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Praise for Promise to Return


“With an authentic perspective and a captivating story, Elizabeth Byler Younts has written a wonderful debut novel that is sure to please lovers of Amish fiction.”


—Cindy Woodsmall, New York Times bestselling author of The Winnowing Season


“This historical romance by debut novelist Elizabeth Byler Younts explores the many facets of conformity, community, and conviction among the Amish in the lives of very real characters. Readers will be torn between rooting for the love story of Miriam and Henry and fearing for all they might lose. A story for Amish fiction lovers of all ages.”


—Suzanne Woods Fisher, bestselling author of Stoney Ridge Seasons series


“A powerful new voice in Amish fiction rises with refreshing authenticity; Elizabeth Byler Younts recounts the historical struggle the Amish faced in WWII with insight, passion, and faith.”


—Kelly Long, author of the A Patch of Heaven series


“Elizabeth Byler Younts draws on her Amish roots and her considerable writing talent to create a love story both rich and believable. Miriam is a well-drawn heroine who captures the reader’s heart even as her dilemma brings to life a fresh aspect of Amish history. A polished, engaging writing style makes Promise to Return a fantastic debut sure to please with its unique storyline.”


—Rosslyn Elliott, award-winning author of Fairer Than Morning


“Promise to Return is a rare, authentic glimpse into the lives of Amish families torn apart by World War II. Military wife and author Elizabeth Byler Younts, raised Amish herself, beautifully recounts the agony felt by an Amish man forced to choose between service to his country and his religion. Deeper still is the anguish of the woman who loves him and is left to face the consequences when he chooses to follow God’s calling. Promise to Return is a bittersweet love story of service and sacrifice guaranteed to touch hearts.”


—Kelly Irvin, author of The Bliss Creek Amish series and Love Still Stands


“With an authenticity birthed by her own familial Amish roots, Elizabeth Byler Younts brings a fresh and gifted voice to Amish fiction in her debut novel. Stirring prose and richly developed characters resonate deeply, touching the heart. An evocative portrayal of the conflicts of heart, home, and culture that arise when an Amish young man enlists in the army during World War II, this is a must-read. I’m already eagerly anticipating Elizabeth’s next novel!”


—Linda Attaway, coordinator of the ACFW Featured Author Interviews


“Promise to Return is an intriguing glimpse into the conflicted hearts of Amish men and women during World War II. If you enjoy reading novels about the Amish community, you’ll love this beautifully written story about loyalty, faith, and a sweet promise for the future.”


—Melanie Dobson, award-winning author of The Silent Order and Love Finds You in Liberty, Indiana


“Elizabeth Byler Younts writes with quiet power, reminding us that the only thing to be gained by questioning your convictions is a more profound, more substantial faith.”


—Siri Mitchell, author of The Messenger


“Vivid, compelling, poignant. Promise to Return portrays a young Amish couple’s heart wrenching struggle to understand God’s call upon their lives—a call to military duty that threatens to rend church and destroy family. Younts captured my heart in this intimate glimpse into Amish life and into the painful conflict between conscience and expectations—even the demands of those we cherish. Tender and beautifully written, a thought-provoking love story I’ll not forget.”


—Cathy Gohlke, Christy award-winning author of Promise Me This and Band of Sisters


“Promise to Return is one of those stories that holds you close, wrapped up in the words, savoring the immense satisfaction of a fabulous story. Elizabeth Byler Younts writes with an authority that brings new life to the Amish genre, seamlessly weaving in historical detail. She is an exciting, fresh voice, and this debut novel holds a beautiful promise for readers seeking authenticity and grace.”


—Allison Pittman, author of All for a Story


“A rare glimpse into the emotional toll WWII took on the pacifist Amish culture. This novel glows with authenticity and the author’s love for her people.”


—Serena B. Miller, award-winning author of Hidden Mercies
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For Davis, you’re my hero


And for all the U.S. military, past and present, and your families,


I salute you
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We pray for the governments and rulers of the nations, especially of those lands where Thy children are. Do not permit them to shed innocent blood, but inspire them to rule according to Thy will . . .


May they at all times promote the good and discourage and repress the evil, so that we who fear Thy name may lead quiet and peaceful lives here on earth. Amen.


A Devoted Christian’s Prayer Book
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CHAPTER 1



NOVEMBER 1943


The scent of cherry pie and warm taffy tickled Miriam Coblentz’s nose. Her hands slipped through the soft taffy she was pulling. She and her partner, Eli Brenneman, were working over the soft, shiny candy ahead of the other teams. All those years of kneading dough, milking cows, and scrubbing the wooden slats on the floor with a brush had made her hands strong. Unfortunately, every other girl in the lineup next to her had the same upbringing, so she had no advantage.


She looked left and right and watched as several of the girls and boys that were partnered up would occasionally steal an innocent kiss as they leaned forward, folding and stretching the taffy. When she turned back to Eli Brenneman, she caught the twinkle in his eyes and she set her jaw.


