovina wanted to hate John for being unfaithful, but she didn’t find herself feeling anything, and that worried her more than any of John’s activities while she had been gone. 

She hummed a song that she had learned at one of the Englisher parties, then stopped herself, realizing that those songs were forbidden since the moment she had stepped back into the community. She looked around guiltily, hoping that no one had taken notice. She knew that if someone had they would likely report it to the minister and then she would have to have a meeting with him and her parents.

She racked her brain for one of the church hymns and tried to hum it. She didn’t like it near as much, but she was certain she could get used to it again. 

It didn’t take her as long as she would have liked to get to the familiar white town house where her parents were waiting for her on the porch. 

Her little sisters were watching with wide eyes as if they expected a stranger to be walking up their driveway. Someone who Lovina hadn’t expected to see so soon was standing off to one corner with a lazy grin on his face. It was John. 

Her heart skipped a beat and Lovina wondered if it was for the right reasons. She still loved John, didn’t she? To be honest, she wasn’t sure anymore. She was full of conflicted feelings and wondered if anyone could tell.

“How was your trip? We are so glad that you are home!” Her mother was the first one to reach her and wrap her into a tight embrace. 

“The place hasn’t been the same without you. It’s been... well, let’s just say that we are glad you are home.” Her father reached out and gave her a half hug, surprising her. 

Lovina’s father had never been much of a physical man. In fact, Lovina remembered every hug-like gesture she had received from him over the years. 

“I’m quite fine now that I’m back here where I belong. I missed you all.” Lovina didn’t say the rest of what she was thinking. 

Her little sisters and her parents were a huge reason why she had come back. The idea of never seeing them or being able to talk with them again was heartbreaking and had proved to be too much for her. But still, she wondered what could have been if she had chosen to stay... out there.

“You should say hello to John. He’s been here for hours, waiting for you to get back.” Her father threw a knowing glance in John’s direction. 

Lovina gave a little giggle. “I will, pa. Let’s go inside, I’m exhausted and hot.” As much as Lovina was enjoying the nice weather today, she was still quite toasty after a long walk in the sun. 

“Come, come. I’ve made your favorite for lunch.” Her mother’s eyes glowed with excitement and she nearly sang her words. 

Seeing how happy her mother was, made coming back that much more worth it. She trailed behind her family, letting them go into the house first. She wanted a moment to say hello to John. 

She hadn’t imagined seeing John again like this. For some reason, she had thought their first meeting would be somewhere a little more special where they could talk freely about what they were feeling. But that was okay. She really was happy to see him again. Maybe she would start to feel normal again if she spent time with him like before.

“John, it’s... I didn’t expect to see you here.” Being face to face with John was making her more nervous than she thought was possible. 

“I couldn’t let your first day back go by without being here to welcome you home. How was it?” John raised his eyebrows twice in rapid succession, making Lovina giggle. That was one thing that had always made her feel attracted to John, his sense of humor. 

“Thank you for coming. I- um... it was interesting. I thought about you a lot.” 

“You changed, didn’t you?” For a moment, all joking was gone from John's gaze and he looked at her almost in a sad way. 

“I don’t know yet. Yes, well Maybe I have. I feel strange and conflicted,” she finally admitted. 

John nodded and Lovina felt as if he really did understand. 

“Will you stay for lunch?”

John nodded, “I think I will if you don’t mind that is.” 

Lovina shook her head and stepped into the house. She could feel that John had followed her in. 

Her parents were already seated in the dining room. She gasped in surprise when John reached out and took her arm, pulling her back slightly so that she was looking up at him. 

“What is it?” 

“I just wanted to ask, what are we to each other?”

Lovina only hesitated for a moment. She wasn’t ready to change anything drastic yet. “What we were when we left, I would suppose,” she stammered. 

John nodded and Lovina couldn’t tell if he looked happy or sad about it. “All right, we’ll talk more about it soon.” 

Lovina nodded solemnly and the two stepped into the dining room and took their seats at the table that was laden with delicious looking foods. Lovina wondered if she had made a mistake. Maybe she had. Was she ready to continue her relationship with John as if it had never stopped? It startled her to realize that she was no longer really sure.

—-*—-

John whistled a merry tune as he walked briskly down the street. Things had been good during the last couple of weeks. Since Lovina had come home, they had fallen into a sort of routine with each other. 

Even though things had been great, he couldn’t say they had been the way he had thought they would be. He’d been able to tell that she had changed. Things weren’t the same as before she had left. She was quieter and seemed guarded as if she were just going through the motions of living. She had lost that spontaneous innocent personality that he had loved.

