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The Return of Isaiah
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I should’ve known he’d come back someday. Not because he said he would—he didn’t. He hadn’t said much of anything the day they told him to go. Just that tight, unreadable look over his shoulder, like he knew that if he opened his mouth, the truth might spill out and take us both down with it.

Isaiah always wanted more. More than the barns and buggies and fields. More than sermons and silence. He wanted music that wasn’t in hymnals, books that hadn’t been censored, love that didn’t need hiding. He used to ask questions that made me shift uncomfortably in my seat: Why does God only bless silence? Why does love have to look one way? Why do we let fear dress itself up as faith?

I never had the courage to ask those things out loud, but I never stopped him. I followed him everywhere. From childhood games in the hayloft to whispered nights in the dark, to the edge of the woods where the stars looked close enough to touch. I was the quiet one, the obedient one, but when he pulled me behind the woodshop that night and kissed me, I didn’t pull away. I kissed him back like I’d been holding my breath for years and had finally been given permission to exhale.

We thought we were careful. Thought we were discreet. But someone always sees. Someone always tells. And when the elders found out, Isaiah stood taller than I’d ever seen him. He took the blame—said it was him, not me. Said I was just confused, misled. And I let him. God help me, I let him. I stood there and said nothing while he was shunned, while he packed his few belongings and walked away from everything we’d ever known. He didn’t look back. Not once.

I stayed. Because staying was easier than leaving. Because Mama cried when she thought I might go too. Because my father didn’t speak to me for a week and when he did, he called me “the only one left he could still trust.” Because shame is heavy, but not as heavy as exile. And because the Ordnung—the sacred rules we’d been raised with—told me that staying meant salvation, and leaving meant eternal ruin. So I stayed. And I buried it all. My guilt. My grief. Him.

Until today.

The mist clings to the fields like a wet blanket, heavy and unrelenting, muffling the world in its gray embrace. I breathe it in, the cool air sharp in my lungs, as I step out of the small, weathered house that has been my home for as long as I can remember. It’s early—earlier than most would rise—but this is my rhythm. A rhythm etched into my bones since I was old enough to carry a pail.

I pull my coat tighter around me, the woolen fabric rough against my skin, and make my way toward the chicken coop. The eggs need gathering, the animals need feeding. It’s a task I’ve done more times than I can count, yet today, something feels off. The air is too still. The silence too deep. As if the mist is holding its breath, waiting for something to break.

I open the coop door, and the hens cluck softly, their feathers damp with dew. I move among them, collecting eggs with practiced ease, letting the rhythm of the work calm my thoughts. But I can’t shake the feeling that something is coming. Something I’m not ready for.

When I straighten, bucket in hand, the world seems to pause. The usual morning sounds—the rustle of the wind, the faint hum of the village—are absent. And then I hear it. The slow, deliberate crunch of boots on gravel.

My gaze drifts toward the barn, and that’s when I see him.

Isaiah.

He stands there like a ghost made flesh, taller than I remember, his golden hair damp with mist, his face older but unmistakable. He’s wearing jeans and a leather jacket, clothes that don’t belong here, not in our world. But somehow, they suit him. He looks like he’s been through fire and come out sharpened. And yet his smile, when it finds me, is the same. That same half-smile that once made me lose my place in a hymn, the same one I’ve seen in my dreams more times than I’ll admit.

My heart stutters. I freeze, the bucket heavy in my hands.

“Levi,” he says, his voice low and rough, like he’s testing it after a long silence. Like my name still means something.

I swallow hard. “Isaiah,” I manage, the word foreign on my tongue and yet too familiar. He takes a step closer, and I don’t move. The air between us feels electric, thick with memories and things unsaid. His eyes drop to the bucket in my hands, and without thinking, I shift it slightly, a half-instinct to shield something.

His lips quirk, just barely. He reaches out. His fingers brush mine as he takes the bucket from me, and the contact sends a jolt through me. A memory. A possibility. A warning.

I pull back, my cheeks burning. “You shouldn’t be here,” I say, my voice firmer now, though my pulse pounds in my ears.

“I know,” he replies, voice unreadable. “But I had to see for myself. Some things don’t change.”

His eyes search mine, and I hate that he still knows how to read me. That even now, with years between us, he sees what I’m trying to hide. I look away. “You should go.”

But he doesn’t move. “Will you miss me again?” he asks, and the words hit harder than I expect. Because I have. Every day. And not just him—but the version of myself I lost when I let him leave.

I shake my head, though I can’t look at him. “You shouldn’t have come back.”

He steps closer, and this time I don’t flinch. “And you shouldn’t have let me leave.”

My chest tightens. The bucket tilts in his hands and one egg slips out, cracking on the ground between us. I barely react. My hands are shaking.

