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Chapter One:

“Miriam, did you hear me?” 

Miriam glanced up at her husband, Isaac. He was looking at her expectantly, and she realized that she had clearly missed whatever it was that he had asked her. She felt a flush rise in her cheeks, and she mumbled, “No, sorry. I didn’t hear you. My mind was wandering again. What did you say?”

Isaac frowned briefly, but then his features relaxed, and he said, “I asked you if it was okay if my parents come over for supper this weekend?”

“Oh, of course,” Miriam said. “I’ll make a roast.”

When Isaac gave her a pleased smile, Miriam felt a prickle of guilt. She hadn’t been listening to him, and he hated that. It made him feel small and unloved. The worst part was that she had been congratulating herself on not thinking about Matthew for a change. And now that she was thinking about it, she realized that she had indeed been thinking about him, even in the act of not thinking about him. 

“Are you feeling okay?” Isaac asked her. 

Automatically Miriam’s hand went protectively to her belly. She nodded. “Fine actually, although I expect by the end of the day I’ll want to sit with my feet up for a bit.”

“Of course,” Isaac said as he smiled at her. She cringed, feeling the flood of guilt that normally followed thoughts of Matthew, even though she hadn’t really been thinking of him. Not really.

“I’m going to get the baking done today, as well,” Miriam said quickly, hoping that Isaac hadn’t seen the telltale flickering on her face. Changing the subject seemed to work, and Isaac smiled at her again. She knew she didn’t deserve the kindness he repeatedly showed her. Her heart yearned to love Isaac the way he deserved to be loved, but Matthew still had too strong a hold on her heart.

“Well,” Isaac said, drawing out his words, “I suppose I’ll go check to see if Michael and Thaddeus have finished the milking.”

“Okay,” Miriam said as she pulled a smile up on her face. “I actually think that I might have a rest now, and bake later.”

Concern flickered across Isaac’s face. “Of course,” he said. “You need to do what you need to do to keep you and the baby safe.”

She both loved and hated how genuine his concern was for her and their child. Sometimes, with great effort, Miriam could see her future with Isaac. He was a good man, whom she did care for greatly. Settling herself onto the armchair near the front window, Miriam sighed, and rested her hand on her belly.  She was still not far enough along to feel the baby move, but she liked to imagine that she could feel each little kick and squirm.

More often than not, though, when she sat like this she imagined what would have happened if Matthew had settled down after their Rumspringa, gotten baptized, and proposed to her. Would they have a baby now? Or maybe more than one? She could picture how their children would have looked, even as she couldn’t picture what this baby—this very real baby that she was having with Isaac—would look like.

Miriam squeezed her eyes shut as her breath caught in her chest. She had to give Isaac a chance to win her full heart. He was a kind man who had been willing to take her at her most damaged and vulnerable. That was why she had chosen him, wasn’t it? She could see how he was lovable, how he would love her and any children that they brought into the world. 

Still...she couldn’t stop the part of her heart that would always love Matthew. Her heart beat hard when she thought about him, her blood racing, singing through veins as she recalled his deep blue, nearly violet eyes. She wondered where he was now, right now at that very moment. Gas bubbled in her stomach and for a moment she stilled wondering if this was her first time feeling the baby move. Nothing followed, and she sank back into the chair with disappointment.

Sitting around thinking about the former love of her life couldn’t be good for her. She should take a walk, she decided, straightening in her chair. Perhaps she could go for a stroll down the road, and drop in on Matthew’s maemm. There was nothing wrong with her maintaining that friendship, was there? She had always looked up to the older woman as a mentor of sorts, someone she wanted to model her life as a wife and mother after. Besides she hadn’t seen Mrs. Yoder in months.

Feeling happier than she had in a long time, Miriam hurried to collect her shawl, and write Isaac a note before leaving the house. As she walked down the driveway to the quiet country lane beyond, Miriam felt like she could breathe for the first time since she had gotten married.

