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“I think,” Naomi said with decision as she sat at the edge of the pond on an unusually warm October day, “that you and I should marry.”

Having swum to the far side of the shaded water, Zach popped his head out of the green depths, slung his head around to send water droplets scattering, and said, “What?”

“I think we should marry.” To say the concern that had been troubling her mind was too embarrassing. Even with Zach.

“I think we should marry,” she repeated matter-of-factly.

“Naomi,” he protested, “we’ve never even courted.”

“Silly,” she observed, “we’ve known each other all our lives. As neighbors, we even played together as babies.”

“Yah. We’ve known every Amische person in our town all our lives. We aren’t marrying them all.”

“Neh.” Some of her amusement leaked into the word. “Gott has said we are to marry just one person.”

Hoisting himself out of the pond, Zach said nothing to this.

Standing on a rock above the deepest part of the water, he called out, “Look at this!”

Naomi shrank away from the pond just as Zach yelled before he cannonballed into it.

Water droplets rained all around her, and she shook her head at his nonsense.

Breaking the pond’s surface a moment later, he swam over to where she sat beside the water.

Zach waded out of the pond, collapsing on the shore beside her.

To her disgust, he shook his head like a dog, slinging more wet droplets her way.

“Stop! You are such a child! At least, you act like one.”

Just grinning at her, he reached for the shirt and jacket he’d discarded before jumping into the pond.

“Even though it’s warm for a fall day, you have to be chilled, as you’re all wet,” she observed.

“Maybe a little,” he agreed.

Naomi ducked, averting her eyes as he sat—naked from the waist up—beside her.

They might have grown up together . . . and would marry soon, but it still startled her to see how her childhood friend had grown into a Mann with broad shoulders and narrow hips.

Perhaps it shouldn’t have, but the sight of his cold-tightened nipples left her embarrassed and a little breathless.

“Your pants are still all wet,” she observed in a voice she refused to let come out shaky.

“Yes, they are. They’ll dry soon enough. The water was inviting.”

“We should,” she said in a practical voice, “probably not marry this fall as several weddings have already been announced. We can drive out this year and marry next fall.”

Zach made no reply to this plan, but that didn’t surprise her. Her childhood friend wasn’t much of a planner.

*
[image: ]


Two days later, Naomi waved aside a lazy bumblebee as she sat on the dirt of the flower garden she was planting. Next to her, her Bruder Adam lay sprawled on the grass. Even though Adam was her senior by six years, the two had always been close.

He was a Mann of twenty-five now and was set to marry his girl, Marlene Beery, later that fall. They’d courted for two years, so this union wasn’t unexpected.

“Adam,” Naomi said, “Zach and I have spoken about marrying next fall.”

Her brother lifted his head from the grass to look at her. “Zachary Cassel? You have talked of marrying?”

Naomi dug her garden tool into the dirt to make a hole for the tulip bulb next to her. If she could talk to anyone about her fears, it would be Adam. Keeping concerns bottled up was more natural to her, though. It just seemed better than stripping herself naked about this. Better to be casual about it.

“Well, six marriages have already been announced for this fall. I think we should wait and not horn in.”

“You and Zach Cassel?”

She set down her small spade, turning to Adam. “Yes. You can’t be surprised.”

“I am,” he responded. “The Cassel farm runs next to ours, and of course, we’ve known them all our lives, but I had no idea that Zach would ask you to marry him.”

“You know Zach.” She went back to digging at the small hole for her bulb. “He’s such a silly Buwe. He doesn’t think about the future at all. I asked him. I knew he’d get round to it eventually, but why wait?”

The strong midday autumn sun was beating down on them; she saw out of the corner of her eye that Adam had lifted to lean on one arm to look at her.

“Why would you want to marry a ‘silly Buwe’? Even if we have known him forever?”

Releasing a deep breath before she replied, Naomi said, “Zach has been a friend all my life. I’m used to his mindless brain, and he’s easy to redirect if he gets too crazy.”

Adam stared at her for a moment before lying back down.

She was pretty sure he had more to say on the subject, but she was relieved that he didn’t make further comment. Naomi had thought a lot about her marriage. She knew this was an important matter for those entering adulthood and that the issue needed to be considered.

The thought of being an old maid made her shudder.

Zach was—for all their differences—one of her best friends, Naomi thought. She’d decided several months ago that they two would work well together. Would it have been nice to have a Mann be crazy about her and ask her to marry? Yah, but even Adam had taken time before asking Marlene to marry, and Naomi didn’t feel like waiting around to start her life.

She also couldn’t see marrying any of the other Menner in their Gmay.

Assuming that the subject of her marriage was now closed, she commented to her brother, “Did you see that Grossmammi Ruth went out driving with Mr. Offenthaler? I was surprised to see this.”

“Yah, Mamm mentioned it to me when I came in for lunch,” Adam responded, not commenting on her change of subject.

“I was surprised to see you at the house for lunch, and this middle of the day rest time of yours is surprising, too. Not that I’m not enjoying your company.”

“I’ve already harvested the pumpkins from the near pasture,” Adam drawled, “and planted the field over with beets and carrots this morning. I think I deserve a rest before heading out to plow the pumpkin field.”

“I agree.” She dusted off her hands before reaching for another clump of bulbs.

“Naomi,” Adam said, “do you love Zach Cassel?”

