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THE AMISH PROMISE

Emily shifted in front of the mirror, watching as her reflection stared dreamily back at her. Even in the dim evening light her bright red hair shone, peeking out from underneath her kapp. She shifted again, allowing the thick skirt of her white dress to swish around her ankles. The dress itself touched the floor, falling from her slender hips in soft waves. The sleeves, equally as loose, fluttered as she reached up to adjust the collar.

As far as wedding dresses went, this one was beautiful in its simplicity. Sewn by her sister Nancy, it had been made to look like her mother's wedding dress from almost thirty years ago. Perhaps, Emily thought, having a dress in Mother's likeness is setting yourself up to follow in her footsteps. 

Emily had never considered herself to look much like either parent, just a seamless blend of her mother's bright ginger hair and her father's strong jaw. In the dress, with her hair pinned up underneath a white kapp and round glasses perched on her nose, she could have easily been mistaken for a younger version of Henrietta Sommer. In fact Emily remembered a scene much like this, the memories fuzzy from age, but it brought a smile to her lips nonetheless.

Emily, nine years old but nearly ten, as she loved to remind everyone, perched on her parent's bed with a beaming smile. Beside her sprawled Nancy, taking up almost half of the bed with her long limbs and frizzy hair.

And there stood their mother, reaching behind herself to clutch at the zip of her dress, a laugh in her voice as she claimed it was pointless. "I got married ten years ago," she huffed, "and I've had two children since. It won't fit."

"You just have to try harder!" Nancy insisted, "bend down and I'll help."

Henrietta smiled over her shoulder, her reflection showing the burst of red hair that curled down her waist. That hair, so bright and fiery, was something Nancy had always wanted, something Emily was lucky enough to have gotten. For a moment their mother only smiled - and then she beckoned Nancy over to help.

Nancy sprang up, grinning from ear to ear, and reached out with thin hands to wrestle with the zip. For a moment they both struggled while Emily laughed - but eventually, the dress acknowledged their determination. 

Henrietta stood with a flourish, spinning so the skirts of her dress whirled, and grinned at her reflection in the mirror. She looked beautiful, not in the fantastic fairy tale way that people told her about, but her soft smile was so genuine and the dress was so stunning that it left Emily breathless.

"When I get married," Emily spoke without thinking, "can I wear it?"

Nancy snorted, rolling her eyes. "You're nine," she informed, flopping back down onto the bed. The mattress bounced. "You're too young for a husband."

"Well  you're only twelve, so you're too young too!"

"Yeah, but I don't want a husband."

"You will at some point!"

Henrietta sighed, although the two were too busy squabbling to notice her fond expression. She settled down between them on the bed, her dress blooming out around her, and wrapped an arm around them both. "You can wear my dress if you want, but wouldn't it be lovely to have one of your own?" she asked, "but you have a few years left before you need to think about wedding dresses or marriage."

Emily huffed, folding her skinny arms across her chest. Maybe she wanted to think about it now? It wasn't her fault Nancy was too headstrong to see the joys of such a concept. "Well, I suppose I'll just have to have a dress that looks like yours," she amended with a nod.

Nancy simply rolled her eyes.

"I suppose you will," Henrietta replied, "now, someone will have to help me out of this, because I don't think I can walk around in a wedding dress all evening."

Nancy laughed, and so did Emily, scampering off of the bed to help their mother wriggle out of the too-small dress. 

As it was lovingly placed back inside the wardrobe, Emily let her eyes linger on it until the door closed and it was out of sight.

As Emily stood in front of the mirror, admiring her reflection, she couldn't help but smile. Perhaps it was vain of her, staring at her reflection, and her father certainly wouldn't have approved. Then again, Victor didn't approve of anything his family did. So Emily decided that just this once she was allowed to feel good about herself. After all, she was getting married in a week.

Just thinking about it caused butterflies in her stomach, made her excitement and anxiety grow. There was so much that could go wrong, and all she wanted was for it to be perfect. She deserved it, as did her soon to be husband, Oliver. She had known since the moment she met him a year ago that she loved him. Perhaps they weren't perfect, but who was? Even her parents, who she had idolised as a child, has their fault.

Plenty of faults, faults that they only exacerbated in each other. But, Emily reminded herself, this isn't about your parents. It was about her love for Oliver and his love for her. She wasn't going to allow her parents failings to make her doubt.

With one last long, dreamy look into the mirror, Emily turned away. There was still so much to do, and she didn't have the time to daydream. So, much like her mother had ten years ago, Emily wriggled out of her dress and carefully tucked it away inside her wardrobe. The wardrobe closed, and Emily tried not to think about how close it was to the big day of the wedding itself.

——————————

Steam rose from Emily's mug as she gazed into it, taking in the scent of rich coffee with sugar. The armchair she rested in was soft and familiar, right by the fireplace she loved so much. Across from her sat her mother, holding an identical mug of coffee - except hers was almost empty.

"You've been quiet lately," Henrietta mentioned idly as she turned the page in her book, "something is on your mind."

Ah, so it was that obvious? Emily dropped her gaze, but her mother noticed everything. Even so she brushed it off with, "it's nothing. I've just been busy preparing for the wedding."

Not one to be fooled, Henrietta saw right through her. She always did, either because they were too similar or because Henrietta had an almost psychic ability to understand her children. Sometimes better than they understood themselves. Setting down her mug, she turned to face Emily. "Being busy doesn't explain why you've been so subdued," she said, not unkindly, "I'm your mother, you can tell me."