“Don’t even think about it,” she scolded him playfully.


“You know you want to.” He winked at her.


His tenor voice danced in the air like laundry on a line in a lazy breeze. She wouldn’t let it wrap around her enough to touch her heart, even though she felt weakened in the moment. Her heart skipped a beat when the face of her boyfriend, Henry Mast, broke into her mind. He was far away at a Civilian Public Service camp, serving out his draft with hundreds of other conscientious objectors. She hadn’t seen him in over six months.


“What I want is to win.” She bit her lower lip and smiled at Eli.


She began pulling with more vigor. Next to her stood her best friend and cousin, Ida May. This was the last Singing Ida May would attend before she married Jesse. Since Singings were only for the unmarried in the community, how would it be to attend them without her? Ida May and Miriam had been attending them together since they were sixteen and talking about them for years before. They’d already said goodbye to the others in their tight group of friends and Miriam would be the last one left. She hated being one of the oldest spinster girls in their Amish community. All the other unmarried girls couldn’t be called girls any longer. They were in their late twenties or older and didn’t even attend the Singings. Their chances at marriage were left to the occasional widower or visitor. At least Miriam had a boyfriend, despite their separation.


The taffy toughened in her hands. She and Eli were almost finished. She smiled as she worked faster, wanting to win. Eli’s white-blond hair, dampened with sweat, set off his deep-set blue eyes. He gave her a crooked smile, as though he knew taffy was not the only pull she was feeling that night.


She felt eyes on her. A few people down from Eli stood Sylvia Mast, Henry’s sister. Her gaze narrowed in on Miriam. Miriam inhaled and held her breath for a long moment. Sylvia wanted to be paired with Eli, along with half the other girls, but he always chose Miriam. Should Miriam have told him no? She already had a boyfriend. She and Eli had gone out a few times before Henry asked her to date, but it was years ago and unimportant. Was it wrong of her to enjoy her friendship with Eli, taking him away from all the eligible girls? Apparently, Sylvia thought so. She tensed her jaw before she finally turned away, relieving Miriam.


The sunset through the window fell across the row of arms, making the darkening taffy glisten against the orange hues. Pull. Pull. Pull. Why did she want to push instead? The chatter among the other couples picked up as there were several ready to claim their win. Pull. Pull. Her fingers were fatigued and every pull wearied her joints. Pull. It would be easier to just give up. Her muscles had worked hard enough. Small beads of sweat formed at her forehead around her kapp. Pull. Pull. Her teeth clenched. Pull.


“Miriam.” Eli gestured toward the taffy. “Look.”


Her arms stopped moving as she examined the taffy. It had started out shiny and crystal clear and now it was a hazy, golden color.


“We’re done!” she called out as she and Eli held up their taffy.


Miriam’s sister Fannie, who was hosting the Singing, waddled over, holding her back as her large belly led her through the small crowd of young people still pulling taffy. She declared Miriam and Eli the winners. She patted Miriam on the arm.


“Looks like you and Eli are good together.” She lifted her eyebrows.


“Nah, Fannie, don’t say that.” Miriam pretended to pinch her sister’s arm, giggling at her. Miriam was the youngest and only unmarried sibling in her family. She had grown accustomed to her older brothers and sisters chiding her about getting married. Though they all knew that she and Henry had had to postpone their wedding when he was drafted, she knew they just wanted to see her happy and moving on with her life. It made for a difficult choice. Waiting until Henry’s service was fulfilled to marry made her ungeduldich, impatient, but she was determined to have the life she longed for, and that included Henry.


She looked to see if Eli had heard Fannie, and his wink and nod told her that he had. He squared his wide shoulders, towering over all the boys in the lineup. A movement behind him, through the window, suddenly caught her attention. A slow swagger, an easy footfall, hands in pockets, hat tilted to the side.


Henry?


Henry!


She gasped. How was it even possible? His camp in Hagerstown, Maryland was over three hundred miles away from her small Delaware town, Sunrise. He hadn’t written to her about having any leave time.


She pushed the taffy into Eli’s arms and grabbed a towel to wipe her greasy hands, dropping the towel on her way out the door. Her legs couldn’t carry her fast enough. She stepped down the stairs and ran down the small hill, meeting Henry in the drive. He pulled her into the shadow of the house’s awning and into his arms.


She cried. She nestled deep into his chest, her head just below his shoulder as she breathed him in. How was it possible that after all these months, the scent of his bar soap and the slightest bit of cologne was still so familiar? She felt his hat fall and his warm breath and mouth against her ear, her neck, and, finally on her lips. She returned his passionate kiss, letting all the frustrations of waiting and longing fall away.


