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-Mary

Where do I start?

The image in the mirror mouths the question with me.

My eyes are bleary, and dull, as I stare into the mirror at my thin body. My sparkling blue eyes are empty; my full red lips droop downward in an apathetic expression of my emotion.

What did anyone see in me?

The mirror laughs insults behind my back as I head through the exit door of my bedroom.

The empty dampness of the basement looms.

A musty scent swirls around my nose as I walk toward the staircase.

I halt at the top of the stairs, just before the wooden door that opens onto the porch.

My eyes blink with barely restrained tears.

My hands straighten the creases, first in my head covering, and then in my plain blue dress.

The muscles in my face force the corners of my lips upward into a semblance of a smile. That done, I was ready to face the day. I push open the door and, with a deep breath, enter the porch.

It is a little room. To the left is the door to the washroom. Immediately in front of me stands a row of clothing hooks. To the right, there are two doorways. One leads outside, and one leads into the kitchen.

My Father is sitting at the kitchen table, sipping coffee and staring down at his Bible.

His build is rugged, fifty years old but looking sixty. He wears a black suit, a head of grey thinning hair, and a frown.

“Good morning Mary,” he mutters with a world-weary voice.

“Good morning!” I reply in a vague attempt at cheerfulness.

“We’re about to leave for the ordination service. Your mother will come with me, but I’d rather have you and your brothers stay at home.”

I did not understand that logic, but I nodded.

My father’s face wrinkles as he smiles without enthusiasm.

“Make sure to do your chores.”

“Don’t worry, I will,” I say slowly, watching my father raise himself from his chair and start walking toward the porch.

I press my lips together forcefully to stop a slight tremor.

My father stops in the doorway, turns, and smiles crookedly. Looking for a moment like his old mischievous self.

“I must say, Gerald needed that wake-up call!”

I must’ve looked flustered, for my father elaborated.

“Look in the paper, they printed your letter.”

On that note, Father walks toward the porch, turns right twice, and then walks through the exit door and into the sullen heat of summer.

I can see his head bobbing past the kitchen window as he stumbles down the concrete steps toward the ground.

He is smoking again. He’s been doing a lot of that lately.

I turn away from the window and face the kitchen table.

A loaf of bread, already sliced, catches my attention. I help myself to a piece, spread it with butter, and then begin to eat.

I halt. Ashamed of myself. I had forgotten to pray! I close my eyes, bow my head, and then mumble the incomprehensible German words that we always recited before meals. Duty done, I can eat without guilt.

I munch my food slowly and carefully, savoring the homemade flavor of the gooey bread mingling with the salty butter.

The newspaper lies in wait before me. Crouching innocently where Father had been sitting only moments before. Inside the paper was my condemnation of our neighbor, Gerald Neudorf, and his maniacal driving habits. Every day, he drove at least one hundred kilometers an hour through the stop sign, and our corner was blind in two directions! What if someone else followed his lead and the two vehicles collided?

It was worse because Gerald also happened to be our local fuel truck driver. Imagine the disaster of a crash with a truckload of explosive fuel!

I did, and it and it had made me angry enough to write a letter to the editor.

What had I been thinking?

I took a last bite of bread and then stood from my chair.

I couldn’t force myself to read my letter, it would be too embarrassing. The people at our Church would say that I was being proud to go public like that. Besides, the rules were clear, a woman should be silent.

What can I say? Sometimes I liked to talk.

Two blue couches lounge temptingly in the living room, just off the kitchen. They promise rest. However, I have other things to do.

I head toward the silver kitchen sink filled with dishes. It promises hours of work. It is always good to have something to look forward to in life, isn’t it?

The silver tap twists in my hand.

Rust-colored water dribbles slowly into the sink.

I need someone to talk to, someone who cares. A soulmate was what the women in those paperback books always had. Someone to share the burdens of everyday living and sprinkle them with the essence of romance.

The rules said that I shouldn’t waste my time on those works of fiction.

Still, I wish that my life wasn’t so empty.

Rusty orange water floods over the edge of the sink to splash against the floor.

Startled, I snap out of my daydream and turn off the faucet. Luckily, the mess is minimal; I can swipe it clean with one sweep of a rag.

