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“Down in the valley

The children called it Paradise.  The wooded area, nestled in a secluded spot far away from the main houses, became their favorite spot to play in. The three little children called  themselves the three musketeers – Rebecca, Abigail, and James, Abigail’s brother. 

Built by Abigail and James’ older brothers many years before, the little house sat high in the air amongst the trees. The playhouse allowed the kids to escape into their own kingdom, with their own rules. The structure was a miniature version of a real house. Crisp, white curtains graced each side of the window, and a table stood in front of the window.  Across from the table, a single bed which doubled as a sofa rested on the floor, and an old cedar chest nearby held their theatrical props and clothes.

Abigail leaned her head out of the open window in an attempt to capture a fluttering butterfly near the window sill, which had box of impatiens flowers underneath. Abigail tried to sandwich the butterfly between her small fingers.

“Careful, Abby,” Rebecca warned. “Don’t break its wings.”

The butterfly flew away and escaped Abigail’s attempts, much to her disappointment.

As the only girl amongst five siblings, nine year old Abigail almost always got her way. James was her youngest brother, and the youngest sibling in the family.

Abigail’s father showed his displeasure when he found out that Abigail dressed five year old James in women’s garb one day, when the children played princess in the treehouse.

“It’s not a natural thing to do,” he said and told her not to do it again.

Of course, Abigail was a rebel of sorts, as much as one can be in a plain family. She often defied her father’s orders, and knew she’d get away with it. James was always a willing subject. His older brothers had other things on their minds, and Abigail included him in everything. He worshipped the ground she walked on.

“I don’t think we should dress James as a girl anymore,” Rebecca said to Abigail. 

Rebecca followed the rules. The more obedient one of the two friends, she always did what was expected of her. She was more shy than Abigail and exuded a gracefulness about her, even at a young age - Prim and proper some would say.

“He doesn’t mind and it’s fun. Besides, we need a third princess,” Abigail argued.

And so, the world of princesses and kingdoms was a common one in their realm of make believe and fun.

One afternoon, James wanted to do something different. The family attended a circus show the month before, and James watched with wonder as the circus performer walked the tightrope while so high in the air with only a stick in his hand to balance him. 

James brought a stick with him to their hideaway one day. A bent limb just off the ledge beyond the rails laid horizontal for a bit, before gradually pointing towards the ground. James thought it was the perfect spot for him to try his hand at the acrobatic maneuver. He had practiced on a wood plank that stood only a few inches off of the ground, and he never fell off. This wouldn’t be much different, he reasoned.

James took his hat off, exposing his sandy blonde hair. His ruddy cheeks grew redder with excitement as he set out near the limb to perform his exhibition. 

As Rebecca and Abigail sat at the little table in their quaint miniature house, Abigail saw James through the window as he climbed over the safety rails, his bare feet landing on a limb. 

The siblings’ brothers went through great efforts, with the instruction of their father, to build the playhouse to be as safe as possible for the children, even unsupervised. A broad, well-constructed stair case folded back on itself, leading up to the playhouse, and there were rails all around the stairs around the top. It should have been safe, unless someone did something daring, as James planned to do.

Abigail went out of the playhouse, and tried to stop her brother. Even she knew it was a foolish idea.

“James, no!” she shouted.

James looked back as Abigail admonished him, and he lost his footing. He tumbled nearly twenty feet head first into the ground, bumping limbs as he went on a downward spiral. The girls rushed to his side. Blood poured from James’ head as he whispered “I’m sorry, Abby.” James then closed his eyes, and then went to sleep forever, Abigail’s parents had told her.

The accident shook the girls to the core, and Abigail cried many days and nights, sometimes yelling “Come back home, James. Come back home!”

Rebecca tried earnestly to comfort her friend on their playdates. One day she made her friend a promise. “I will never leave you, Abby. I will always be here for you.” Rebecca put her arm around her friend and gently patted her back. “I promise,” she said.
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The girls avoided the playhouse for a while, as the death of James remained fresh in their minds. Eventually, time became a friend to them. Abigail learned to live without her little brother, and Rebecca learned to live without the friend who was like a brother to her. The girls grew even closer than they were before and were inseparable.

Their families’ properties were adjacent to each other, though several dozen acres separated them. School was nearby, a short walk’s distance. During school days, they sat in chairs which were side by side in the one room schoolhouse. This gave them plenty of opportunities to pass notes to each other, unbeknownst to their young teacher. They looked forward to recess when they could play jump rope. They often shouted nursery rhymes as they jumped.
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Where the green grass grows,

There sat Tracy sweet as a rose.

She sang, she sang,

She sang so sweet.