The problem was, she didn't want to. The last few days, ever since she tried on her dress for the first time, her thoughts had been a jumbled mess, shifting and changing from day to day. She knew one thing though - that when she thought about the wedding it no longer sent butterflies in her stomach, but made it feel heavy and cold.

She knew just why, and it was all down to her parents.

Emily stood in the kitchen with her hands on her hips, red hair a halo around her slender face. "I'm going to get married!" she announced, lips curving into a broad grin. At twelve years old she was still skinny and short, but she dominated the tiny room.

From her position by the dining table, Henrietta quirked a brow. "Oh? Who are you marrying?"  she questioned, holding back a laugh. The corners of her eyes crinkled.

"I don't know yet," Emily admitted with a shrug, but her smile didn't budge. Laughter rose in her throat, coming out as a pitched squeak. "But there are plenty of boys my age, so sooner or later someone will want to marry me."

Her father, Victor, simply rolled his eyes. "You're too young," he stated, not even looking up from his breakfast of coffee and oatmeal. Even so, Emily noticed how the corner of his lips twitched.

Emily's heart sank, her smile slipping. Were they really so disinterested in what she had to say? Once, only a few years ago, she and Nancy had been her parent's entire world. Now, Victor hardly noticed they existed. "Well," she continued slowly, letting her hands drop to her side, "maybe I'll find a boy and elope. Or perhaps I'll find a nice modern man and-"

"You'll do no such thing," Victor snapped. Dark blue eyes snapped up to bore into hers, lips forming a thin line. "You're too young, and that's the end of it. When you're old enough you will find a respectable man and settle down, but until then I'll have no more mention of it."

"Victor, she's just-"

But Henrietta had no chance to defend her. Along with her, Emily was left gawking as Victor shoved back his chair and marched from the room without looking back. In the resulting silence Emily's face turned scarlet, her eyes wide as she stared into the vacant hall. "Why is he being like this?"

"He's been acting odd lately," Henrietta admitted quietly, "but it isn't something you need to worry about. I'll talk to him." Henrietta stood, abandoning her breakfast and morning newspaper. A gentle hand ghosted across Emily's shoulder as she left, but Henrietta's smile did nothing to reassure her.

That night, while she and Nancy stayed up to read by candlelight, long past their usual bedtime, their parent's raised voices filtered through the closed bedroom door. 

"What are they yelling about?" Nancy whispered, a frown curling at her lips, "I've never heard them shout like that."

Neither had Emily, not in all of her twelve years alive. She tried to focus on her book but the words blurred, paragraphs blending into one. As the shouts rose so did her pulse, roaring in her ears as she curled further into the covers. It wasn't until her own name was mentioned that she understood - they were arguing over her. About what she said that morning? It must have been.

The shouts continued for another hour, until Emily was finally too tired to listen any more

"Father doesn't like Oliver, does he?" 

The question, as sudden as it was, took Henrietta off guard. "He doesn't dislike Oliver," she avoided with a sigh.

Emily shrugged. Her coffee was already cooling, the steam barely reaching the top of the mug. "Do you think Oliver and I are too different? Father's been saying it since the beginning-"

"He doesn't know anything," Henrietta cut in with a huff, "he thinks just because he and I didn't last that no marriage ever could. He bases everything on his own experience." She scowled, just for a moment - and then her features relaxed into a soft smile of reassurance. "You and Oliver are wonderful, and I'm glad you two are getting married. You've wanted this for so long..."

But wasn't that the problem? She had fixated on a husband for so long that she forgot the realities of it. Or never knew them in the first place. But now, when she thought about how her parents had ended up, screaming at each other, barely able to stand in the same room... was that something Emily wanted to risk? She couldn't turn out like her parents.

"I know what you're thinking," Henrietta replied quietly, "and you have to stop comparing yourself to me. Not everything is destined to end terribly."

She knew that, she really did - but now the doubt was there, and as the days passed and her wedding got closer, it only anchored itself deeper into her mind. 

——————————

They sat together under the shade of an enormous oak, hidden from the world in their secluded corner. Her love's hand combed lovingly through her hair as they enjoyed the afternoon sun together.

Emily knew she should have been happy. The beautiful weather, the rare chance of peace, the touch of her beloved... but she felt none of it. Instead her stomach settled heavily, her hands stiff by her side. Instead of leaning into Oliver's gentle touch she wanted to slap his hand away, to move out of his reach. He had done nothing wrong, yet the feeling remained.

Predictably, he noticed something was off. His hand stilled, fingers curled in her hair, and asked, "is something wrong?" He sounded just like her mother, of all people. 

Yet unlike her mother, he caused such a swell of guilt that she couldn't lie. Instead she ducked her head, a blush blooming across her fair cheeks. "I don't know," she admitted, for it was a half truth. She had an inkling, with her mind in shambles and doubts swelling, but she couldn't sort her thoughts for long enough to really know anything.

Oliver kissed her, just a simple peck to the corner of her lips, and pulled her in for a hug. "Worried about preparing for the wedding?" he questioned - so close yet so off the mark it was almost laughable. 

"Something like that," she admitted. Something in the back of her mind told her if she just talked to him, they would fix everything. Yet the bigger part of her mind
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