When they released for a moment she looked into his dark eyes. He had been worth the wait. She brushed her hand through the side of his black hair, shorter than the other Amish boys’. Her heart pounded a little harder, wondering what people would say about his shorn hair. Would he be challenged over it, even given his special circumstances? Her mother’s debilitating cataracts would be to her advantage for once, but her father would be critical of Henry. She peered over his shoulder, seeing the warm yellow glow from the windows of the daudy haus. The grandpa house, across the driveway, was where she lived with her aging parents. She could almost hear their hickory rocking chairs creak against the floorboards. While it was tradition for one of the older siblings to build a small home on their property for their elderly parents, it had never felt like home to Miriam. Fanny’s house had been the home of her youth, she missed living there. She was supposed to live in the daudy haus that Fanny had built for their parents only temporarily, but now, after several years, she’d felt herself aging as she waited for Henry.


“Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?” She returned her gaze to Henry, then took his hand and began leading him toward her sister’s house.


“Wait, not yet.” He pulled her back into his arms and peered into her gray eyes.


“Everyone will want to see you, and you haven’t told me how it is that you’re even here,” she pressed. “Not that I’m complaining, but if I’d known, I would’ve made sure to make a lemon meringue pie for you, and cinnamon rolls, and whatever else you would have wanted.”


“Miriam, Miriam.” His silky, deep voice enveloped her, running smoothly over her face and hands, warming them against the cold November air. “Slow down. Let me just see you and have you to myself for a few moments. I’ve missed you.”


At his words, her heart felt as smooth and warm as the taffy inside the house. His soft, easy speech mirrored the quiet and private Henry she had fallen in love with years earlier. While he had all the friends he ever could ask for, he often desired to be with only her. It was what drew her to him from the beginning. He was so different from the loud and rowdy boys that filled their community. His serious and thoughtful ways had always intrigued her.


“I wanted to surprise you.” He traced a finger along her jawline.


She began to shiver from the inside out. The cold and the thrill of Henry’s arrival caused a physical reaction she couldn’t have anticipated. He rubbed his hands against her arms, warming her, then took off his coat to wrap around her.


“Your suspenders. Where are they?” She looked around his back, finding the essential piece of clothing hanging loosely down his backside. “And your shirt—your collar is folded down.” She put her hands on her hips. “Are you trying to be fancy now that you’ve been with all those Mennonites at the camp?”


“The shirts you and my mem sent with me are so worn through, they are not worth wearing unless I’m working. I had to buy a shirt off of one of the boys at the camp.” Henry’s eyes veered from her own, concerning Miriam.


“So it is a Mennonite shirt?”


“No.” He pulled up his suspenders.


Miriam didn’t budge her gaze as she patiently waited for answers. Henry’s shoulders sagged and he sighed.


“It was a boy from Ohio. They don’t wear stand-up collars like us. Don’t be upset. I have some shirts at home and can change as soon as I get there.” He cupped her face, his smile nearly dripping onto her set jaw. She softened at his touch. His love was palpable, and she wanted to carry it as close to her heart as she could.


“How long are you home?”


“Four days.” Henry’s jaw tightened, and his eyes wandered from her face again.


“That’s not too bad.” She pulled his coat around her more tightly, fending off the shudders that still wracked her. “Last time you only had two days.”


The light of the fading sun caught Henry’s eyes just right. Was it the shining of their joy that emerged from his eyes? He sniffed and diverted his face from her. A tremor burned through her stomach and heart.


Something was wrong.


Was the camp extending his two-year service? Had some other girl caught his eye, someone who served their food or cleaned the barracks? Many of them weren’t even Amish.


“What’s wrong?” Her voice was insistent.


“Henry Mast, is that you, my boy?” Miriam’s neighbor Nancy Poole called over as she left Miriam’s front door. Nancy had been the district’s most dedicated driver and all-around helper. Miriam enjoyed her charming and enthusiastic manner, and though the Amish community only needed a driver for an occasional errand into town and emergencies, she still greatly preferred Nancy to any other driver.


“Hello,” Henry said, waving.


“Hello, Miriam. I was just over to see your mother for some tea,” Nancy said, out of breath from the short walk. Her large frame was clothed in a housedress and coat.


“I’m sure Mother enjoyed that.” Miriam’s mother, Rosemary, and Nancy were so different, opposites even, and their friendship consisted mostly of Nancy talking and Rosemary listening.


“All done with the camp life, are you?” Nancy’s eyes bounced between the two.


“I’m just home on leave,” Henry answered. “Are your boys well?” He took Miriam’s hand and pulled her closer to him.


Miriam felt the heat rise in her face. She wasn’t accustomed to any affection expressed in front of others.


“Yes, we hear from them every few weeks. So far, so good,” she sighed and the three were silent for a short spell. “Well, then, enjoy your visit. So glad you’re well and happy. And if there’s ever anything you need, you know where to find me.”


They said their goodbyes and watched her walk away for several long moments.


“She’s a good woman,” Henry commented.


“Yes,” Miriam said quickly so they could return to their earlier conversation. “And now, tell me more about this Ohio clothing and what’s been happening at the camp.”


“We should go inside; we have plenty of time to talk later.”


“I thought you wanted us to be alone?” He was avoiding her question. She knew it.