Tick, tick, tick. I could hear the rhythm of the clock keeping time with my heart. Tick, tick, tick. Each second is a grain of sand in the hourglass.

Falling, forever gone.

The morning passes as dishes move through my hands. It is a monotonous cycle of washing, wiping them dry, and putting them away.

Mother and Father would be at church by now.

My Father took his ordination very seriously. Far too seriously. He had locked himself in his study for hours after he was selected for the position.

Was he meditating? Praying? I don’t know. I only know that he had changed for the worse after that.

I care about my Father. I love him! How have those emotions rewarded me? With emptiness…with the lying words of despair that I love to hear.

I wipe the last plate and then place it into the large wooden cupboard that dominates the kitchen.

Now what? I need to keep busy!

As I turn away from the gleaming steel sink, my eye catches the gleam of sunlight shining on the newspaper. Still lying open on the table where Father had left it.

Why had I been so proud?

I avert my eyes. Distraction is what I need. I can find it outside, working.

There is so much to do on a farm.

I need to stop wasting time.

Tick, tock, the clock clicks out a message of urgency. Soon my parents will return. They will expect to find my chores completed. I don’t want to disappoint them.

The door to the great outdoors swings open before me.

For now, the sun is beautiful, the air is fresh, and the warmth of day caresses my skin.

Before I know it, it will be evening.

The boys always come by then.

How I hate their idle, immature, chatter. Even though I struggle with loneliness, I have no intention of courting any of them. So, I will let Father visit with them.

It is hard to explain. I feel a vague craving…a thirst for something more than all this.

Chores.

Rules.

Church.

Get married.

Raise children to do the same.

Is this cycle all that I have to look forward to?

A love that is real. That’s what those paperback books always talked about. Is there such a thing? If there is, how would I recognize it if I saw it?

These weighty thoughts torment me even as I stumble down the concrete steps toward the ground.

A pigpen waits for me. It is full of filthy animals waiting for me to feed them.

I am a black silhouette, insignificant under the brilliant sun.

I hope that the future is good…but I can’t shake the fear that it won’t be.
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-Mary

Humid air wafts through the open window in the kitchen.

Through the dusty glass, I can see a sky of angry blue. 

Zingshtun, or singing hour in English, is tonight. I hope that I won’t have to drive through a storm. I hate driving in the rain. 

“I see that the dishes are clean.” The voice of my Mother smashes into my thoughts. “What about the chores?”

“I did them. I even cleaned out the chicken pen.”

“Good. But where is supper?” Mother looks over the empty stove as her face grows stern. “Why is nothing being done about that?”

“I thought you were going to cook…”

“Me? When would I have time to cook today? I left a note that you were supposed to start the potatoes at four o’clock!”

“Where? I didn’t see it.”

“You didn’t read the note? It’s right here.” Mother brushes the newspaper on the kitchen table aside. “Do you see it now?”

“Oh, yes, of course.” The slip of paper is obvious now that the newspaper covering it has been removed. 

“Go down to the pantry and get some potatoes, please.”

A flash of light explodes throughout the room followed by a boom of thunder. 

“Can I use the truck to go to Zingshtun?” I ask, afraid of what the response will be. 

“It doesn’t look promising so far. But, we’ll see how fast you get those potatoes up here, won’t we?” 

“I’ll get them right away.”

“Honestly, I don’t know if you should be going to Zingshtun anyway. I’ve seen the way that Alvin dresses. If you ask me, a man who wears a bow tie isn’t fit to lead a young people’s group.”

“Yes, Mother,” I say, hurrying toward the basement before my mother decides to expound further on the worldliness of Alvin. 

Alvin is a bit strange but he tries his best.

In my hurry to escape, I brush past my Father who has just stumbled inside. I hang back a little, hoping for a playful remark, a teasing joke, anything to prove that his ordination today had changed him for the better.

“When is supper?” That is all he has to say to me. 

My Father’s face is lined with barely restrained tension. I can smell that his clothes have been saturated with the bitter scent of cigarette smoke. He must have been puffing all the way home from church. 

“I don’t know. As soon as Mary brings me some potatoes, I’ll start cooking them.”

“I thought she would have supper ready right after the service.”

“It’s that Alvin Bueckert, he’s been a bad influence.”

