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Mary liked to think of herself as a capable person; she was no genius, but she was intelligent and a good problem solver. She was able to look after herself and rely on her own intuition. So even as she stood outside of her childhood home, even as she raised her fist to knock, it was difficult to believe she was really there. Difficult to believe she had allowed herself to be taken advantage of to the point she had nowhere else to go.

"Why are we here, mummy?"

Hazel eyes flickered down to her son, and her gaze softened. "I've told you, sweetheart. We're going to be living with my parents for a while."

"Why?"

Mary closed here eyes and sucked in a breath. This wasn't Eli's fault - it wasn't either of their faults, not really. It was her fiance - ex fiance - that had taken everything from them. The deep breaths did little to steady her hammering heartbeat or the clamminess creeping across her skin, but she managed a wobbly smile as her eyes opened once more. "I know you don't want to be here, sweetie, but try to be polite, okay? This community isn't like what you're used to."

It was a severe understatement. Eli had been brought up in the modern world with televisions and cars and public school. Now he was going to have none of it - and when he entered his second year at school he wasn't going to attend with other children, but be homeschooled by his grandfather.

No, Mary told herself, it's only until you can find an alternative. This isn't permanent.

Even as she reached out to knock pale fists against the door, she wondered if that was true. It had taken everything she had to leave this place once. A second time...

The door swung open to reveal a dark corridor - but it was barely visible behind the tall, rounded woman filling the doorway. She beamed, dimpled cheeks revealing laugh lines, and pulled Mary in for a tight hug before she had the chance to resist. "Mary dear, I've been so looking forward to this day! I wanted to meet you at the bus stop, but you know your father... he doesn't like me going off on my own."

Mary squirmed, pushing her mother away before she could suffocate. "Mother," she protested - but it was difficult to ignore the warmth seeping into her chest. If there was one person in this place she was glad to see, it was her mother; Ruth Bontrager. 

"Come in, Mary - and your son, too. You can introduce us once I fetch your father."

Ruth ushered Mary inside, Eli in hand, and she was immediately hit by the wall of heat on the other side. The door thudded closed behind them and the heat was stifling, far too hot for an autumn evening. There was a sugary smell floating from the kitchen - cookies, no doubt, something her mother baked so rarely.

"Sit down, both of you. This must be little Eli - though you aren't so little, are you? I see you're going to be tall just like the rest of our family." She continued to coo over Eli, fussing with his sweater and ruffling his golden hair. She didn't pause even as a shadow fell upon the room, blocking out the little light that poked out from the lace curtains.

Mary did notice. She knew that shadow even now, after so many years. He was right behind her, filling up the doorway and even if she wasn't facing him, Mary sensed his disapproving stare.

"You're late."

Mary winced - and she caught Eli's pale, nervous face as she turned to her father. "I know, I'm sorry. The bus from the airport was late, and then we missed the second one-"

"You are late, and these excuses aren't acceptable. I see you left your suitcases on the porch too, though going by what you're wearing I can see you won't be keeping much of it, anyway."

"Fletcher, they just arrived, can't you-"

"Ruth, don't defend her. She hasn't bothered with us in seven years, and she can't even arrive on time?" Mary was a tall woman, but even in her small heels her father towered over her. His dark hair almost brushed the ceiling, and he was so muscular even at fifty-seven that he enveloped the entire doorway in his bulk. He hadn't changed in the seven years Mary had been away, not a bit. He fell silent - and that silence was almost as chilling as his disapproving glare. 

"I'll get the suitcases," Mary admonished - and here she was again, helpless against a man's will just because she was too afraid to say no; but no one said no to her father without repercussions. "I don't have a lot, just enough to fit in my old room-"

"Good. You will go through your items later to throw out anything inappropriate."

"Such as?" Mary questioned without thought - only to wince as Fletcher's eyes darkened.

"Such as any clothing like that. If you wish to stay here, that means adopting our way of life - and anything this colourful is not allowed. You know that."

She was only wearing a pink blouse underneath a white cardigan and washed out jeans - much less gaudy than Eli's yellow shirt and crimson hoodie - but Mary realised neither of those outfits were allowed. Her entire wardrobe was probably against the rules. Not to mention the shoes. 

"We won't be here for long, Father, can't we at least keep our things? I won't wear any of it."

"Fletcher love, don't you think we should at least let them settle in before we dictate?" Ruth rose a brow, questioning, but her smile was a weak attempt to appease him. 

"No."

"Little Eli will need time to adjust, don't you think?"

