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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
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