“You may be right. I’ve been told that last week, he allowed a song to be sung that wasn’t in the hymnbook.”

“My goodness, what is happening to our young people?”

The conversation between my mother and father follows me down the stairs. 

A dank, earthy, smell greets me as I enter the pantry. 

Wooden shelves filled with colorful jars line the walls. The potatoes lie in the plain brown sacks beneath the shelves.

A plain white ice cream pail waits beside the sacks. 

My thoughts swirl as I pluck potatoes from the bags and place them into an empty pail. 

Zingshtun consisted of a group of young people singing for an hour, followed by a short talk in low German by our leader. It wasn’t very interesting but it was an opportunity to get out and socialize a bit. Was I to be deprived of something I looked forward to all week? 

Like the unfeeling dirt that fell to the floor as I brushed the golden potatoes clean, so was our faith. Our tradition, our ways, and every rule was like a pair of hands casually brushing us to the floor. Manipulating us to do things that we didn’t understand.

God our preachers called it, God my father would call it.

If there is a God who created the entire universe, why would He be threatened by a young man who decided to wear a bowtie?

I dare not ask these sorts of questions out loud. 

I work quickly, afraid of what my mother will say if I take too long. 

Soon the plastic ice cream pail is overfilled with golden lumps stained with dirt. It is time to get them on the stove. 

I tramp upstairs and into a kitchen that is beginning to smell like fried farmer sausage.

“It’s about time. Your Father and I have been discussing Zingshtun.”

“Can I use the truck?”

“No.” My mother stirs a fork through the pan full of sizzling sausages. “We feel that it’d be better if you didn’t go tonight.”

“Why not?”

“We’ve heard that Alvin has some unusual ideas. So, the ministers would like to have a visit with him. Until they do, your Father feels that it would be better if you stayed at home.”

“Where is Father? I’d like to talk to him.”

“Your Father is studying for next Sunday’s sermon, I don’t think he would appreciate being interrupted. ”

“But I always used to talk to Father…”

“Right now you have a whole pail of potatoes to peel. Why don’t you do that instead?”

I obeyed. What choice did I have? The command was clear. 

“Don’t look so glum. This is for your own good. Who knows what a man like Alvin is up to? One day he decides to leave the hymnbook behind, and the next day he might start teaching that you can know salvation.”

“He hasn’t said that,” I protest. 

“That’s a small mercy, but until the Ministers can visit him, I’d rather you stayed away from that man.”

“I’d still like to talk to father about it.”

“Well, he’ll be here soon. You can talk to him then.”

My thoughts turn to the little white pill bottle in the bathroom. There could be an end to emptiness, couldn’t there? An end to searching for meaning, for love, for peace, or whatever we were placed in this world for.

A blast of thunder shakes the room. 

Pain slices through me.

I curse to myself.

A sin. I have sinned and God will be angry. That’s what I hear every Sunday in church. Not only have I sinned, I have sliced my finger on the peeler.

“Mary, what have you done?”

Blood. A stream of blood erupts from my finger. 

“Don’t just stand there girl! Go and get a band-aid!”

I run to the bathroom, pull a band-aid out of a box beside the sink, and then apply it. It isn’t long before I am ready to return to work, so I do. 

“It’s bandaged? Good. Tell you what. We’ve been talking about Alvin for too long. Why don’t we think of happier things?” 

“Like what?”

“It’s your friend Susan’s big night tonight, isn’t it?”

I look up from my work, narrowly avoiding another cut to my finger. Mother is staring at me as a knowing smile graces her fully-formed lips.

“What do you mean?” 

“Surely, she told you that she is going for supper this evening with Gerald.”

Susan hadn’t told me. Why not? She used to tell me everything. I carry on with my back-and-forth hand movements. The last potato needs to be peeled. Supper is late.

“Everyone expects that they will start courting tonight.”

I say nothing. What can I say? My best friend is moving on with her life while I am stuck here at home. Peeling potatoes. 

Mother stares at me for a long moment then turns back to mixing a small pan of cream gravy.

“Mary, what is it with you? Please don’t say it’s nothing, I can see trouble on your face. Did you and Susan have a disagreement?” Mother opens the door of the fridge. 

“It’s nothing.” I wash off the peeled potatoes and then plop them one at a time into a boiling pot of water resting on the stove.

