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Chapter One

The sun was beating down hard on Anna as she walked through the market.  Her heart was light with the feeling of summer finally setting in.  She made her way through the busy crowds, avoiding eye contact with any English who were touristing in her community, and found her way to the baker's stall.  The air around it was filled with the sweet smell of baking bread and sugar.  She wanted to get something special for after dinner, a treat that she didn't ordinarily indulge in.  The line was long, she didn't mind.

"So is it good here then?" a voice behind her asked.  Anna turned slightly, half expecting it to be a tourist who was going to drill her questions about her community, it wasn't.  He was a handsome young man, maybe a year older than her, his eyes were greener than anything she'd ever seen.  He was definitely not English, he was dressed modestly and looked like he'd walked out into the market instead of riding in a car.  She relaxed a little, glad to not be interviewed on her lifestyle or religion.

"It is," she nodded, turning back forward.

"I'm Zachary, new to town, just transferred in as the teacher," he offered.

"Oh!  Welcome then, we've been in need for a new teacher for a couple weeks now," she agreed politely.  The line moved forward and she followed it.

"Are you from here originally?"

"I have lived here my whole life," Anna said.  The man smiled and his cheeks dimpled at the pull.

"So what would you say is the best thing to get here then?" he asked, conspiratorially.  Anna was still a little cautious even though he was obviously a simple person like herself, she always felt tense with strangers- it was the aftermath of her upbringing.

"They have a sweet bread with apple folded in, if it's not all gone you should try some," she explained.  It was her turn, and she quickly ordered.  The man didn't talk to her again until she started to leave.

"I hope to see you again," he said, smiling again, he stepped forward to make his order.

The sun was hot on Anna's face as she walked away quickly in embarrassment.  He was entirely too bold, too friendly, for a stranger.  She was a married woman, it should have been obvious with the color of her clothing and bonnet, and yet he'd been almost indecent in flirting with her.  She had been so caught off guard, though, that she hadn't reacted in any way to show she wasn't interested or amused by his advance.

Anna loved her husband and it ashamed her to think of how he would feel seeing her reaction.

She'd known him for four years, he knew every reaction she had.  If he saw anything new he was sure to mention it, to marvel at it like a gift he had forgotten to open.  She loved him, loved that he loved to keep getting to know her even though it had been two years.

The morning they got married it was raining.

It was during a Sunday service, as all marriages in her community are, and the rain was tapping against the windows and roof as though it were dying to sneak in and get a peek at the ceremony.  Anna sat down next to James, her new husband, her dress was hand sewn by her mother, to listen to the rest of the day's church service, and she felt whole for the first time in her life.  He wasn't looking for a placeholder, for someone to fill a gap in his life, he only wanted Anna.  James was kind and sweet, even to the animals of his farm.  He raised them with care and when she watched him she couldn't help but wonder what he'd be like as a father.

The father of her children.

Her family cooked a huge meal after the services, inviting the whole church.

Everyone had approved, blessed them, wished them well.

It was the best day of her life.

So to think that some stranger would go to her and try to encroach on any of that, try to take away from the relationship that defined her life, disturbed her.  Anna was no flirt, no easy catch, and she didn't take kindly to anything that could allude to that.

The trip was hot, the sun heavy on her, and by the time Anna finally arrived home, she was exhausted and ready to change into clothing that wasn't so heavy.  The house was nice and cool, insulated from the hot sun.  She wiped sweat from her brow, and peered out to the back yard from the kitchen.

She almost dropped the baked goods immediately.

Something was wrong.

Their barn was open, and one of the steer was eating the grass beneath the kitchen window.

It was far too hot for the animals to be out.  Usually James kept the animals in the barn where it was shaded, cooler, and there was plenty of water, until the sun started to set and the air cooled.  He cared about them, not just for their ability to be good meat, but to ensure they were living good lives.

Nothing was protecting them from the heat.

He wasn't anywhere in sight, and Anna's heart started speeding immediately.

Something was wrong, she could feel it in her bones, she needed to go to her husband, she needed to find him.  The animals had gotten out before, either by an unsecured door, or by accident, and she'd never felt this way when seeing it.

Something in her heart, in her body, knew that this time was different.

Quickly stopping what she was doing, Anna fled from the kitchen, back out into the hot summer's sun.  Cold sweat covered her neck and back, terrified even though she wasn't entirely sure why.  She couldn't see him in their field, but his buggy was still on the property.  She hadn't seen his shoes next to the door when she came in, which meant he was still out there somewhere.

Where was he?

Anna forced her thoughts into a standstill, made herself try to calm down and focus.