“I’m sorry,” he says softly. “I didn’t mean to—”

“Just go,” I say, too quickly. I bend to gather the remaining eggs, holding them like they might fall apart if I don’t. Like I might.

He lingers. I can feel him there, watching me. The weight of his presence presses on my shoulders. “Levi,” he says again, and there’s something in his voice that makes me want to weep.

“Please,” I say without looking up. “Just go.”

When I finally straighten, he’s gone. The mist has swallowed him whole, the way it does everything. Erasing edges. Blurring lines. Like he was never there at all.

But I know better.

I head to the barn, the bucket tight in my grip. The village is waking now—doors creaking open, distant voices carrying on the cold air. Everything looks the same. But I don’t feel the same. I haven’t for years. I just didn’t let myself admit it.

The barn is warm, the scent of hay and livestock thick in the air. I set the bucket down and grab the pitchfork, trying to lose myself in the work. The repetition helps, but only a little. My thoughts keep circling back to him. To his eyes. His voice. That damned smile.

What does he want from me? Why now?

And worse—what do I want?

I finish mucking the stalls and step outside for air. The mist is beginning to lift, and the sun, pale and uncertain, presses through. I walk to the edge of the field, boots sinking into the soft earth. I stare out at the quiet village. It feels further away than ever.

“Levi.”

The sound of his voice again, behind me. I turn slowly.

Isaiah stands there, closer this time. No fog between us now. Just space.

“What are you doing here?” I ask, more tired than angry.

“I couldn’t leave,” he says. “Not again.”

“You should’ve.”

He takes a step forward. “I had to know if you felt the same way.”

My throat tightens. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Yes,” he says gently. “You do.”

I don’t stop him when he steps closer, or when his hand brushes my sleeve.

“It doesn’t matter,” I whisper. “The Ordnung—”

“The Ordnung doesn’t get to define this,” he says, his voice suddenly fierce. “Not anymore.”

I shake my head, lost. “It’s not that simple.”

“Maybe not,” he says. “But we don’t have to figure it all out right now.”

I stare at him, heart thudding, breath shallow. “What do you want, Isaiah?”

He meets my eyes. “I want you. The truth. Us.”

I look away, jaw tight. “It’s not that simple.”

“I know it’s not,” he says, softer now. “That’s why I’m not asking for anything. Not yet.”

He steps back, giving me space, but his presence still hums like static in the air.

“I’m staying nearby,” he adds, as if it’s the most casual thing in the world. “Couple miles out. Just me and a tent. I figured a week. Maybe more.”

My head jerks up. “You’re what?”

“Don’t worry,” he says. “I won’t come into the village. I’m not trying to stir anything up. I just needed to see you. To be near... this place. One last time, maybe.”

My chest tightens. “You can’t stay here. People will find out.”

He shrugs, not unkindly. “Let them.”

I shake my head. “You don’t understand. They’ll think I—”

“I’m not asking you to do anything, Levi.” He pauses. “I’m just... here.”

He holds my gaze a second longer, then nods once, like he’s already accepted the answer I haven’t given. Then he turns, walking back into the mist, the sound of his boots swallowed by the silence.

This time, I don’t stop him. I don’t even call after him.

I stand there long after he’s gone, the cold sinking into my skin, the sky beginning to lighten above me. The barn looms behind, solid and familiar, but I don’t move. I feel untethered, like a rope has been quietly cut while I wasn’t looking.

He’s back. And staying. And I don’t know what that means.

The mist begins to lift around me, but nothing feels clear.

Not yet.
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Echoes of Elias
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The morning sun slices through the attic window, casting golden light across the dust-thick air. The beams fall on an old cedar chest tucked beneath the slope of the roof, forgotten by everyone but me. I sit cross-legged beside it, Elias’s journal open in my lap, the yellowed pages fanned out like relics from another life. I found the journal last spring, hidden beneath a loose floorboard near the hayloft of the barn. Wrapped in oilcloth, sealed with twine. I don’t know what compelled me to open it—curiosity, maybe, or something more desperate. Something hungry.

The name on the first page was familiar. Elias Yoder. He’d lived here two generations ago. The name was never spoken without a hint of shame in the older folks' voices, like a stain that refused to wash out. They say he left suddenly. No explanation. No word. Just gone. Some said he ran off with a girl. Others claimed he’d gone “English” and never looked back.

But the truth—his truth—is here in my hands.

His handwriting is careful but emotional, the kind of penmanship that speaks of someone who rarely said things out loud. He wrote to be remembered. Or maybe just to be known. I read his words slowly, reverently, each line feeling like it was meant for me alone.

Elias wrote about Sarah. She wasn’t just a girl in the community—she was a wild thing. He called her wind and fire. Said her
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