Chapter Two:

When she got to the Yoder farm, her step faltered. Miriam didn’t know what she was doing or why she had convinced herself that coming here was okay or good for her. Regardless, she was there now, and she knew that going home would make her feel worse. 

Taking a deep breath, Miriam started up the driveway, familiar to her as her own from childhood. Every step took her closer to her memories of what she shared with Matthew. By the time Miriam got to the front porch, she had been spotted. Two of Matthew’s younger sisters had burst out of the house, and wrapped their arms around her. 

Miriam laughed, all the weight she had been carrying with her evaporating as she hugged the girls back. “Be careful, little ones,” she said, patting her stomach. The girls’ eyes grew wide, and they looked at each other. 

“Did you and Matthew get married?” Susan asked.

The laughter died on Miriam’s lips. “No,” she said more sharply than she had intended. “This is my husband, Isaac’s baby.”

Mary propped her hand on one hip, and gripped Susan by the shoulder. “You shouldn’t bring up Matthew,” she told her little sister. “You know Maemm said that was rude.”

Susan shrugged. “I don’t think that’s true. I don’t remember Maemm ever saying anything like that to me. Besides why is it rude to talk about Matthew. He came home, didn’t he? Daed said that almost made up for all his bad behavior.”

The words filtered through Miriam’s baby dazed brain, and she blinked at the girls. “Did you say that Matthew came home?” she asked, barely daring to believe or hope that could be the case.

Both girls peered up at her and then looked at each other. “You stay here,” Mary told Susan. “Don’t let her fall over. I’ll get Maemm.” With that the little girl took off into the house, yelling for her mother as she went.

Susan looked up at Miriam, concern all over her face. “Are you going to be sick?” she asked. “If you are, can you puke in the bushes over there. I don’t want to have to clean up a vomit mess on the porch. And it would probably be my job since I’m the youngest.” Susan made a face, and Miriam choked on her laughter.

By the time Mrs. Yoder appeared at the doorway, Miriam was starting to feel faint. Questions pounded at her temples. When had Matthew come home? Was he in the house right now? How was she going to tell him about Isaac? About the baby? What could she even say to him? Was she still angry with him?

“Miriam, dear, I think that you should come inside,” Mrs. Yoder said gently.

Miriam let herself be led into the once familiar house. Sitting in the front room, Miriam felt someone press a glass of water into her hand, and she obediently drank it in one greedy gulp. Only after she finished the water did she realize that Mrs. Yoder had sat down on the sofa next to her. “Are you okay, dear?”

Tears stung the backs of Miriam’s eyes, and she wasn’t sure if she wanted to answer or not. Finally she asked, “So Matthew really has come home?”

“Just for a visit,” Mrs. Yoder clarified. There was an edge to her tone that Miriam remembered all too well. Matthew’s parents had never approved of his wayward lifestyle.

“Oh,” Miriam said, looking down at the nearly empty water glass in her hands. She wasn’t sure why this news devastated her this much, but it did. What did she think would happen if Matthew came back for good? She was married, for goodness sake, and she had a boppli on the way. She suddenly felt like the worst person ever. Maybe she even was the worst. 

“Did you need to see him?” Mrs. Yoder asked, and the edge was still there. “I’m sure I can set up a visit. He’s helping his grossmammi right now, but later...”

As Mrs. Yoder let her voice trail off, Miriam looked up. “No! I can’t see him,” she exclaimed, panic taking over her body. From the top of her head to the tips of her toes, Miriam began to shake. 

“Okay, dear,” Mrs. Yoder said as she reached out to put her hand on Miriam’s arm, but Miriam quickly pulled away.

“I—I don’t know why I came here,” Miriam said, standing quickly. The room swam before her eyes. She swayed slightly on her feet, but she knew that she needed to go. She wasn’t sure what she had expected coming here, and knowing that Matthew was home again changed everything and nothing. 