Her hands stilling at his question, she stopped digging holes for the bulbs, but she didn’t answer him immediately. The question poked at the tangled mess in her head.

Her Bruder lay silent next to her, not prodding a response.

After a moment, she took a deep breath and smiled at him tightly before saying, “In truth, Adam, I’m not sure what that means.”

He propped himself up again on his elbow. “It means that you can’t imagine yourself with another Mann. That you must marry Zach or no one. You look to him as your best friend. You go to him with your joys and sorrows. You can’t imagine marrying anyone else.”

Naomi swallowed. “Zach is my best friend. Is that how you think of Marlene?”

“It is,” Adam responded promptly. “That and more. I cannot imagine a life without her.”

Naomi didn’t want to acknowledge that no other Menner had acted all that serious about her. It stung too much.

“I guess,” she said, keeping her voice level, “that’s a reasonable description of my friendship with Zach.”
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After services the next Sunday, Naomi stepped out of the warm Eberly kitchen for a breather, after having carried innumerable bowls of food out to the tables where her friends and familye ate. She decided she could take a break herself.

The fall breeze cooling her hot cheeks was a relief. She gently nudged at her Kapp where an itch had presented itself behind one ear.

A sudden yelp from the nearby barn drew her attention and Naomi looked over.

To her left several hundred feet away, across a bare patch of earth, stood the tall barn structure, and she saw that the excited cry she’d heard had come from the two or three young Menner who stood in the open hayloft door at the top front of the building.

One of the Menner suddenly jumped through the hayloft door, yelling all the way down to land in a makeshift haystack on the ground in front of the barn.

Naomi watched this, startled, her mouth falling open as she heard cheers from the other Menner above at the hayloft door of the barn.

“You did it!”

“And you didn’t miss the hay!”

Laughter rang out from the young men.

“Get out of the way,” called another voice. “It’s my turn.”

The voice sounded familiar, and her gaze zipped up to see another Mann at the front, hanging precariously at the hayloft door.

Zach!

Before she knew it, her childhood friend had jumped out of the second story door, sailing through the air to land in a pile of hay in front of the barn!

Her heart in her throat, the blood pounding in her cheeks at the sight of his perilous act, Naomi flushed with both relief and anger when Zach rose to his knees in the haystack and flung out his arms in success.

Heat burning in her cheeks, she barely heard the shouted hoorays of the other Menner at Zach’s stupid stunt.

Natalie stormed down the porch steps and stalked over to the barn.

“Zach Cassel!” she yelled, her hand on her hip as she came to a stop in front of the pile of hay.

“Hey, Naomi!” he called out from where he sat at the top of the pile. “Did you see that?! I bet I could do it again! What fun!”

“Don’t you dare do that again! Get down here this minute!”

The others, in the hayloft door above them, had gone silent at her outburst.

She stood with her fist still at her hip, waiting as he climbed down, brushing wisps of hay from his hair as he came the short distance to where she stood.

“What are you upset about?” Zach kept brushing at the stubborn hay that clung to his jacket sleeve.

Sputtering, she yelped, “What would your Mamm say if she’d seen you do such a foolish thing?”

“My Mamm,” he answered in a nonchalant tone, “has learned not to worry about me. She knows I like to take chances. Besides, it was perfectly safe. You saw Ben jump. He’s fine.”

“I don’t care about Ben Altorfer!”

“Maybe not,” Zach said with a grin, “but you have to admit that his jump was terrific.”

“I do not,” Naomi snapped. “Your Mamm may be used to you doing crazy things, but I’m not! You could have missed that haystack and broken your neck!”

“But I didn’t,” Zach pointed out with a cheeky grin.

“You could have,” she insisted. “It was a stupid, impulsive thing to do! Do you ever think?!”

He looked down at her, the smile fading from his face. “I find that thinking doesn’t help me be successful in this kind of moment. Besides, the others are doing it. No one got hurt.”

“Would you follow then if the others were jumping off a bridge? Maybe if you thought,” she declared in a waspish tone, “you wouldn’t do such crazy things?”
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That evening Zach sat in silence on his sister’s porch, watching the sun sink out of the sky. Blues and purples came into the space overhead as the yellow, golden rays of daylight faded. Around him, the quiet sounds of the earth rose up, and he could smell the smoke of a chimney fire nearby.

The screen door behind him creaked open and then shut, telling him that he was no longer alone. His sister, Eve, came to stand next to him as he stood at the railing, sliding her hand into the crook of his arm. 

“I’m so glad you all came to supper,” she said, leaning her head against his arm.

“Of course,” he responded, patting her hand. “We’ve all wanted to see the Boppli again, and you and Ezekiel, of course.”

“Of course,” Eve said, her voice dry.

“Mamm has worried about you, since little Luke was giving you both such a hard time for a while.”

“He’s such a sweet Boppli,” Eve said tenderly.

Around them, a faint breeze lifted and the rustling sound of dried leaves mixed with the chirping murmur of insects. 

Zach heard the flurry of wings overhead, joined by the distinct clicking of a bat. The night was alive with evening sounds, added to by little critters slinking around on their nighttime business.

Eve looked up at him. “You are so quiet tonight. Why?”

After a moment, he said, “I’ve been thinking.”

“About what?”

“You drove out with other Buwes besides Ezekiel.”

“Yah.”

“How did you know he was the one to marry?” 

She leaned her head against his arm again. “Because he
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