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My name is Beth Beiler, and I have lost the man I love. Next week is the first of November. The Wedding Season is coming to an end, and soon it will be winter. I stare out over the golden brown stalks of my family’s cornfield, as they wilt beneath the sharp blue sky, and the tears won’t come. I am as dry inside as the harvested stalks before me. Since I was a child, I’ve known I would marry Isaac, and I have done my best to make myself worthy of his love. I have failed. 

It began a week after Isaac’s sixteenth birthday. My best friend, Annie Hershberger, came in our friend Miriam’s family buggy to take me our monthly, inter-district Youth Sing. I was excited, even though I have no talent for singing. Growing up, I always had the worst voice of anyone in our one room schoolhouse. I couldn’t hold a note if it had handles, couldn’t follow a melody with a map and two compasses, but my singing didn’t matter on this day. What mattered was that Isaac had finally reached rumspringa age, and we could begin courting, officially!

The buggy came just as the sun was setting, painting the sky in a fiery bruise of orange limned by purple. I could hardly contain my excitement as I kissed my mamm and daed goodbye, and ran down the driveway to meet my friends. 

"Beth, sit next to me!" Annie tapped at the empty spot on the bench beside her. In her hand, she had what looked like a sketchbook, and a small pencil case made of old quilt squares. I had a similar case in my room at home, and an identical sketchbook under my mattress, but I was surprised to see that Annie had brought hers with her to the Sing. We Amish had our own crafts, quilting and carpentry being the best known, but our religion forbids we keep images of each other, and we tend to shy away from decoration for the sake of decoration. As such, I’d kept my love of drawing to myself, taking my sketchpad and pencils out when I could steal time alone in the garden in the afternoon, or in the early morning under the milky light of false dawn, when the household was still easing itself from the warm embrace of sleep. 

I hadn’t even told Isaac of my art, though he’d seen some of my sillier drawings of my neighbor’s kittens, and found them amusing. Annie was my only friend who shared my interest in art.

"Look at this," she said, opening the sketchbook. It was difficult to see anything inside the buggy by the dying sunlight, through the front Plexiglas window, but I made out the image of a bowl of fruit. I took the sketchbook and began to flip through the pages. 

"Wait!" Annie said, trying to take it from me, but it was too late, and my eyes widened in shock as I stopped at a drawing of a woman—a naked woman—lying on a pedestal, her hand cupping her hip. 

My face heated, and I averted my gaze. "What’s that?"

"I did it," Annie said. "All of the drawings. I’m taking a class in town at the Community Center."

"That woman is—" I glanced over to the other side of the buggy, and then said, "It must be a sin." 

"It’s not," Annie said. "And I’m learning so much. I want you to come with me."

"Nee!"

"They only have models a couple of times a semester. You can skip those classes if you want, but we do other things. You can really learn how to use your talent."

"I use my talent just fine without—"

"I shouldn’t have shown you that one first; I’m sorry." 

"You shouldn’t be there either! What if your daed were to find out you were going into town to—look at such things?" Annie’s daed was notoriously strict, even for an Amish man. It was only his respect for the Ordnung, and the fact that his first daughter had run away with an Englischer boy two years ago, that kept Annie’s daed from forbidding Annie from going to the group sings, like he had tried to forbid his oldest daughter. I had no idea how Annie was escaping her home to go to this class, but Annie had always been clever, and determined to do whatever she liked. I honestly feared that even with greater freedom, Annie would still run away like her older sister, Hannah. Obedience didn’t come naturally to the Hershberger girls, in spite of their daed’s determined efforts. 

My gaze drifted to the illicit drawing again. In truth, had the woman been covered properly, it would have been a beautiful pose. And there was no shame in a woman looking on another woman’s form. She’d seen her mamm and younger sister naked more than once—an unfortunate fact of sharing a bathroom with so many people. 

Annie asked, "Remember that drawing of Old Jenson you did in my sketchbook last summer?" Old Jenson was her family dog who had died that year of kidney disease. 

I nodded.

"I brought that sketchbook to my first class, and Mr. Martone saw it and said it was brilliant. I had to explain to him it was your drawing, and not mine. He said he really wanted me to bring you along to our class."

"Not if there’s going to be anything like that." I glanced at the drawing again.

"It’s all still life, you know, flowers and fruits, for the next few weeks, I promise. The model wasn’t even in the regular class. That was an evening studio, but I really liked how she came out. I’m sorry it made you upset."

I nodded. In spite of myself, the idea of the class was intriguing. I’d always loved drawing, and I wanted to learn more about how to do it. Also, Annie had a habit of doing things just because they were forbidden, like when she’d walked blindfolded across one of the beams in the old Shrock barn, when we were nine, and fallen, breaking her leg. I’d always been a steadying influence in Annie’s life, just as she’d always forced me to try new things. 