"If they want to live with us, they must follow our rules. Now, about finding you a husband-"

"Father! I am not going to get married. I'm not staying here any longer than I have to." Mary stormed to her feet, eyes dark and lips pursed. She wanted to scream at him, to shout and insult - but that would only serve to get her - and her son - kicked out. Then what? So with a deep breath Mary held out her hand and said, "Eli, let's get some fresh air. Your grandfather needs time to calm down."

Eli skittered over to her, eyes wide and frightened. She couldn't blame him, not with Fletcher spouting nonsense. He grabbed blindly for Mary's hand and she saw tears glisten on his round cheeks.

"You come back right now, Mary! I won't have this kind of disobedience in my house."

She pulled Eli close and stormed from the house without looking back - but her father's anger and her mother's pleading rang in her ears even after the door slammed shut behind them.

Ten minutes. They had been inside that damned house for all of ten minutes and already she wanted to be sick. Coming back, it was a mistake. Anything was better than this, no matter how dire the circumstances. Leaning down to press a kiss to the top of Eli's head she muttered, "I'm sorry I brought us here."

"Miss, are you all right?"

Hazel eyes flickered up - only to lock onto a pair of bright, sparkling green ones. They were the shade of emeralds, shining in the dull autumn light even as his brows creased in concern.

"I'm fine," she snapped in reply; though immediately guilt settled deep in her gut. It wasn't this stranger's fault her life was terrible. Even so she continued, "leave us alone."

Unperturbed by her sharpness, the man only smiled. "You must be the Bontrager's daughter, yes? Your mother told everyone willing to listen that her daughter was coming home."

"Did she?" Mary snapped - but when Eli uttered a quiet whimper she forced herself to relax. Her shoulders slouched, if only marginally. "I'm sorry, but it's been a hard day and I'm not in the mood to talk."

"Oh." The man's brows creased, lips tilting down in what she assumed was disappointment. "If I told you my name, might that help? I'm Noah Ruiter. Who's this little boy by your side?" The man - Noah - held out a hand to wave hello, a wide smile gracing his elegant features.

With a startled gasp Mary tugged Eli away, shielding his tiny body with her own. Her heart skipped and she knew it was an overreaction but it didn't stop her pulse from shuddering. "I told you I'm not in the mood to talk. Neither of us are. Now please leave us alone."

This time at least he backed away with his hands raised in defeat. "It's rare to find a woman that can resist my charm, but I can see you have had a tough time. I apologise for making you and your son uncomfortable." HIs smile, sharp and mischievous, hardly laid her worries at ease. "I would ask what happened, but I heard the shouting from the house. If you ever need to feel better, I've been told I am an excellent distraction from life's hardships."

Disgusting. Not only had he eavesdropped but now he was trying to proposition her in front of her own kid? Automatically she backed away with a scowl; and it took all of her energy not to stride over there and slap him. "I'm capable of dealing with my own issues, thanks, and I don't need you for anything."

That untrustworthy grin faltered, and for a split second genuine hurt crossed his features. Then he laughed and the look was shattered, smile spreading across his lips once more. "Yes fine, I know when to give up. For now, at least. I suppose I have no choice but to leave you now, do I?"

"No, you don't."

"Right." Noah hesitated. A creeping feeling crawled along Mary's spine as he let his gaze trail along her body, slow and appreciative, before he shrugged and stepped back. "Well, I suppose I will see you two around. Goodbye for now." With that he cast them an easy smile and a wave before sauntering down the road.

Mary and Eli were left standing outside her parent's home, gawking at the retreating form of Noah. This day had gone from bad to worse to just weird, and Mary wasn't even sure where he fit into it all. With a huff caught in her throat she turned to her son, bending down to match his height. "I'm sorry about all of this, sweetheart. I promise this won't be for long, okay?"

"Okay," Eli muttered, but he refused to meet her eyes. He shifted, short legs knocking into Mary's knees and asked, "why does grandad not like us?"

Mary's heart shattered, breaking into a million pieces right there on the ground. Without wasting another second she pulled him in for a hug, pressing her cheek into his hair. "Oh Eli," she murmured, "he doesn't hate you. He just doesn't agree with what I've done with my life. I promise everything will be okay, sweetheart."

Silence. Not a single word passed Eli's lips and Mary didn't know what to make of that. Not until he wrapped his tiny arms around her and pulled her closer, and not until she caught the first sniffle of held-back tears.

"Everything will be fine," she repeated, more to herself than Eli at this point. It was like a mantra - one that, if she repeated it enough, might actually be believable.

In the back of her mind, however, a dark thought told her this was only the beginning. After all, her father was not so easily swayed and in this town, things were rarely laid to rest.

——————————
[image: ]


Being forced into confession for her 'sins' was not how Mary wanted to
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