“Are my sisters here?”


Miriam nodded.


“I should go say hello.” He picked up his hat, returning it to his head, then put an arm around her waist and led her to the house. Miriam noticed the taffy pull was long over, and several of the girls quickly moved away from the windows when they saw them coming.


As they got to the door, she removed his coat.


“Here, put this back on.” She handed him the plain Amish coat, hoping it would hide his Ohio shirt collar. “And keep your hat on.”


“Are you that worried about how I look?”


“Aren’t you?”


“No, I’m not. I’m the same Henry I have always been.” She expected to hear irritation in his voice but there was none. He even smiled at her as he put his arms on her shoulders, looking at her intensely. Both made her feel his warmth. “I guess being at the camp has taught me how what we look like on the outside isn’t the most important thing.”


Miriam was taken off guard by his comment but steered it back to her concern over his shirt. He didn’t need any extra negative attention right now.


Usually, Miriam could handle change, but Henry had changed because of the camp. It frightened her. She could only hope it was for the better, though his hair and shirt did concern her. Before he left, the community saw him as one of the most loyal boys in the district and even had hopes of him becoming a preacher. Had that loyalty changed as easily as his appearance?


The vivid memory of her sister Kathryn walking out the door for the last time, breaking their hearts and blemishing the family, dashed through her mind. No, she couldn’t bring any more shame to her family with Henry’s new ways. She couldn’t think of anything worse. Once Henry returned for good he would have to go back to how he used to be, his look, his seriousness, his love for the church. They both had to remain faithful in all ways. Surely, the old Henry she’d fallen in love with was not so severely changed. She hoped.


“For me? Please?” She handed him the coat.


He slipped it on and winked at her. She pulled him close for a kiss. She touched his face, letting her fingertips graze the line of his jaw. She stroked his face several more times, enjoying the feeling of his closeness and the smoothness of his skin. He had been shaving more often at the camp, instead of growing out his beard as the boys usually did when they got baptized. What would people say?


The door opened, silhouetting a large, square-shouldered figure just inside the door frame.


“Eli!” The best friends shook hands vigorously.


“Henry Mast. Welcome back.” Eli returned a wide grin as they released their grip on each other.


Miriam saw a sharpness behind Eli’s eyes, however, and his voice was softly laced with annoyance. It reminded her of their time in school when he congratulated Henry for winning a foot race when it was clear he was angry for losing. Was he upset that Henry was visiting?


“What brings you here? Afraid Miriam might fall for me?”


His words hung heavy in the air. Miriam glared at him, not knowing what to say. Why was he acting this way? They had spent more time together at the Singings, sure, and he’d driven her home on occasion when it was too far for her to walk, but those weren’t dates. She was committed to Henry.


“What, you can’t take a joke?” Eli tipped Henry’s hat off of his head.


Henry’s laugh was the only one that rang genuine as he picked up his hat. He must have believed Eli was joking. She forced hers out like the bleat of a goat, and Eli’s was just as unnatural. She wanted to be mad at Eli for what he’d said, but couldn’t. They’d been friends too long, and he was the only one out of her close group of friends who was at a standstill in his life, just like her. She was waiting for Henry’s return. Though Eli hadn’t made it clear to her what he was waiting on, it seemed clear to everyone else. Miriam ignored his whispers because she enjoyed being around her friend.


They entered the house and continued through the mudroom and into the kitchen, where Henry was greeted with handshakes and hearty welcomes. Henry stiffly hugged his sisters, Sylvia and Rachel. She watched as he explained how long he’d be home.


“Don’t tell Mem and Dat that I’m home—I want to surprise them,” he said. The girls agreed, and he moved on to say hello to the rest of the group of young people.


Miriam watched him, satisfied that he was home. When the kitchen grew uncomfortably warm and a rim of sweat formed around his brow, she felt guilty for asking him to keep his hat and coat on.


“Go ahead. I know it’s hot in here,” she whispered in his ear. He immediately obliged, handing her his hat and coat to put away. She hoped that since the excitement of his sudden appearance had passed and couples were beginning to pair up for their drive home, no one would notice his changed appearance.


“Henry, what are you wearing?” Eli pulled at his own collar. “Miriam’s dat might have something to say about your hair, too. Tell him hello for me. He and I had a nice talk after church today.”


He winked at Miriam before walking away.


“Eli Brenneman.” Miriam spoke between her teeth. He didn’t acknowledge her.


“Don’t let him bother you.” Henry waved a hand. “It’s only Eli.”


He winked at her before joining a conversation with several friends. She took care not to appear angry as she went to put Henry’s things away.


“Hmm, doesn’t really look like the same Henry, does he?” Eli must have followed her into the dark bedroom, where she put Henry’s hat and coat down next to her things. “That camp sure is changing him.”


Miriam looked around. The oil lamp was dimly lit but she didn’t see anyone else in the room. “Hair grows, and he’s been working so hard his shirts were worn through.”