"Will you come with me? The class is on Mondays at 5pm, but the one tomorrow is cancelled, because the Center is closed for some kind of an open house. That’s okay though, because it will give you enough time to ask your parents, if that’s what you want to do. We’ll have to catch the bus at the intersection, just before you get to the schoolhouse, at 4:15."

"I’ll come," I said. 

"That’s great!" Annie dropped the sketchpad onto her lap and flung her arm over my shoulder, squeezing us together. "I’m so glad! Now, let’s talk about your Isaac. I heard he was going to be coming with Hezekiah and his group in their buggy. I know you can’t wait to start courting with him. We’ll have to have a picnic, you and Isaac, and me and...well, I don’t know. I’ll think of something."

I nodded, letting her excited planning wash over me. I was interested in the class, and I generally followed Annie on all but her craziest schemes, but that’s not why I agreed. The fact was, rumspringa was our time to learn something of the Englischer world, so we could make our choice as to whether or not to take our Kneeling Vows, and commit ourselves to an Amish life. I had no doubt my life was here, as it had always been, but Annie had always lived like a bird, ready to take flight. No matter how many times she fell, she would climb again, and higher. I knew, eventually, she would go someplace that I couldn’t...wouldn’t follow, but until then, I wanted to hold onto my best friend for as long as I could. Let us have one more adventure, I thought. What harm could it do?
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Unlike Isaac Yoder’s older brother, Zach, who lived his life with his head in dreams, sixteen-year-old Isaac had a plan. First, he would secure regular work. Second, he would buy a section of his parent's land, and work with members of his community to build a home there. Third, he would take his Kneeling Vow, and after all of these tasks were completed, he would marry his love, Beth. If he worked hard, he figured he’d be able to check everything off of his list by the time he was eighteen.

Isaac’s best friend, Emmanuel, had his own thoughts about Isaac’s plans. "You’re insane. Don’t you want to have any fun at all?"

Isaac had always been the youngest boy in his grade, and now, he was the youngest of his close friends to reach rumspringa age. He’d turned sixteen just a week ago, and now he and three other boys were packed into Hezekiah’s daed’s buggy, on the way to Isaac’s first Sing. 

"I’m not crazy," Isaac said, leaning back against the wall of the buggy. "I just know what I want."

Emmanuel gave a loud snort. "You don’t know anything. You just turned sixteen." He puffed out his chest, as though his six month lead on his friend imparted upon him all of the knowledge of the world. Isaac just ignored him. Emmanuel had been playing the ‘I’m the oldest’ card since they were both four-years-old, and their mamms had brought each of them along, to keep each other company at their weekly quilting circle. 

Isaac was wedged in between Emmanuel and his other friend, John, who everyone called Scarecrow, because, if you stood him in a field, he’d send the crows flapping for their lives. Scarecrow was apprenticed with his uncle, a local blacksmith, and the heavy work kept him, more often than not, exhausted. He leaned his head on the side of the buggy, eyes closed, wheezing a regular snore. 

Isaac was excited about the Sing. Being the youngest of his friends meant that, when they began their rumspringa, he’d struggled with feelings of being left behind. He was tired of being a child. He was also excited to try out some of the other Englischer toys that his friends had shown him, in secret, these past few months. Like the mobile phones Englischers carried it their pockets that you could also watch Englischer movies on! But, for Isaac, these were fun diversions from his set future. What was the point of shutting himself in a tiny room, to squint at lies flickering across a tiny screen, when he had the truth of his own farm, his own family, and his own future spread out before him in a rich canvas of sound, smell and taste? He didn’t hate Englischers, but he knew where his life was best, and that was here in Faith’s Landing. 

"Well, you’ve got Beth, that’s for sure," Emmanuel said. "And she’s pretty. Good cook, too."

"She’s more than that," Isaac cut in. To reduce his future wife to a handful of attributes and skills offended him. 

Emmanuel waved his hands in front of him. "Sorry, sorry. I wouldn’t say anything against Beth, not that I was, anyway. I’m just saying, you should enjoy yourself a bit. With all of that, when are you going to have time to court with her?"

"Beth knows how I feel," Isaac said.

Emmanuel sighed. "You are young."

"Shut it!"

"Well, since you’re set on Beth and her on you, that just leaves the others for the rest of us. That’s the best thing about these Sings that have multiple districts. There are many other girls to look at. Hey, Hez," Emmanuel shouted at the front of the wagon, where Hezekiah was driving. "Did you see Fannie last time? She’s a bit serious, but the figure on her..."

Isaac let his friends’ banter wash over him as he rode. Soon he’d be meeting with Beth as an adult. He’d be able to take her hand, and even kiss her, provided they were discrete. The thought of having Beth that close to him, tasting her soft lips as their breath mingled, made his cheeks warm and his heart light. He shifted in his seat, hoping none of the other boys could read the thoughts on his face. 

When they arrived, Isaac managed to hold himself together well enough to keep himself from shoving his friends out of the way and running first into Deacon Kopp’s family barn, where the Sing was being held. With the Deacon chaperoning the Sing, there certainly would be no room for kissing, but he still couldn’t wait to see Beth. 