She needed to check inside the barn.  He could have just found a problem with it, and put the animals out while he repaired it.  He may have been exhausted from the sun and took a break without closing up.  She may find him sleeping, propped up against the inside of the barn.  There was also the possibility he was just cleaning out the shelter.

Dread filled her, telling her none of this was true, but she clung to the ideas even as she entered the barn.

Her eyes took a moment to adjust to the dark shadow of the inside of the building as she stepped out of the sunlight.  Something dark on the ground caught her attention, and she stared for a moment until she could see clearly.

The second she realized what it was, breath left her body in a quick gush, and Anna rushed forward.  Her husband, the kind farmer who'd sat beside her on that rainy Sunday, was out flat on the floor of the barn.

“James,” she gasped, running to his side.

James was on his stomach, out cold, but he was still breathing.

She knew she needed to get help quickly.

Anna never touched horses growing up, her father had built furniture and she never drove the buggy.  The only times she'd even touched them in her whole life was while she'd lived with James.  She'd fed them a couple times, he showed her how to shoe them even though he didn't expect her to ever do it.

Now, without pause or thought, she mounted a horse and frightened it into a gallop as she clung to it.  It bounced away beneath her, but she didn't let it shake her loose.  It terrified her, but she'd do anything for her James.

She needed to get into town.

It didn't matter how scared she was, how quickly the horse was running, or how hot the air was, she needed to get help for her husband.

The trip, although a quarter of the time it would have taken her to walk, felt like it took years, each second a wasted one.  When she finally made it to the town's doctor, she was pouring tears.  Her words came out in gasping blurts, struggling to make a sentence.  James was her entire world.

He was everything she knew, everything she loved.

She needed to get him help.

Chapter Two

The English hospital was too crisp.

Every edge, every light, every sound, felt sharp and artificial.  Like looking at a sickly animal and knowing that something just wasn't right about it.  She sat still, keeping her hands in her lap, and watched over James.

It had only been half a day since she found him, but it felt like ten lifetimes had passed.  Her husband, large and strong, was still unconscious.  He was in a garb the hospital had dressed him in, under sheets so white they seemed impossible.  He looked almost English, and the idea would have been funny if it weren't for the situation.  Three different machines were reading different parts of his existence that she couldn't even fathom.

There was one beeping that told her his heart was still beating, though, and she cherished that one.

The Doctors had only done a couple scans, they said there would be more.  The nurses who followed told Anna that he'd been kicked in the back by a horse or cow, that it fractured parts of his spine.

They said he may never wake up again.

If he did wake up, he'd never walk.

Anna's heart ached watching him, knowing what a sad existence would lay ahead of him if he woke up.  She began to hope she'd wake up as well, that this was just a dream brought on by the heat of summer, and she'd be able to move past it.

She'd only ever known him as strong, as active.  He'd carried her more times than she could count, either in teasing or in love, and she couldn't imagine him not even being able to carry himself.

She didn't wasn't sure if she was strong enough to help him carry that weight.

And what if he didn't wake up?

What if he stayed sleeping for the rest of his life.  She wouldn't be able to drag his life further in any artificial means.  Stuck in this too-sanitary world that forgot that god made them of the Earth and that people shouldn't stray too far from it.  Anna's heart caught in her throat at the thought, and she leaned forward, wrapping her hands around his.

His fingers squeezed hers back.

Fresh tears, fat and thick, burst from her eyes immediately, plopping heavily from her cheeks onto the ground between them.

Anna closed the distance, her empty hand touching his face.

“James,” she whispered, sucking in a sob.

“I want to go home,” he murmured out, sounding still asleep.

Anna gasped, sobbing, and couldn't help but let a smile slip onto her lips.

*** 

They sent him home in a wheelchair.

The chair the hospital sent was metal, still stuck with the cloying scent of bleach and metal.  It looked uncomfortable, too shiny, too fake.  When they made it back to the town, and he was helped out of the van a driver from town took them in, he was helped into a woven wood chair instead.  It had a quilted back and seat that was hand-made by women of the village years ago.

Made with love instead of metal.

James didn't speak much, not that he ever had.  The community was eager to help, they had set up a ramp for him in the weeks that Anna had been by his side in the hospital.  They'd filled her kitchen with food, filled their home with quilts and gifts to aid his recovery.  The church even left a letter saying his medical expenses would be covered until she thought she could take over.

It was overwhelming, touching.  Anna felt loved by her church, by the families around them that saw their hardship.  She cried happy tears, touched by these movements.  She spent most of their first day back thanking people, letting visitors come in to wish James better health.

He wasn't so hospitable.