She wanted to tell Eli that it was none of his business, but she knew better. Everyone knew everyone’s business in the community. That was just how it was. Sometimes it was through the expected chatter that help arrived when you needed it; other times it caused hurt feelings and misinformation being relayed from home to home.


Eli didn’t respond, which infuriated Miriam. In defending Henry, she was reminded of how she’d done the same thing before Kathryn finally left. Though this situation was completely different, she reminded herself. Henry had had no choice in joining the Civilian Public Service.


Eli followed Miriam back into the kitchen.


“I had fun with you tonight,” Eli said. “Until Henry came.”


Miriam’s head whipped to see if anyone else had heard him before she glared at him. Surely he was joking. But his wild blue eyes showed no hint of humor. Her heart thudded in her chest. She loved Henry. Eli knew that.


“Are you ready to go home?” Henry walked up to Miriam and Eli, seeming not to notice the tension between them.


“I’m ready.” Miriam ignored Eli as she walked back into the dim room to gather their things. Ida May was also ready to leave, and even though she was angry with Eli, she and her cousin giggled about Henry for a few moments as they put on their capes and bonnets.


“Eli’s as mad as a bull,” Ida May whispered.


Ida May had never brought up Eli’s interest in Miriam to her before. Heat instantly rushed through her. If Ida May noticed Eli’s attentiveness to her, who else did? She’d shrugged it off for so many months, and it angered her to have to deal with it now when all she wanted to do was focus on Henry.


“He’ll just have to stop.” She waved a hand, hoping her best friend wouldn’t notice how infuriated she actually was. “I’m with Henry.”


For the rest of the evening, she and Henry talked and ate pie in the dimly lit empty kitchen of the daudy haus where Miriam lived. Her parents had gone to bed before even realizing Henry was there. It took her a short while to relax after the anxieties of the evening. She had to force herself to stop thinking about Eli’s advances and Henry’s changes. She let herself laugh and enjoy herself more than at any other time since Henry’s draft notice. All she could think about was that she’d get the chance to see him again the following evening. A thrill jumped through her.


In her sleep that night, a haunting scene played over and again in her dreams: Henry and Eli pulling at her heart like taffy, forcing it to toughen. They weren’t working together like the couples at the Singing, but against each other. She felt Eli’s grip tighten. She couldn’t move. It squeezed, weakening her breath. Henry’s hold was soft and gentle. It moved her instead of holding her solidly in one place. Didn’t he want to hold her tighter? Didn’t he want to win?





CHAPTER 2



NOVEMBER 1943


It was early the next morning when a ticking on her window woke her. She pulled her head up from her pillow and noticed it was still dark outside. She heard the ticking again, and suddenly she remembered that Henry was home. She sat up in bed and rubbed her face with her hands. The icy air in her room sharpened her senses quickly, and she climbed out of bed. The floorboards chilled her feet as she walked to the window at the side of the house and opened it, instantly overwhelmed by the cold wind.


“Good morning.” Henry held a flashlight.


“What are you doing?” She laughed quietly and looked around. Darkness lined with the coming morning’s sun was everywhere but the circle of light around Henry. He tossed a few remaining pebbles from his hand.


“Come down, I want to show you something.” He waved at her.


“Give me a few minutes,” she whispered down at him.


She closed the window. Her body felt so light she floated and bounced around the room, trying to ready herself. She took off her long nightdress and sleep bonnet. She pulled out her brown dress, then shoved it back into the closet. She didn’t want to wear brown; it seemed so sad. She had only a navy-blue and dark-brown dress for church and an older blue dress for weekdays besides her brown dress. For a moment she imagined wearing her royal-blue wedding dress. How much prettier would she feel? She pushed the prideful thought away. Of course she couldn’t do that. She brought out the brown dress again and decided it was the best option.


After getting dressed, she tried to see herself in the small handheld mirror using her flashlight. Her strawberry-blonde hair was in disarray. She pulled it out of the bun and brushed it. Her locks reached her lower back. She twisted it around in a bun with a few pins. Though displeased with its messiness, she left her room. As quietly as possible, she grabbed her coat and her headscarf, tying it around her chin, and left the house.


As she stepped outside she inhaled the cool air, and as she exhaled watched as her white breath faded around her. Fannie’s house was asleep, and her parents could probably sleep through a tornado. She wrapped her arms around herself as the cold began to chill her.


“Henry? Voh bish?” she whispered loudly, asking him where he was. She peeked around looking for him.


Suddenly, strong arms came around her from behind and he kissed her cheek before letting her go.


“What are you doing here? The sun isn’t even up.”


“I wanted to show you something.” His eyes looked at her so intently, almost as if he saw through her.


“I’m glad you came,” Miriam said, blowing warm breath into her hands.


He took her hands between his own and kept his eyes on hers.


“We should get married.”


“Married?” Miriam repeated with laughter lacing her tone. “I thought you wanted to wait until your service was finished.”


“But what if we could get married sooner?”