There were days when he wasn’t sure Lovina was even the same person. She said that she still was interested in her relationship with him, but it seemed forced. John would be lying if he said that it wasn’t forced from his side as well. 

There were days when he didn’t even feel like pursuing it, but he did because he felt like that was what he was supposed to do. He didn’t really understand why things felt so different now. He wasn’t even sure if she was committed to the church anymore. Sometimes she seemed to roll her eyes and scoff at things that didn’t seem appropriate to mock. 

It wasn’t a long walk to the church. John was sure his family was already waiting there for him. They usually went to church together, but this morning he had needed to drop by the neighbors to give them some things from his mother. 

The little white church building came into sight. There were people milling around outside, talking while they began to file into the church. John spotted his parents nearby talking with Mary, David, and Charlie. 

“There you are. Your friends were looking for you,” his mother said kindly as he walked up. 

“What’s going on? Is Lovina here this morning?”

David shook his head, “She told us to let you know she isn’t feeling well and won’t be coming again today.” 

“Oh,” was all he said. Even though John knew he sounded disappointed, he was surprised to find he wasn’t really that disappointed. 

“We’ll be waiting for you inside.” His mother and father disappeared into the church. His little siblings trailing behind them in their pretty blue dresses and buttoned shirts.

John watched them go with an amused smile on his face. 

“What is it?” Mary asked him. 

“Nothing, I was just thinking is all.” 

“So, are you going to miss Lovina this morning?”

John turned to her, finding the question a bit odd. “I don’t know. She’s been a little off ever since she came back from rumspringa. Haven’t you all noticed that?”

Maybe his friends hadn’t known Lovina as well as he did, but they still had spent a good amount of time with her before she left and after she had come back. 

“I don’t know. She does seem a little different. But doesn’t’ that happen to everyone when they go on rumspringa? As much as we want to stay the same, I’m not sure it’s possible.” Charlie shrugged. 

John nodded, “That’s what I was thinking. It’s just that I don’t know what she wants sometimes.” 

“She’s kind of avoided us since she came back. Did everyone else notice that this is the third time she has missed church since she came back? She would have ever missed a single service before if she could help it before she left. Doesn’t that seem strange? She doesn’t even come to the Wednesday night meeting half the time.” Mary’s point was a good one.  

“I don’t know. It does seem rather odd. Anyway, let’s get into the church. They’re going to start wondering where we are, and we don’t want to interrupt the service by being late.”

The others agreed and they hurried into the church. John followed David and Charlie and the three of them sat together on the men’s side. 

John glanced over at where his mother and sisters were sitting on the other side of the church. Men and women sat separately; it had always been that way. Sometimes John thought it was because that way the fathers could focus on the sermon while the mothers could tend to the children. 

He caught Mary smiling at him and blushed and gave her a small wave. He immediately felt guilty and looked away. He wished he could figure out his feelings. 

John settled in to hear the sermon. Hopefully, he would have some time to spend with his friends after church and maybe he would even make it out to visit Lovina later on. Maybe then he would feel more settled.

—-*—-

After church, David and Charlie had to take off to go with their families to town and John stayed behind, talking with his parents for a little while. They were understandably curious about his relationship with Lovina. 

John gave them little bits of information, but he kept a lot to himself. He didn’t want his family to expect too much. 

He had a few words with the minister after his parents headed home. He always made sure to tell the minister how much he enjoyed his words. 

Once he was finally headed home, most everyone else had already gone home. Right when John had resigned himself to walking home all alone, he caught sight of a figure walking up ahead alone.  

It was Mary. She looked as if she was absorbed in her thoughts. John jogged to catch up to her. 

“Everyone left you behind?”

Mary grinned as he approached. “Yeah, my family actually stayed behind to talk with the Millers. I don’t mind walking alone though.” 

“Oh, so would you rather walk alone?” John glanced around. He didn’t want to inconvenience Mary if she didn’t want his company. 

“No, no. I don’t mind your company at all. I actually like it. What have you been up to? I haven’t seen you a whole lot since Lovina came back to town.” 

“Not much. We have been just talking and spending some time together. Things aren’t really the same though... not the way that they used to be anyway.” 

“Really? How so?” Mary looked like she really cared, and John found himself eager to talk to her. 

“I don’t know, it’s just... I don’t know if she really is invested in our relationship like she used to be.” 

“You guys are in a serious relationship then?” Mary looked disappointed. 

“I suppose so. Oh, I don’t know. I can’t really say it’s a serious relationship.” 