By the time Anna noticed this it was passing dinner, they'd had people over feeding them.  He was having trouble holding his fork, and Anna had to help lift his hand to let him feed himself.

This only soured his mood more.

When they slept that night, him in a special slinging system they'd given him to support his back, he turned his face away from her.

All their time at the hospital, his hand in hers, it had felt more at-home than that night in their own bed.

The next morning she got up early.

Many people had given them baked goods, offered to stop by and cook for them, but Anna wanted to do it herself now.

She wanted to show him she still loved him.  James was her life, sworn to him at their church, and she'd do anything to ensure he was happy and knew he was loved.  She baked bread, made soft boiled eggs, sliced fruit, and even made fresh juice from apples off their own farm.  Anna gathered it all on a tray, and brought it to their room.

She'd only done this for him once before, when he'd been so sick with a fever he couldn't stand.

The memory made her smile, remembering how needing he'd been then.  How rewarding it felt to be able to serve him as she felt she should.

She wanted to treat him like he deserved.

He was still asleep when she made it to their room, the sun far past risen.  She set his food down on a small table beside the bed, and sat beside him.  His face was smooth with dreams, and Anna slid her fingers over his cheek and jaw.  His beard was groomed, but it was still a wonder to think that it marked how long they'd been married.  Two years.  Every hair that grew there was able to exist because of their marriage.  Images of him with a graying beard, wired and bushy, came into her mind and Anna caught a smile slipping onto her face.

“Husband,” she said softly.

James stirred slightly before opening his eyes to her.  His eyes were soft at first, fogged by sleep and tiredness.

“I made you breakfast,” she said, standing.  Getting the tray, she brought it over to the bed.

His mood soured almost immediately.

“I'm not in the hospital anymore, I don't need to be served in bed,” he said angrily.  His face was slowly turning red, and Anna's heart started to speed in worry.

“I know that, I just thought it might be nice if-”

“Did you ask me if I wanted this?”

“No, I just wanted to be kind,” she tried to say.

“I'm not here for pity, I am still in head of this household, and I expect my meals at the table,” he almost shouted.  His voice was rising, and although the house was empty she felt humiliated.

She wasn't trying to embarrass him.

She was trying to show her love.

“I'll put it at the table, then,” she said simply, her face coloring red in discomfort.

“I'll be out there when I can get myself into the chair,” he said bluntly as she left.

Anna ended up having to go back and help him into the wheelchair, his legs unable to swing over the side of their bed on his command.  As she pushed him into the kitchen, still able to see how angry he was, she only had one thought on her mind.

This wasn't the man she married.

Chapter Three

Time passes slowly when the one you love has turned on you.

He was becoming cruel, and she felt guilty for thinking it.

James would adamantly say that he wanted to do things for himself, and then when he proved time and time again that he couldn't, he was spiteful and frustrated when Anna eventually had to help.

She was always tired.

If it wasn't from the work of her heart getting used to this, it was from having to do all of the farm work herself.  Many people had offered the first week, a few the second week as well, but after that people stopped offering.

She was sure if she asked, many people would have offered.

Nobody would have willingly left her to do it on her own.

Her husbands pride is the only thing that kept her from mentioning it to the church.  She was happy to carry the burden if it meant that he wouldn't be ashamed of his situation.  After the fourth week back home, he stopped attending church with her.  The church leaders visited, without question, but after they left he was in an even worse mood.

Anna was finding herself seeking any excuse to get out of the house.

She volunteered at the church, she would go to town to sell eggs more often than she did before, she visited family more often.

It felt like a betrayal to be wanting to be out of her husband's surroundings, but he made her feel even more alone than she did without him.  There was a sign up on the church, on their fifth week back, that the school was going to need assistance the following Tuesday.  Anna agreed to do it without a second thought.

Maybe in giving back to the church, to her community, she could absolve herself of the guilt of slowly despising her husband.

That morning before she left, she helped James into his chair, and had food prepared for him for the first half of the day.  He didn't leave the house most days, instead he sat in the kitchen and stared out at the barn, as though he could undo the tragedy by glaring at it hard enough.  A cane that she'd bought him, in the hopes that he'd eventually find the energy or strength to try it, still sat unused by the kitchen window.

He had Anna sell the horse that did it the first week they were back.

“I'll be back after noon, is there anything you want from town?” she asked him as she donned her bonnet.

He didn't reply, instead James kept staring out at the barn.  His beard wasn't well kept anymore, his hair was getting long as well.  She decided, while looking at him, she'd clean him up that night if he'd let her.

“Good bye, my husband,” she said gently as she left, the summer sun a cool balm from his hot spite.

Anna had forgotten about the new teacher until she arrived at the school that Tuesday morning.