Mother, finding the jar of cream, closes the fridge door.

“If it’s about that letter of yours, don’t worry about it. Gerald needed to hear what you had to say. I’m sure Susan understands that. Don’t worry about Alvin either. What you should worry about is moving on with your life.”

Mother’s black dress rustles as she pours the cream into a pan on the stove.

Thankfully my Father exits the lair of his study so I don’t need to reply. 

“Is supper ready yet?”

“It’ll be ready shortly.” My mother assures him. 

“Good. I’ll be outside. Call me when you are ready.” With that, the exit door slams behind him. 

I can smell tobacco smoke in the air.

There is another drum roll of thunder. 

Mother lifts the jug of cream and pours another good dose of it into a small pan on the stove.

“What do you think Mary, are you ready to get baptized and join the Church?”

“I don’t know, I have a lot of questions. I need to talk to Father.”

“Don’t wait too long. Before you know it your friend Susan will be married with a family and where will you be?”

Mist-like rain began to fall ever more steadily from the menacing blue.

I sigh.

The storm is almost ready to begin.

It is five-thirty.
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-Abe

It is five-thirty. 

I am sitting at my usual place in the Memory Lane Cafe.

It is a typical small-town restaurant. It consists of one room full of older-looking chairs and tables. In one corner, a cash register sits on a bar of sorts.

Of course, no alcohol is served here, only healthy foods such as burgers, fries, and the sugary drinks that go with them.

The walls are covered in brown paneling. Faded plastic flowers have been scattered throughout the restaurant in a vain attempt to add color.

The most important thing is that the coffee pot is two steps away, sitting on the bar.

I can’t say that I enjoy the blue haze of cigarette smoke writhing around me, but that is part of the atmosphere. To be honest, I tried smoking once. However, sticking burning leaves into my mouth and inhaling the smoke doesn’t quite seem sensible, so I quit after the first hacking attempt.

Harvey Martins and Devon Kroeker sit with me.

Harvey is heavyset with a head full of messy hair and a red plaid shirt over his blue jeans. He has a plain face with a hint of freckles that make him look more mischievous than he is.

Devon always wears a black cowboy hat, black jeans, a white shirt, and black cowboy boots. He is especially fond of the large silver belt buckle he wears on his pants. The buckle is a bit worldly for some in our church, but Devon has a bit of a rebellious streak running through his blood, so he wears it anyway. He looks like the perfect cowboy, tall, dark-haired, and handsome.

Speaking of cowboys, Gerald, a skinny man in torn jeans and a ragged hat, swaggers into the restaurant. 

“Big night tonight heh?” Devon winks and smiles.

“I don’t know what you mean.” Gerald smiles as he pulls out his wallet and begins to count out some cash. 

“Of course not, of course not. But if that’s the way you want to be, be that way. Just remember us lonely bachelors when you pop the big question tonight.”

“All I want to do tonight is start courtin, don’t get ahead of yourselves.” Gerald drops the cash to the counter to pay for the gas being pumped into his truck as he speaks. “Besides, you guys are only bachelors only because you want to be! Don’t try to pretend you can’t find anyone. For instance, Mary . . .”

“This is a small village if you haven’t noticed! And Mary, well she is what she is . . .”

“As if Mary will ever go out with one of us,” Harvey snorts, suppressing a laugh.

Devon turns to me.“What’s that smirk? Do you think that you can do better? I dare you to try. Nobody can get a date with her. Even big Harvey here rustled up the courage and made a pass once or twice. Ain’t that right Harv?”

Harvey straightened in his seat. “I went over there one evening…” Harvey’s freckled face turns red.” Her father was the only one who would talk to me. We talked about the crops, the weather, and anything else but what I wanted! Every time I tried to steer the conversation boat toward Mary, he sank it!

Nobody can get a date with her. I dare you or anybody to prove me wrong.”

“Ooh. A challenge.” Gerald laughs as he nudges me. “So, Abe what do you think?”

I feel myself blushing. “I don’t know, we’ll have to see how long Zingshtun goes…”

“If they have it all.”

“What do you mean?” I say, confused over this remark. 

“Oh, I heard that some people don’t like Alvin and are trying to get him shut down.”