“Miriam, dear—” Mrs. Yoder said, but Miriam didn’t stay put to listen. Instead she clutched her shawl around her shoulders, and rushed outside. 

She was still shaking as she ran down the driveway. When she got to the end of the lane she hesitated a moment before turning in the direction of home. She had her arms wrapped around her burgeoning belly when she heard the sound of hoofbeats on the road behind her. Something deep down in the pit of her stomach told her that if she turned around she would see Matthew clopping toward her in his buggy. And she knew that once she saw him there would be no telling what she would do. Where Matthew was concerned, she couldn’t judge what she was capable of doing. 

So instead of turning around, Miriam did the only thing that she could think to do, and she turned off the road, and hurried down across the ditch into Old Tom King’s field. His cow barn sat away from his house, and she knew that she could hide out there for a while. Even when she heard Matthew yelling her name, Miriam didn’t turn around.

Chapter Three:

“Miriam?”

The sound of her name coming from his lips made her heart squeeze painfully in her chest. Pressing herself into the corner of the empty stall she had found, Miriam tried to stem of tears leaking from her eyes. A fluttering feeling in her belly made her pause, and she wondered if she had finally felt the baby move. Isaac would love to feel the baby move when she got home.

Thinking about her husband while she was hiding from her ex-boyfriend sent a flurry of feelings rushing through her, causing the tears she was crying to flow harder. As the sobs wracked her body, Miriam couldn’t keep herself quiet any longer.

“Miriam?”

She pressed her hand to her mouth hoping that he hadn’t heard her, but then suddenly there he was, Matthew, her Matthew, was peering around the side of the stall. “Are you hurt?” he asked, and without waiting for answer, he was kneeling in front of her. “Miriam?”

“Leave me alone, Matthew,” Miriam said, tears running down her cheeks. Her throat constricted around a lump the size of a chicken egg, and she turned as far away from him as possible. 

“Are you okay?” he asked, clearly ignoring her words. 

Miriam could feel her chest constricting as she finally forced herself to look up at him. Breathless, she said, “Do you think I’m okay? Seeing you after all this time? After you abandoned me?”

Matthew flinched at her words, the movement so slight that she might have missed it, but she knew him too well. He sat back on his heels, and regarded her. “I didn’t abandon you,” he said. “If anything you abandoned me.”

“What?” Miriam stared at Matthew in disbelief. The anger that stirred in her helped her regain her composure. Pushing herself up, Miriam scrambled to her feet. “You abandoned me. What choice did I have but to come home and get married?”

Matthew was quiet as he stayed crouched low to the ground. Finally he swiveled, and looked up at her. “You could have stayed with me in the city,” he said in a low tone. “We could have found jobs.”

Tears stung Miriam’s eyes. “But would we have gotten married?” she asked, even though she already knew the answer.

Matthew rubbed the back of his neck, and averted his gaze. “Eventually,” he said. 

“That’s a lie!” Miriam cried. “You never intended to marry me, no matter how much I loved you.”

Jumping to his feet, Matthew gaped at her. “It’s not a lie. I always thought that we would get married, but I didn’t want to come back here yet. If you had just given me more time...”

He trailed off, and it was Miriam’s turn to gape at him. “I gave you years,” she whispered. Shaking her head, feeling stupid and ashamed for her reaction to him, and wanting nothing more than to go home and nurse her bruised ego, Miriam turned to leave the barn.

“Please don’t leave, Miriam,” Matthew said in a voice laced with emotion. 

She paused, rebellion warring in her stomach as she realized that she was going to stay. Was she betraying Isaac by talking with Matthew? The question pulsed in her brain. Miriam felt the little flutter of movement from the baby again, and she wondered if she was betraying the baby. If she was painfully, brutally honest with herself she had to admit that she had never fully given her heart to Isaac because Matthew still lived in such a large part of it.

“Why?” she asked, adding as much hardness to her voice as she could before turning around. When she looked back at Matthew she could see the intensity in his gaze, feel the heat emanating from his eyes, and she shivered. She couldn’t help herself. No matter how hard she tried, she would always have a physical reaction to Matthew.