He was just as handsome, just as striking, as when she first saw him.  She arrived before any of the students, wanting to be prepared and able to find out what her duties were before things got too hectic.  It felt almost too intimate, being alone with him, after how he'd treated her just a couple months before.

“Good morning,” she greeted him, anyways, as she stepped into the new school.

He was marking papers on his desk, and looked up at her with surprise.

“You're the volunteer today?” he asked, as though he was expecting someone else entirely.

“I am,” she agreed.  “What will I be doing?”

“I'm having to take the students to a couple farms to show how math is going to help them with their daily lives,” he explained.  “Some have been questioning it,” he shrugged, a smile on his face as though he found it endearing that the children questioned him.

“That sounds fine,” she agreed.  “I'm just a chaperon, then?” she clarified.

“That's right,” he said, setting down his pen.  “Do you have children yourself?” he asked.  She was taken aback by the personal question, but didn't let it play on her face.

“I don't,” she said plainly.  It was better that she didn't have children, considering her husband's situation.  The second that thought passed her mind, her stomach knotted in guilt again, and she tried to fight away the sensation that was growing to be familiar.  Children were something she'd wanted her whole life, something that was expected of her.  She didn't need to betray herself or her community like this just because she was mildly unhappy.

“I have the same sadness,” he nodded.  “My pupils are good, though, and they shouldn't give you trouble,” he offered her a smile.

“That's good to hear,” she admitted.  She was the youngest child, and so had little experience with children that were younger than she was growing up.

“I'm sorry about your husband, by the way,” he said gently.  “If there is anything that you or he need help with, please don't hesitate to let me know,” he said.

It was the first time any man had offered to help her in weeks.

The first time she'd heard such a soft voice from a man since her husband's accident.

“Thank you,” she said earnestly.

The first children came, and she and he immediately stopped talking: almost as if they'd agreed to.  She spent the day corralling the children around, helping explain and answer questions when Zachary was busy.

He was good with the children.  Kind, patient.  Even when a couple children got into mischief and started bothering the chickens at one of the farms they visited, he explained to them patiently why they needed to respect all of the animals.  Anna watched him with a curious eye, seeing bits of who James used to be in him.  She could imagine Zachary as a good father, raising a family with a calm and patient mind.

He'd never yell or fuss.

He seemed genuinely kind.

She tried to remember when she saw her husband as that, before his accident.  When she'd been so eager to get home to him, so willing to get him treats and do anything she could to show how thankful she was to him.

How much she loved him.

It was getting harder and harder to do that, but as the school let out that afternoon, she caught herself wanting to capture the magic again.  She stopped at the bakery on the way home, and picked up a couple of his favorite sweets.

He wasn't himself, he was hurt.

It was her job as his wife to make him feel whole again, to let him know he was loved.

When she arrived back home it was with a fresh heart and mind, starving for his affection and love.

“Husband, I'm home,” she called as she came in and took off her shoes.  She headed to the kitchen with her basket, and he was still in front of the window, his lunch untouched.  “The children were very energetic, I haven't moved around that much since we were moving into the home,” Anna joked, setting the sweets on the kitchen table.  “I got a special treat for you,” she continued.  He didn't respond, and Anna felt a familiar worry clutch her heart.  Leaving the table, she went to her husband's side.  His eyes were open and moving as he gazed over the same view he'd been staring at for a month and a half.

“Anna,” he said softly.  His voice sounded broken.  Biting her lip in worry, she lay her hand on his shoulder.

“What is it?” she asked, trying not to pressure him too much.

He turned to her, his eyes were tired and when they rested on her face, she was sure he wasn't seeing her.

“What kind of a god would take a farmer's ability to work the land?” he asked, his shoulders slackened.

Anna felt like a widow.

Chapter Four

The church continued paying his medical expenses.

Every visit from the doctor was still nerve wracking, though, and she was always eager to see him leave.  She wasn't sure what she expected, or what she really wanted.  This man wasn't her husband anymore, wasn't who she'd built a home with.  He wasn't the same man she'd fallen in love with while watching him tend to his livestock.

He was a shell.

Without purpose, without god.

She wasn't going to argue with him.  She didn't want to push him away even further by trying to press him back into god's arms.  His relationship with religion wasn't her business, wasn't in her control.  You can't help somebody go to the church, they have to want to be there themselves.

Their bed was always cold in the center.

He never rolled over to her, even after his spine had healed enough that he wasn't in the sling anymore.

He never reached out to her.

Anna had begun to accept the fact that she'd never have children.

Many times the idea of volunteering at the school again had tempted her.  She'd get to be around children, even if she could never have any she'd get to
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