“I guess we’ll see what happens,” I say. 

Devon smirks like a cat that has lapped up a bowl of milk. “If you need some tips, I can help you out. They don’t call me the love cowboy for nothin!”

“I’ll let you boys sort that out.” Gerald takes the receipt he is handed by the plain-looking waitress. “I better get moving.” Gerald pauses in the doorway, staring at Abe with a knowing grin. “Good luck, and don’t say I didn’t warn you!”

“I never said I’d do anything!” I protest. 

“Of course not, but I know you…you like a good challenge.” Devon cackles in unison with his buddy Harvey.

I’ve had enough of that. I leave the table of teasing and follow Gerald into the great outdoors.

The air is heavy with the air of an impending storm.

I’ll need to walk quickly if I want to make it home without getting drenched. 

Gerald must be excited about the evening. I can hear the rumble of Gerald’s fuel truck fading into the distance. Judging by the sound of the engine Gerald is driving with the pedal to the metal like he always does.

How could someone as picky as Susan have agreed to have supper with Gerald?

Her family is very conservative, even more than what is expected by the church. Susan is not different. If anyone falls out of line, she is the first one to speak about it. 

What would she think of Gerald and all his worldly habits? 

To each his own I suppose. I wouldn’t be called a romantic by any stretch of the imagination.

I work in a grocery store, tossing flour bags, unloading freight, and whatever menial tasks that I am assigned. I can’t complain. There’s no shame in honest work. 

I still remember a coworker who refused to unload a pallet of heavy flour bags. He was the first to go when layoff time came. I can’t afford that.

Still, maybe those guys had a point. I do like a good challenge. Maybe I should try asking Mary to court me. Imagine their faces if she would say yes…

An ancient blue Yamaha street bike sputters around the corner.

By the way that the motorcycle is weaving, it looks like Jason Janzen has been hitting the schnapps again.

“Oh! He’ll grow out of it,” is what most people say about that. 

The motorcycle whine fades into the distance. Hopefully, he doesn’t try to drive onto the railroad tracks again. 

Thank God I had been passing by that night or knows what would have happened to him.

“Oh, that’s Jason for ya! Just sowing his wild oats, he’ll snap out of it before too long. No harm in having a little fun before you settle down. At least he’s in Church every Sunday.”

I hope the people who say those things are right. 

It occurs to me that if I go early. I can stop by Mary’s house before I go to Zingshtun. It isn’t that far away from the Church. 

Fear tickles me. 

What if she says no? 

What will the guys say then? 

I enter a gravel-covered driveway. Ahead I can see my white and red, two-story home. Or to be precise, my parent’s white and red two-story home.

I live together with my three brothers in an upstairs room. It’s cramped. But that’s just the way that it has to be. Money is short. Sacrifices have to be made. 

Two hedges of dormant lilacs line the driveway, they look beautiful when they burst into purple flowers. I hate their headache-inducing perfume. That will be one blessing of moving away from home, I can be free from their stench.

Unless, of course, Mary likes lilacs.

I smile to myself as I continue down the gravel driveway.

I would allow lilacs for Mary; it would be a sacrifice, but . . .

I turn the silver doorknob, pull open the door, and then walk into the porch. A bitter almond smell of manure rose from the rubber chore boots lining the wall.

Welcome home to reality.

There is a tremendous crash of thunder followed by the soft dribbling sounds of rain landing on the roof.

I made home it just in time. 

Why not go and visit Mary? It couldn’t hurt. 

I glance at the clock on the wall. The time is four minutes to six. I’ll need to hurry if I plan to stop by and see her before Zingshtun.

Nervousness tickles me again. 

Will she say yes, or will she treat me the same as all the others? 
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-Mary

Rain is pouring down, beating against the kitchen window. 

My parents are in Father’s office. They are worried about me. That much is obvious. Why did I ask so many questions at the supper table? 

These traditions had been followed for years. Why couldn’t I just accept them? 

I hurry as I work to clean the remnants of supper from the table. Why do I move so fast? I don’t know. I have nowhere to go. 

My parents were firm. I won’t be allowed to attend Zingshtun until Alvin and his strange ways are dealt with. 

That’s alright though. I have plenty of chores to keep me busy. Why would I want to do anything else? 