Matthew shook his head as he stood. “Don’t you know?” he asked.

The lump in Miriam’s throat swelled again. “I wouldn’t be asking if I knew,” she said. The baby moved again, and Miriam’s hand reflexively went to her belly. Just today it seemed that the baby was determined to move, to remind her of its’ existence. The smell of hay and horses suddenly overwhelmed her. She knew that she was overly sensitive to smells due to her pregnancy, but she couldn’t believe she hadn’t noticed the pungent odor until now. Dry heaving, she turned away from Matthew once again.

What was she doing here in this barn with him? This wasn’t the kind of person she was. Besides, she had grown fond of Isaac, and she was certain that one day that would turn into love. Their baby deserved that. Her baby deserved a mother that was fully invested in the relationship with the child’s father. No matter how hard it would be to walk away from Matthew this time, she had to. 

“It doesn’t matter,” Miriam murmured, glancing over her shoulder at Matthew. “I have to go. It was interesting to see you again, Matthew.”

“Miriam, wait!” Matthew called, and she could hear him coming after her. “I love you. I’ve always loved you. How can you run away from that again?”  

Miriam whirled around, anger coloring her cheeks red. “How dare you?” she yelled. “You don’t get to tell me that you love me, and I never ran away from you. The one doing the running? That has always been you. I have to get home. I have a husband. And a baby on the way. There’s no room in that scenario for you.”

With that she continued to storm down the aisle of the barn toward the door. Matthew scrambled after her, and as he rounded on her he knocked into one of the gas lamps burning on the post near the door. Instantly flames began to lick the wood. Miriam stared at the fire in horror until Matthew grabbed her hand. “Come on,” he said. “We have to get out of here.”

Chapter Four:

Miriam pulled back against Matthew’s hand, but he continued to pull her forward. “We have to stop and go back,” she insisted. “There could be animals in there. We have to tell someone what happened!”

Matthew paused mid-step, and stared at her with a hard expression on his face. “No,” he said. “We need to go before anyone sees us here.”

With that he continued to pull Miriam toward the road. “Please, slow down,” Miriam pleaded. She could feel her head growing light, dizziness threatening to overwhelm her. The baby kicked, and Miriam panicked. What was she doing? She had a baby to think about now. She needed to go home.

“My car is just down the lane,” Matthew said, ignoring what she had just said. 

Miriam’s mind whirled as she allowed herself to be led along. Hadn’t she gone to Matthew’s with the intention and the hope of seeing him? If anything happened to the baby, then it would be her fault, her punishment for living in the past. For letting Matthew stay in her heart when she should have been doing everything she could to fall in love with Isaac.

Isaac. The thought of her husband made her stomach clench. What was he going to think when she showed up at home later after being out with Matthew in his car? Miriam tried to pull her hand away again, but Matthew held firm. Behind her she heard the sound of timber crashing as the fire engulfed the barn. She tried to turn to look, but again Matthew yanked her forward. He seemed determined not to let her take responsibility for what had happened...but why? Was he concerned for her or for himself? Even as she asked herself the question, she knew the answer.

“Matthew, please, I have to go back. I have to get home,” Miriam said, raising her voice to a near shout.

That seemed to get Matthew’s attention. He paused mid-stride and looked at her. She shivered under his hard stare. There was a moment when she knew that he was seeing her as she was now, not as she had been in his memory.

“You wanted this,” Matthew said in a hard voice. “You came to my house looking for me. I didn’t seek you out.”

She wanted to tell him that he was wrong, that he had come after her, but she bit her lip. In the distance, she could hear the wail of sirens. The fire must be bad enough that they had to call the Englischer fire department. That meant that it was really bad. Miriam felt the ache of guilt threatening to swallow her, and she said, “Matthew, we need to go back, and tell them what happened. Then we need to atone for our sins.”