"Easy, cowboy," Emmanuel said, elbowing Isaac, as they both stood in front of the buggy. Emmanuel had taken to adding the word ‘cowboy’ at random, to things he said these days, though Isaac had no idea why. Emmanuel’s family didn’t even keep cows. 

Isaac nodded as he looked around for Beth. Maybe she’d already gone inside? The sun had set at this point, but the moon was three quarters full and large in the late September sky. On either side of the barn door, gas lanterns had also been lit, and they flickered an orange welcome in the moonlight. 

Scarecrow stomped down from the buggy. "Did Hezekiah need any help seeing to Dapple?" he asked, glancing at the front of the buggy where the horse had been unhitched. 

"Nee," Emmanuel said. "He said he was okay, but you can check in. I’m going to keep an eye on Isaac and make sure he doesn’t make a fool out of himself at his first Sing."

"Hey!" Isaac shouted, throwing a punch at his friend’s shoulder that Emmanuel easily dodged. 

"Next time, cowboy," Emmanuel said, laughing. "Now, didn’t you want to see if Beth was inside?"

Before Isaac could respond, Emmanuel took off at a brisk jog towards the barn. Isaac glanced back at Scarecrow. "I’ve got to—"

"Get on ahead," Scarecrow said, rubbing at one of his eyes. "I’ll check on Hezekiah."

Isaac chased after his friend, who led him in a tangled route around the driveway towards the barn. When they reached the barn door, both teens were panting from the run. Emmanuel took his hat off and waved it under his neck. "You’re a fast runner for those short legs, cowboy."

"Danki," Isaac said.

From behind him, Isaac heard a buggy rattle up the driveway. He turned. That was David King’s horse. David’s daughter was good friends with Beth’s best friend, Annie. Maybe they’d brought Beth. Isaac straightened his shirt and did his best to wipe the sweat from his face. 

The buggy door opened, and four girls climbed down. The third was Beth. Isaac grinned and waved. "Beth!" he shouted.

Though they were far away, and the girls lit only by moonlight, Isaac could see Beth was grinning. Isaac took a step towards the buggy, before asking himself if it was appropriate.

Emmanuel gave him a shove. "Oh, for heaven’s sake, go talk to her. It’s all you’ve been thinking about since we picked you up. I’ll save us seats."

"Danki," Isaac said again. 

He and Beth met halfway between the barn and the buggy she’d arrived in. Beth walked arm in arm with her friend Annie, who gave Isaac a wicked grin, her green eyes sparkling. "We were hoping you’d make it tonight, isn’t that right, Beth?"

"Ja," Beth nodded. "I’m happy to see you Isaac. Happy birthday."

"Danki." Isaac took a breath. "So are you ready for the Sing?" 

"Ja, as best as I can be."

How was this becoming the most awkward conversation of Isaac’s life? He’d known Beth since they were children. He’d just spoken with her last week, for heaven’s sake, when she’d given him two jugs of lemonade for him and the other men who were rebuilding the library. But now, they were of age to be courting, and Isaac couldn’t help seeing Beth as a woman now. She was short, but powerful, a round-faced girl with skin the color of fresh cream, and blonde curls that, no matter how tightly she tied her hair beneath her prayer kapp, always slipped out around her hairline to create a halo of gold. When she smiled, as she was doing now, her hazel eyes shone, and a dimple formed in her right cheek. 

Annie, in contrast, was tall, with sandy brown hair that, in direct contrast to her gregarious personality, was thick, bone straight, and always stayed where it was put. Annie’s features were larger than life: a wide, full mouth and a round nose that tended to wrinkle beneath large brown eyes overhung by thick, brown brows. Annie’s expressions were always shifting to extremes. When she was happy, she laughed; when she was angry, her skin grew red and pinched, her mouth set into a furious grimace that bared teeth. Now, she was happy. She looked Isaac straight in the eye and said, "I’ll walk a bit behind so you two can catch up."

"Oh, Annie!" Beth exclaimed, squeezing the arm linked around her friend’s more tightly. "I didn’t mean to ignore you."

Annie laughed, her teeth flashing in the moonlight. "Relax, Beth. Everyone knows all about you and Isaac." And with that, Annie extricated her arm from her friend’s loving grip and whipped around, shouting at another girl who had just stepped down from another parked buggy. "Fannie!" she shouted. "How’s your sister? Let me help you with your horse."

Though Isaac knew that he shouldn’t be so blatant as to walk to the Sing accompanied only by Beth, they weren’t children anymore, even as they weren’t yet adults; he decided to ignore the custom. It was only a few minutes to the barn door, and he was glad for the chance to talk to Beth alone. 

"Beth," he started, just at the same time she said, "Isaac—"

They both burst out laughing, and, at that moment, the awkwardness passed, and it was just him and Beth, the girl he’d always known and always loved
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