The rest of the walk, John thought about Mary’s question. The truth was, he didn’t really know if they were in a serious relationship or not. He was feeling more and more as if they weren’t. It was as if he had a nagging feeling that something just wasn’t right about it. His heart wasn’t really in it anymore. Something important had changed about Lovina. He couldn’t really pin it down, but he felt odd about their relationship now. Somehow they had grown apart.

—-*—-

Lovina watched as her sister walked up the aisle. She looked beautiful. Her blonde hair was tucked up underneath her white cap. She looked perfect and happy and excited about everything that Lovina imagined marriage to be. 

The minister began the ceremony and Lovina watched as her sister and her soon to be husband professed their promises to each other. 

She imagined herself there in front of the church. She imagined marrying John, just like they had talked about for so long. But she didn’t feel happy when she imagined it. She felt almost a sort of dread. 

While she had been in rumspringa, she had begun to realize, just how much there was out there for a person. Even in the Amish community, there was so much she could do with her life before marriage if she ever even chose marriage. 

The realization startled her. Could she not marry John? She imagined how disappointed he would be, how all their plans would dissipate. 

She dreaded telling John how she felt, but she couldn’t keep living a lie. It wasn’t just her own feelings about the matter either. Her brother had told her that he had seen John walking Mary home from church again. 

She had heard rumors about the time John had spent with Mary since she had been away. Lovina had felt a difference between her and John from the moment she had returned form Rumspringa. She had just been too stubborn to admit it. 

As she watched her new brother in law kiss her sister, she felt a wave of joy and relief wash over her. She didn’t need to feel pressured into anything. She could be whoever she wanted. 

She wasn’t bound to John yet. They had made no vows or official promises. She was still her own person. She realized that she needed to be true to herself, no matter how hard it was, or she would never be able to forgive herself. 

—-*—-

Lovina paced back and forth. She had sent word to John to meet her. She had been ready to do this and also had been fearing this moment from the second she had decided on what to do. 

She hadn’t changed her mind, she knew that what she was about to do was the right thing. John deserved the truth. She had been so focused on the hopes and dreams she and John had created in the past that she had been blinded to the changes that had taken place inside of herself. She needed to be true to herself. 

“So, what’s up?” John’s voice startled her. 

She twirled around, taking in the man standing before her. She let herself revel in that moment for a few seconds. She wasn’t’ sure how John would be toward her after this. 

“John, I’m glad you could come. I need to talk to you.” 

“What about? Is everything okay?” he asked. Concern flashed in his eyes. 

“Everything is fine... better than fine... great, actually.” Lovina smiled. “I just... I don’t know how you are going to take this.” 

“Take what?” Understandable confusion was on John’s face. 

“This isn’t working, John. I don’t think that you and I should pursue a relationship as more than friends anymore.” 

John looked surprised, but he didn’t look outraged or shocked as Lovina might have thought he would. 

“I don’t understand. I thought things were going good between us. Is this because of Mary?”

Lovina shook her head. “This isn’t because of Mary. I just realized that I need to take time to figure out where and who I am in life. You are older than me John. You have had time to do that. You know what you want in life and I don’t blame you.” 

“Is this because I wanted to marry you?” 

“No, no, no. I wanted to marry you too before I went on rumspringa. It changed me, John. I know that I said it wouldn’t, but it did. I hope you can understand that.” 

Silence stretched between them for several moments, “So, does this mean we can’t be friends?”

“Of course not! We have always been friends, that will never change. This just means... I think we need time to find our own paths. If those paths cross in the future, that would be okay. I’m just not ready for the commitment that I thought I was.” 

John nodded, “While I am sad, I have to thank you for telling me. It’s good to know the truth. I too was uncertain if we were ready for that level of commitment.” 

Lovina nodded, feeling afraid and embarrassed to meet his gaze. “Thank you for understanding, John.” 

The rest of the conversation was polite small talk. Lovina didn’t blame John though, she knew this must be hard for him, in a different way than it was for her, but still hard. 

She hoped that with time, they would be able to recover their friendship. But she wasn’t sure she would ever be the same again. 

She had even begun to question whether or not she was ready to make a life commitment to the church or to being Amish. She would have to think about it more before she could make a commitment. She knew that everyone would be disappointed in her if she decided to leave and live a life outside of the church. 

But some people before her had done that. And while she had never seen them again, she knew that they were out there somewhere living the life that they chose.

She had decided to go spend some time with her aunt in Ohio to think about it for a while. If she went to another community for a while it might help her figure out what her priorities really were. 