“And what do you think will happen if we go back, Miriam?” Matthew asked, spitting the words out sarcastically at her feet. “That they’ll just forgive us and let us go on our merry way?”

“Well...yes,” Miriam said. She was confused by his anger. They hadn’t meant to cause any harm, so why shouldn’t they go back and tell the truth?

“You’re being a fool,” Matthew snapped. “Now come on.”

Miriam contemplated how she would be able to explain this whole mess to Isaac when she went home. She was so lost in though that she barely noticed when they cut through a hedge, and ended up in front of a red sports car. 

“Get in,” Matthew said, pushing his key fob. The headlights blinked twice before he pulled open the passenger side door for her. 

Miriam slid into the seat, and buckled her seat belt. Matthew stayed outside for a moment, and looked back toward the barn. Remembering how Matthew had been as a driver during their Rumspringa years, Miriam felt more than a little nervous about his impending driving. Fast and reckless were both words that her daed had used to describe Matthew, but Miriam had never wanted to hear it. Now she realized that he might have been right.

As Matthew peeled out from behind the hedgerow, his tires squealing on the cement of the road, Miriam squeezed her eyes shut to keep the tears from coming.  There was no way that she could explain it to Matthew, but she needed to get home. She needed to shut Matthew out of her life, truly this time. 

“Can you take me home?” Her voice came out in a breathy squeak. She wasn’t even sure if Matthew had heard her. He was staring straight out the front window, his left hand gripping the steering wheel so tightly that his knuckles turned white.

“We need to get out of here,” Matthew muttered. “We could go to my place in the city. I doubt anyone would look for us there.”

“I need to go home,” Miriam repeated. “Now.”

“How are you going to explain all this to your hubby?” Matthew asked, sarcasm dripping in his voice. That’s when it hit her that he was jealous. Though the thought made her feel a little pleased, but it also left her feeling hollow. 

“I don’t know,” Miriam admitted. “But Isaac is a good, fair man, and he’ll hear me out before he makes a judgment on the situation.”

“I suppose it helps that you’re carrying his baby,” Matthew said.

“Stop it, Matthew!” Miriam snapped. “I’m married. It’s the choice I made, so stop trying to make me feel bad about it. You had your chance, and you blew it.”

Matthew was silent for a long time, but then he said, “And yet you came to find me today, didn’t you? You heard that I was back and you came to find me.”

“I wanted to see you, yes,” Miriam said. “There’s nothing wrong with wanting to see an old friend.”

“Is that really how you feel about me?” he asked.

“Yes,” Miriam said, and as soon as the words were out of her mouth she knew that they were true. “Now, take me home so that I can rest for a while before I need to make supper. You know, Matthew, you’ll always be my first love, and that will always be special, but I think that it’s time for both of us to move on. Again, please take me home.”

Miriam’s words fell on deaf ears as Matthew sped down the road. To her dismay, he only turned up the radio while they left the cozy little hamlet behind.

Chapter Five:

Miriam sat in stunned silence as the miles blurred by. Matthew hadn’t said anything for a long time, and she had stopped asking him to take her home. At first she had kept thinking that this wasn’t the Matthew she had known all those years ago, but the more she had thought about it, the more she wondered if he had always been this way.

Back when they had dated during their Rumspringa years, Matthew had a mean streak, and he’d always been rash with his decisions. He’d had a short fuse as well, and on more than one occasion that had gotten him into trouble. Today was no different. Even though Miriam hadn’t thought about it at the time, she knew now that was one of the biggest reasons that she had eventually made the choice to break up with him and marry someone else. Isaac.

“We were never going to get married, were we?” Miriam asked.

Silence filled the car until Matthew said, “Well, I don’t know about that.”

“Don’t lie, Matthew,” Miriam said softly. “I was just thinking that sometimes God knows where we need to be better than we do.”

Matthew cut his gaze at her. “That doesn’t sound like the Miriam I know,” he said.

“But that’s the thing
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