My best friend Susan is out with Gerald. She is moving on with her life and what am I doing? I’m scraping potato peels into a garbage bin. 

I am so numb. I wish that I could feel something. 

Why did God choose such a hard road for me?

The sound of an engine catches my attention. I turn toward the window and see a pair of headlights turning off the road into the yard. Who in their right mind would be out in this sort of weather? 

Abe Fehr. Of course, it must be him. That’s his old truck splashing through the puddles on the driveway. He should be at Zingshtun, why is he here? 

Why do I even ask that question? He’s one of the few young men who haven’t been here yet. He thinks he has a chance of courting me. 

I knock on the door of my Father’s office. Usually, he could be relied on to deal with the young men who wanted me. But now there is no answer. 

I knock again. Silence greets my urgent efforts.  

My parents must be in deep discussion. 

I will have to face Abe on my own. 

The sound of his fist pounding on the door echoes in my tormented mind. 

I am tempted to simply ignore him. That would be the easiest way. I could just pretend that he isn’t here and hope I never see him again. 

His eyes meet mine as I stare out the window. I can’t ignore him. 

He’s out there getting soaked because of me. He thinks that I’m someone worth spending time with. 

What a fool. 

Still, perhaps I could agree to court Abe for a month. Word would go around the community that I’m taken. The other guys would stay away for a while. Of course, I would dump Abe as soon as it got too serious.

Why not? The other things I had done hadn’t worked. 

Those are the thoughts driving me as I shuffle to the door and pull it open. 

“Hello Mary,” he says. 

“Hello,” I mutter without enthusiasm. 

“I’d like to talk to you for a minute.”

“Go ahead. Talk.”

“Um. Can I come in? It’s pretty wet out here.”

I back up into the porch. “Alright, come in.”

He steps inside. As he stands there looking at me water drips from his ragged coat. It doesn’t take long for the porch to start smelling like wet, sweaty bodies.

“How are you doing, Mary?”

“Fine.”

There is an awkward pause. The steady hum and dribble of rain fills the silence. 

“Um. Are you going to Zingshtun tonight?”

“No.”

“Let me guess, is it because of Alvin?”

“Yes, my parents are worried about him.”

“A lot of people at Church are. Still, I don’t think he’s that bad.”

“I think he’s crazy.”

There is another awkward pause. Abe eyes me and I eye him. 

“Um. Mary.”

“What?”

“I was wondering if you might…um…be interested in courting.”

“I might be…” I laugh nervously. “It depends on who it is.”

“I was wondering if you might be interested in courting me.”

“You?”

“Yes. Me.” Abe shifted, sending another cascade of water to the floor. 

I wished that I could say no. It would be so much easier if life stayed the same. On the other hand, was my life really that easy? 

Today had been the worst day of my life. 

“Yes, ” I can hear myself saying. 

An expression of shock creeps over Abe’s face as I say that one word. 

I am almost as surprised as he is. What in the world am I supposed to do now? 
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-Abe

I still can’t believe that she said yes! 

To be honest, I didn’t think that she would. When she did. I wondered what to do next. I’m a humble store clerk. I don’t have a lot of money. 

Maybe we could go for a drive?

That’s all I could think of to offer yesterday and Mary accepted the offer. 

The problem I’m facing today is that I don’t have a car. 

That’s why I’m standing here looking around this coffee shop. I need to ask a favor…but none of the guys seem to be around today…wait I minute, I see Gerald sitting in the corner drinking coffee. 

I go over to him. 

“Gun dah,” I say in Low German. (*Gun Dah means good day.)

“Gun Dah! Vou sheent it?” He replies. (*Vou sheent it, literally means, how shines it…in other words, how are you doing?)

I laugh and then switch to English. “I could be better.”

“Mary gave you the boot, didn’t she?”

“No, actually…she…”

“Don’t feel bad Abe, she’s rejected pretty much the whole town by now.”

“No.”

“What?” Gerald looks up at me over the rim of his coffee cup. 

“She said, ‘Yes.’”

“Yes?” The coffee spills as Gerald sets his cup back on the table. “You’re joking.”

“I’m not joking.”

“Well, that’s great. What’s the problem?”

“I need a car to take her out.”

“Don’t
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