While she felt a little sad about John, she also felt relieved that she hadn’t jumped into marriage without really being committed and prepared. She felt a sense of freedom and excitement. She was ready to find out her future wherever it might take her.

—-*—-

“Have you seen Lovina recently?” Charlie asked, giving John a friendly elbow in the ribs. 

“No, I haven’t. She isn’t back from visiting her aunt in Ohio yet.” John was used to his friends and others asking about him and Lovina. People didn’t seem to believe that the romance between them was over. 

John could. It had been surprisingly easy to put that part of his life behind him. 

In a way, it had been sad. He hadn’t expected Lovina to call things off between them, but he had come to accept it. He knew that she was right to wait. It would have been much worse to get married and then regret it after the fact. It would have been too late then to change their minds. 

He had felt freer and more like himself ever since she had told him her true feelings. He looked over at Mary and gave her a little grin. 

He had found himself noticing Mary more and more. She was the one who had gone through rumspringa with him and had made a commitment to the church and to their life here in the community. 

She had been the one who was his age and more on his level. She seemed as if she was interested in him too. John had started to realize that he might like to spend some time courting Mary.

“We’re going to the church picnic tomorrow afternoon, are you coming?” Mary asked him.

John didn’t usually like going to church picnics, but the fact that Mary asked him made him think twice. 

“You know what? I’d love to come,” he answered enthusiastically.

John grinned as he caught David and Charlie’s looks of teasing. He knew that his friends would find plenty of opportunities to tease him about Mary. 

He sighed. It couldn’t be helped. No matter what he did they found a way to tease him about it. He knew though that it was all in good fun. The three of them had teased each other on many occasions throughout their childhood years. It was just the way they were with each other.

He wondered how Lovina was. She had been a good childhood friend. They had grown up as neighbors and had always been friends.

It had been a little hurtful to feel like Lovina didn’t care for him as she had before. Regardless, maybe the way things had happened with Lovina was a good thing. Maybe Lovina was right and this would give them the opportunity to find out who and what really were the best things for their lives. 

—-*—-

“Here we are.” John looked up at Mary’s home. He knew that they couldn’t stay outside too long without her parents coming out to look for her. 

“Thank you for walking me home... again.” Mary smiled at him.

It had become a regular thing for him to walk Mary home after church or really any time that they spent time together during community activities. 

“It’s no problem. Actually, I wanted to ask you something.” John paused, wondering if what he was about to do was a good idea. 

“What do you want to ask me?” Mary’s smile was a little bigger and she looked almost eager to hear his question. 

“I wanted to know if you might be interested in... being more than friends.” John didn’t know how to ask this question exactly. “I wonder if you would allow me to court you with the intention of getting married in the future,” he finally said.

When he and Lovina had talked about their future together it had been like playing house together as children. They had laughed about it and assured each other that it had been in the future as a certainty. But it hadn’t been an emotional thing at all.

With Mary, his stomach was full of butterflies and he felt sweaty all over even though it was cool outside to even bring up the subject. 

“I’d love to. Of course, you will have to talk to my father to get permission to court me.” 

“Really, you would love to?” John wasn’t sure why he was surprised. Mary had shown every sign of being interested in him. 

His grin stretched as big as it would go. “Are you sure?”

“I am more than sure. I’ve been waiting forever for you to ask me.” 

“You have?” Her words surprised him. He had thought she was interested, but he wasn’t sure how much.

“Yes. I actually always thought that we might have a chance to have something special, but then you were with Lovina and I didn’t want to get in the way of that. I didn’t want to be with you at first, because it felt wrong.”

“Lovina broke off our relationship, you know,” John pointed out. 

“I know, that’s why I’m saying yes. Will I see you tomorrow?” 

“Absolutely.” John threw her another grin before taking a step back. “Goodnight, Mary.” 

As he walked off down the street towards his home, he couldn’t stop from feeling giddy with happiness. For a moment he felt a bit of apprehension about speaking with her father but that was the way things were done. He knew that her father was a reasonable man and that he was approachable.

He had never felt this light before, even before Lovina had left for rumspringa. Mary made him feel a special kind of something that he couldn’t describe. He didn’t know what their future would hold, but he had a feeling that it was going to be good. 

Epilogue

“Are we almost there?” Mary asked, looking up at him. 

“It’s right around the next bend. It’s going to be worth it, I promise.” John could hardly contain his excitement. It had been almost a year since he had asked Mary to court with him. 

Her father had asked him a lot of questions about his faith but in the end, he had seemed satisfied. He had given his approval after speaking with the minister and praying over the decision.