Along came Craig

And kissed her cheek.

How many kisses did he give her?”

One, two, three, four, five...”

“I promise whenever I get married, you will still be my best friend,” Rebecca vowed to Abigail. “We’ll have babies together, and our babies will be best friends just like we are.”

The girls smiled and resumed jump roping. It was such a cliché for the plain people of Indiana as all they did was to marry and have families, but for Rebecca and Abigail, it was their heart’s desire.

After school, as the girls walked home, a light snow fell from the afternoon sky. Abigail paused in her steps as she spread her arms out like wings and flung her head back. Her white prayer cap fell to the ground, on top of the light blanket of snow that started to form. She stuck her tongue out to catch the little white feathery flakes of snow, which melted as they landed on her tongue.  She felt alive again, for the first time in a long while and laughed as Rebecca tried to do the same.  

Rebecca was the smaller of the two girls and barely pushed her tongue out, exposing only the very tip of her tongue, as if she was afraid to let one of the dancing crystals land there. 

“Becca, you’re doing it all wrong,” Abigail told her. “They’re not going to bite you.”

They stood there spinning their bodies, poised like angels in their efforts to collect as many snowflakes as possible.

“I heard my Mamm and Daed talking,” Abigail said as she stopped and looked at the brumous sky. “They said James is in Heaven now. I wonder if he can see us right now? I wonder if he’s sad that he’s not here to catch snowflakes with us?”

“I think that he’s always with us, just like Jesus is,” Rebecca told Abigail. “I mean, if he’s with Jesus, and Jesus is always with us, then James must be too. I guess we just can’t see him, but he can see us.”

The girls smiled and walked with their arms linked as they made their way home. Abigail took comfort in the fact that maybe James was closer than she thought, but also that she had a friend she shared everything with – her thoughts, her hopes, her dreams - everything.
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The two young friends were faithful through their growing years. One day they were no longer little girls, but young women.

“Elijah and I are engaged, Abby,” Rebecca beamed as she told her friend. “Daed gave us permission last night.”

“Congratulations, my friend!” 

Rebecca hugged Abigail. She and Rebecca always promised each other they would be the first to know everything in their lives. Abigail always knew Rebecca would be the first to be engaged. Rebecca was the prettiest of the two, and had secretly crushed on Elijah Miller from the time she met him during Rumspringa. 

Abigail harbored a little jealousy at times as her friend spent more time with her new love, but it didn’t last long, as Abigail soon became engaged to David Beiler. She and Rebecca went to school with David, and David was always sweet on Abigail.

The young friends decided to have their weddings together, in a double ceremony. They had done everything together in life, so why not get married together, they reasoned? Their parents were equally as pleased to share expenses for the wedding.

Abigail and Rebecca spent the next couple of weeks picking out fabric for their wedding dresses. 

“The fabric must be dark blue,” both girls’ moms agreed as tradition in their community dictated. 

The girls spent many days together preparing for their wedding.

“Do you think things will change much, Becca. I mean with us getting married?”

“We’ll always be best friends,” Rebecca told her. “If anything, we’ll always find new things to do together. It will just be different, especially after the little ones come along.”

The young women laughed at the thought. Soon they would be married, and soon they would have children.
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Abigail and David lived in a smaller house on her parent’s property, and Rebecca and Elijah lived in a smaller cottage on her parent’s property. The young friends remained neighbors, even after marriage.

Rebecca and Abigail worked harder to carve out time to spend together. They were married now, and each had homesteads to help run. They managed to spend a couple of afternoons a week together preparing their creations to sell at the Amish Farmer’s Market on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons.

Rebecca had taken up painting as a hobby during her teen years. She met an artist named Mrs. Lehman, when she and her mom worked the farmer’s markets. She always admired Mrs. Lehman’s artwork, which brought so many things to life on the canvases. Mrs. Lehman tutored Rebecca, and showed her painting techniques. It all came so natural to Rebecca. When Mrs. Lehman passed away, her husband gave Rebecca all of Mrs. Lehman’s art supplies.

Abigail stood in front of one of the canvases, painted by Rebecca for a customer. She very lightly brushed her fingers over the parts that had sculpted effects.

“This one is so beautiful, Becca. I mean, they are all beautiful, but I really like this one.”

The painting was a farm landscape with bright, colorful flowers, and children were playing near the garden. It seemed to come to life, as though one could touch it and it would be real.

“Denki, my freind. One day I shall have to paint you something similar.” 

“Yah, that would be nice.”

Artwork wasn’t allowed in some Amish sects, but the young women’s families were more liberal. The artwork was allowed as long as nothing too elaborate
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