She searched his molasses-colored eyes and a surge of energy and passion enflamed her heart. He’d asked her to marry him already; she’d said yes without hesitation. Then his draft came, and everything changed. She’d marry him that Thursday along with Ida May and Jesse if she thought it would work, but she knew it wouldn’t. He would still be leaving soon after.


“You know I’ll marry you as soon as you come home to stay. Just like we planned.”


A cloud passed over his eyes, stopping Miriam’s heart for a brief moment. He bent down and kissed her and when she looked into his eyes again, they twinkled at her and he smiled.


“Follow me.” He pulled her hand.


“Where are we going?” She giggled as she trotted behind him, trying to keep up.


He didn’t answer her as they made their way through the small pasture behind the barn. She held his hand tightly as they followed the small beam of light. She was almost out of breath once they got to the fence on the other side.


“Henry, the farm is going to be awake soon.”


“What are they going to say? That Melvin Coblentz’s girl was seen running around before sunrise with that Mast boy?”


Miriam giggled as she continued to try to keep up with him.


Her family could wake up. If they noticed she was not in her room, they would wonder where she was. She knew it was sinful not to care, but she didn’t. All she could think of was spending as much time with Henry as she could. He could take her anywhere he wanted to go. Henry was the most sure-footed and dependable person she knew, but he also was always ready for something out of the ordinary. The mystery behind his dark eyes was what drew her in every time.


Sometimes he did small things that would surprise her and their friends, like building his own buggy instead of buying one. Once he hitched rides and walked all the way to Lancaster, because he couldn’t afford a train ticket, to help with a barn raising. His uncle’s barn had burned down. When asked why he went when there were plenty of people in Lancaster able to help—and after all, how could one seventeen-year-old boy make a difference?—he’d said he needed to follow where he felt God leading him. While he was there, he spotted a three-year-old boy who’d snuck up a ladder. When the boy fell, Henry was there to catch him. This was his answer; this was why he was supposed to be there. That was what he believed. Miriam had always loved that about him—that sense of certainty.


Even though she hated the fact that he was at the CPS, she saw it as just another one of Henry’s adventures. He was experiencing something no one in the community could understand. As much as he didn’t want to go, he’d embraced it as a way for him to learn more about God’s plan for him. She had a difficult time understanding this. Didn’t all of them have the same plan—to live a good and separate life? Wasn’t that the plan for all of them?


“Here we are!” Henry pulled her through the last of the brush and into a clearing.


The glint of morning edged the sky and the moon was shyly fading away. Miriam looked around, taking in the view. It was flat in the small area around them with dry, dead weeds; nothing was in bloom at this time of year. She’d seen it in the summer often enough, when it was grassy and beautiful.


“Why did you bring me here?” The cool air invigorated Miriam as she stood close to Henry, looking up into his face.


“Trust me.” He pulled her toward a large tree at the edge of the clearing.


“I can’t go up there.” She pointed at the homemade ladder leading up to a tree house her nephews had made several years ago.


“Please?”


Miriam never could resist the wooing of a simple please from Henry. She sighed and followed him up the ladder, being careful not to snag her dress. They sat with their backs against the trunk of the tree, facing the large clearing. The light was spreading and the clearing was more visible.


“Big white house, windows everywhere, a porch for us to sit.” He pulled her closer and kissed her cheek. “Can’t you see it?”


“Henry?”


“Maybe we could build here. You know, someday, when we can finally get married.”


Miriam leaned into him as his arm tightened around her and she imagined it in the silence of the morning. She could already hear the laughter of future children and see the heaps of snow in the winter and the huge flower garden in the summer.


“Can you imagine it?”


“Yes.” She breathed the word more than spoke it. “Do you mean it, that we could buy this land and build here?”


She watched as he looked out into the new light that was blooming and up into the moon that was getting lighter. The breeze jostled the limbs above, dead branches cracking against each other. He looked up for a long time, as if he were reading a message in the sky. Then his gaze landed ahead of them for a long moment. His eyes were glistening. She wasn’t sure if it was from unshed tears or the light of the morning shining in them, but he had never looked more handsome to her than he did in that moment. Dreaming their dream together meant everything to her.


“Ja.” He nodded his head before he looked at her. “I know we’ll have a big house someday. We’ll have a family and we’ll grow old together.”


“I want that to happen more than I can say. It’s been so hard waiting while everyone else moves on.” She had to look away from him for a moment. She didn’t want the disappointment that she was sure was in her eyes to make him feel bad for circumstances that were out of his control.


“Look.” He pointed at the land beyond them.


They watched in silence as the sun rose. First it was a quiet orange and yellow, and then it blossomed into a warm reddish purple. Their town was called Sunrise. Just a small community outside of Dover. Until that morning she’d never given the name of her town much thought, but now as she watched the sun rise over the beautiful countryside where someday she might have a house and live and raise a family, it felt like the most important moment in her life.