He couldn’t have asked for a better year. They had done everything together and learned everything about each other. 

He missed Mary every single moment that he was away from her and looked forward to every single moment that they spent together. He was ready to take the next step. Now that he was about to ask her, he was feeling nervous. His heart was pounding against his ribs and his palms felt clammy. 

“Oh, it’s beautiful.” Mary gasped as they stepped around the bend. There was a lake in front of them. 

It was surrounded by beautiful green trees and the sun was setting on the horizon. It took John’s breath away and he was fairly certain it had the same effect on Mary by the glow of her eyes as she took in the scene before her. 

John remembered a time when he had dreamt of this moment with Lovina, but now, he knew that had been wrong. He didn’t regret for a moment the choices he had made that had led him to be here with Mary. 

He turned to her and got down on one knee. “Mary, I know that we had a rough start, but I have fallen so in love with you over the past year. My life wouldn’t be the same without you. Would you be so kind as to do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

Mary looked down at him, pure love and joy in her eyes. “Yes, of course, I will.” 

Her words filled John with happiness and hope that he had thought that he would never get to feel. 

He stood and swept her into an embrace. He was the happiest man in the world. He was sure of it.
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SARAH HAMPTON

It was cold for a mid-June morning. Anna stood by the county road unaffected by the cool breeze. After all, she was used to the hard winters that Seymour could bring. Despite the sun barely rising, the fields were already chirping and buzzing with life. Life started early in the countryside. Anna fidgeted with her luggage. She was not used to doing nothing during the time of day meant for work. However, her cousin picking her up had balked at the idea of doing anything before 8 AM, so here she stood and waited on a Friday morning. 

She didn’t mind waiting. In fact, she was trying to soak in all facets of her familiar home while she could. It was hard to believe that she would be hundreds of miles away by tonight. Hundreds of miles. Whisked away by some sort of electric transportation to a new land. Anna had never ridden in a car before. In her opinion, they made far too little noise and could not be trusted. Still, there had to be a reason for Rumspringa to be a time-honored tradition, right? She had heard of girls who never came back. She didn’t understand how anyone could turn on their origins. Her parents had told her they would understand whatever she chose to do, but it seemed clear to Anna that they would prefer she stay. After all, they were getting older. She frequently worried about her father working in the field with his bad back. She had always helped him with his work despite her mother’s insistence she learn to do “ladylike” crafts instead. As a kid, she would insist on going to the field with her father and carry his tools around, which did not help whatsoever. When she got older, she proved she could work as long and hard as her brothers. Her mother didn’t chide her as often now, but she never gave up offering opportunities. Wouldn’t you like to help me cook for this week’s market? I could use some help with this quilt. Oh Anna, don’t wipe mud on your dress. She smiled as she thought of her parents. She would be there for them as soon as she returned.  She wouldn’t allow herself to be dazzled by city lights and electric buggies. 

Speaking of which, her electric buggy was supposed to be here by now. 

“Where are you, Brittany?” she mumbled absentmindedly as she tapped her wrist. 

There was nothing there, of course. She and her friends had seen English people at the markets angrily tapping their digital watches as they demanded punctuality. This had quickly caught on with the children, and it was now the standard among her friends to sarcastically tap their wrists when informing another person of their lateness. Some Amish did wear purely mechanical watches, but it was fairly rare among their order.

She wouldn’t see her friends for quite some time. She sat down on her luggage case as she thought about their gathering last night. She was the only one leaving today. The others were either too young or had already returned from their Rumspringas. So, of course, it was an endless torrent of questions and advice. As the night passed, discussion turned to how things would go for Anna. 

“I bet Anna will find some rich prince and he’ll whisk her away to his foreign castle,” giggled her friend Collette. 

“Oh, I would never do that,” replied Anna, trying to hide a smile. 

Collette followed up, unabashed. “Uh huh. And when you do, do you think he’ll let us come visit you?” 

“Actually,” intoned Catherine, “Anna is far too focused on her studies for that sort of thing. If she doesn’t watch out, she’ll die an old maid.”

Anna laughed, but recognized some truth to the statement. “And is that such a bad thing? It seems like wealthy, foreign princes are often in need of old maids. So, I’ll still be in a castle.”

Collette pounced on this wording, just like Anna knew she would. “Oh, so you admit you’re looking for a prince? My, my. I wonder what Elijah would say to that?” 

Elijah Beiler was Anna’s neighbor and longtime friend. As children, they had quickly struck up a solid friendship due to their mutual hobbies of playing in mud and climbing trees. He was her partner in crime for every dirty, boyish activity
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