As Delaware’s level landscape appeared in the growing light, neighboring houses and farms became visible. She sat up straighter to get a better view. Small specks of light glowed far into the distance. It warmed her as she pictured her fellow church members waking in their own warm houses, preparing for another day with their families. Working alongside sons on a farm or baking with daughters, and sending the younger children to school. That was what their lives were all about. It was what she longed for.


“Beautiful.” His voice was so breathless it almost blew away on the wind before reaching her ears.


“It is.” She nodded.


He turned her chin toward him. “No, I mean this moment—you.”


She felt her face grow warm. He traced it with his finger. He untied her headscarf and for a moment her body stiffened. She shouldn’t let him uncover her head, but she didn’t stop him. He pushed the strand of hair that had come out of her bun behind her ears, and all she could think of was how she never wanted to be with anyone else.


“Your hair in this light looks just like the sunrise.” He didn’t say it poetically, like in school when they would read out loud. But he said it in his Henry way, strong and sure, yet in a whisper, as if the trees or wildlife would meddle into their business if they heard. “Will you take it down for me?”


Without thinking, she pulled out the few pins and let it fall. She knew she should feel self-conscious. Wasn’t this sinful? Prideful? Henry gathered a handful of hair and combed his fingers through it, letting it fall between them instead down her back.


“I want to capture this image of you in my mind and never forget it,” he said, handing back her headscarf.


They didn’t talk as Miriam put her hair back up and retied her headscarf under her chin. They didn’t even talk while they climbed down to the ground, Henry stopping on their descent to carve their initials into the tree just below the tree house as the sun continued to rise. In silence, Henry led them back to the farm. Miriam’s brother-in-law Truman and her nephews were out in the barn doing their chores, and they saw Fannie throw potato peels out the side door. No one saw them from where they stood. Henry turned toward her.


“Just when I think I understand you, you surprise me,” she said to him.


“What do you mean?”


“I love these little adventures. It’s like you see things in a way no one else does.”


“The way I see it is that God usually has us on this narrow path where we can only see the step right in front of us. Then sometimes,” he paused and looked away again, “sometimes I feel like He opens a huge door or a field or, I don’t know, opens something that shows me how big His plans are, and suddenly I have all this room to move around. Sometimes it’s way off the path I expect. Do you know what I mean?”


Miriam wasn’t sure. She nodded anyway. “All I really know is that whether it’s a path or a field, I just want to be with you. No matter what.”


When he kissed her goodbye there was a desperation in his touch. She didn’t know why, but she was sure he had something hidden behind his dark eyes.


[image: Images]


Miriam put her pointer finger in her mouth. The taste of her own blood was bitter as she stifled the pinprick. These little wounds eventually created a callus, but it had been months since she had done much sewing and her fingertips weren’t prepared. Her hands endured an enormous amount with all the housework and laundry, so the delicate work with a fine needle had become awkward.


Since she lived with only her parents, she wasn’t constantly sewing patches on pants for young boys or making dress after dress for the long line of girls. All of her older Amish siblings, three sisters and four brothers, were married with families. Miriam didn’t know if her sister Kathryn, the one sister who wasn’t Amish, had a family.


Kathryn could have made this dress in half the time. Miriam groaned quietly, her impatience growing. Sewing was the last thing she wanted to do on a day like today, when Henry was only a few miles away. It was all she could do to continue on with her Monday laundry and the seemingly constant cooking and cleaning. Her fingers went up and down, weaving the needle and thread through the pieces of fabric. As she did her best to make the pieces fit together perfectly, she wished the pieces of her life would fit as seamlessly. With the unexpected events of Henry’s draft, their postponed wedding, and his surprise return, all the pieces of her life were mismatched.


“Vie kompts nae’es?” Her mother, Rosemary, asked Miriam how her sewing was coming along. Miriam turned as her mother entered the small sewing room off the kitchen. Her gaze roamed, as if trying to catch Miriam’s eyes.


“Pretty well.” She held up the maroon dress she’d wear as a wedding attendant to show her mother, just as she would have if her mother actually had normal sight. This was something Miriam made a point of doing even though she knew that the details were lost to the older woman.


Her mother held a bowl in her arms and spun a wooden spoon through the batter with a delicate air. She still moved spryly for a woman in her sixties, and given her poor eyesight, was still able to do a good amount of housework and even some sewing. But her eyes were not the only way she was aging. Her once full, expressive lips were becoming thin and pinched, and her formerly golden-red hair had gone pure white more than a decade ago.


“Ida May will look nice in royal blue. Has she finished sewing it?” her mother said.


“Ja, she finished it months ago.” Miriam’s voice was flat. “You always say everyone looks nice in royal blue.”


“Royal blue’s a good color,” her mother admonished.


“Did everyone wear royal blue when you and Dat were married?”


“It was expensive fabric to buy, so not always.”


There was a short silence as Miriam considered this.


“As much as I like royal blue, it would be nice to have a choice.”


“Nah, it’s good that everyone does the same thing. Makes it so no one’s better than the other.”


Miriam didn’t respond. That had been the answer for so many of the church’s dress standards, and while she was fine with the response, she really didn’t need to hear it over and over. The swish-swish of her mother’s spoon in steady rhythm through the mixture in the bowl filled the room as Miriam studied the hemline she’d just sewn on the dress. Even considering the pinprick, she’d sewn it all quite well so far. She’d often imagined herself wearing the beautiful royal-blue wedding dress that she’d sewn more than a year ago, with a perfect white cape. The image pushed against her mind like a stamp. Her heart shuddered.


It was difficult for her to think of anything but Henry as she sewed, especially after their early-morning jaunt. How different things would be if he’d never been drafted. On the day the notice came for Henry, Miriam had perfectly folded her own royal-blue dress to avoid wrinkles and placed it in brown paper tied with string to protect it. She stacked it deep on her closet shelf, behind her other few belongings. She didn’t want to be reminded constantly of what should have been. She knew Henry wouldn’t marry her just to leave her behind to take care of herself. It wasn’t his way. Another option was for them to marry and for her to go with him to Hagerstown. She would find a place to live in town and some work, maybe cleaning homes. Henry would never agree to this, believing it wouldn’t be safe for a young Amish woman. They’d accepted that the best option was to wait. The thought made her sigh.


“I know you must feel left behind.” Her mother’s intuition surprised Miriam. “Henry will be back for good before you know it, and it’ll be your turn.”


She nodded, swallowing hard, refusing to cry. She turned her attention back to the hem, not wanting even her mostly blind mother to see her emotion. Besides, the last thing she wanted to do was be sad while he was home. She was going to make sure that the next few days were perfect. Perhaps her father would allow her to go to Henry’s family for supper one night, and maybe he could come over after supper the other nights and spend the evenings with her. She’d decided that while it would make his awful haircut visible to her father, it would be worth it to spend as much time with him as possible.


Her mother broke the silence. “Don’t mope about it, though.”


“I know, but it’s frustrating to think that by the time I pull out my wedding dress, Ida May will probably already be a mother.”


Her finger began to bleed again and the droplets of blood tasted venomous to her. The dark mood had attacked when she least expected it. Shaking it away, she turned back to the new dress. Miriam was one of the honored navah hockas, one of two bridal attendants, for Ida May. She’d been paired up with Eli Brenneman, since no one knew that Henry would be home for the wedding. Now that Henry didn’t have to catch a bus until later on Thursday, she wondered if Jesse and Ida May would ask Eli to step down, allowing Henry to be partnered with her. She feared that being paired with Eli at a highly anticipated wedding would instigate more rumors among the community.


“God’s will is best.” The spoon’s motion paused for a moment as Rosemary patted Miriam’s shoulder, then began again as she walked out.


God’s will is best. The words rang in her ears and she let them soak into her throat, hoping it would push the lump of tears down into her chest. But she didn’t let the phrase penetrate her heart. She couldn’t. She wasn’t sure she believed it anymore. Her heart was weary of those words.





CHAPTER 3



NOVEMBER 1943


Miriam woke to a drenching rain. She groaned, knowing that this meant she would be stuck inside all day and wouldn’t have the chance to take even a cold walk with Henry. She was hungry for more of him, like the morning before. For so long she had been starved for his touch and attention.


Her intuition also told her that there was something he wasn’t telling her. He’d already put her questions off the first night and she wasn’t about to let it happen again. She couldn’t imagine what was so terrible that he couldn’t tell her right away. If his time was extended at the camp, she would be terribly upset, but they would manage. They would have to.


“Henry asked me to go to his house for supper tonight. Then after we’ll probably play some games with his family.” She kept her head down as she ate her breakfast. She had chosen her words carefully, not exactly making it a request though not announcing her plans without her father’s blessing, either. She desired his approval and coveted his peace with the family.


Since her sister Kathryn had left, her father had been known to go into fits of temper at the spur of the moment. He had never done that before, and they had all learned to try to keep him happy.


Out of the corner of her eye she saw her father raise his head. His mouth was tight, declaring that he was troubled. She decided not to say anything further but wait for him to respond in his own time. It might have been five minutes or ten before he finally spoke.


“Tell your young man that it would be best for his hair to be cut properly next time or he should skip a visit,” he stated, sipping honeyed hot peppermint tea. “It’s disgraceful how he looks. Just because he’s at that camp doesn’t give him free rein to go against the Ordnung.”


At the mention of the church’s rules, Miriam’s heart constricted. Everything they did was according to the Ordnung, and while her father was right, she couldn’t help but wish that he would try to see Henry’s situation for what it was. But then she realized that she’d scrutinized him as well, only she’d done it with a kiss on his lips and a tight hold of his hand. She was no better.


“You just be careful.” Her father’s voice suddenly grew louder.


“Be careful of what?” Her words snapped like a whip across the table. She cringed as they rang in her ears.
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