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Faith Abrams stared across the large open field behind her farm as the sun peeked on the horizon. After another sleepless night, she rose early from bed and dressed quickly so she could tend to her chores before the suffocating August heat became too unbearable. As the chickens swarmed around her feet, waiting for her to release the corn she held tightly in her hand, her gaze became fixated on a patch of bright yellow sunflowers on the opposite side of the field. 

The wind picked up and billowed her long dress around her legs as the sunflowers swayed in the breeze, some bending so haphazardly she feared the stems would break in two. When the wind died down to a whisper, the flowers stood tall again, stems straight and blooms open and reaching for the sky. 

She sighed. 

Her life ebbed and flowed in much the same way since her husband’s untimely death ten months prior. Just when she felt strong enough to stand on her own two feet, the winds of change would thrash her about until they threatened to topple her completely. She felt oddly out of sorts, as if her life was on hold while waiting for the proverbial other shoe to drop. In two short days, her mother-in-law, Miriam, would be arriving for her share of Faith’s meager monthly wages. 

She closed her eyes and let out a disgruntled groan. If only she and Joseph hadn’t been so precocious and eager to get married. With no home to call their own, and basically no options whatsoever, they had foolishly agreed to Miriam’s proposition, which included moving into her in-law’s home and running the family business. Miriam, who was also a widow, would move in with her elderly mother, who fortunately lived far enough away she and Joseph didn’t have to worry over being disturbed by Miriam visiting too often. 

It seemed too good to be true at the time, and perhaps it was, because the move also came with one stipulation – to pay their “rent”, she and Joseph had to give Miriam half of their earnings each month. Supplying grain to the shop owners outside their small Amish community in Norfolk, Virginia, afforded them a decent salary, but with only half of their earnings each month, there was little left after bills were paid.  

Faith frowned as she shook her head. There were so many other reasons she wished she and Joseph hadn’t rushed into getting married, but it was too little too late by the time their vows were sealed. She quickly learned there were two sides to her husband – the honorable part he played while in the presence of other people, and his true sinister nature, which he unleashed on her whenever they were alone. 

“Ouch!” she yelled, after one of the roosters pecked her foot. 

Faith dropped the corn and moved out of the way as the rest of the flock converged on their food. The thin material of her sneakers did nothing to protect her from their sharp beaks, and she winced as she leaned over and massaged her foot until the pain subsided. 

“I guess he didn’t think you were quick enough with his breakfast,” someone remarked. 

Startled, Faith spun around in the direction of the deep male voice, but her surprise turned to relief when she discovered the comment came from Eli Smith, her next-door neighbor and farmhand. He stood beside the chicken coop, with one hand on a wooden post to support his body, and the other hand stuffed inside a front pocket of his work pants. He grinned as he watched her hobble toward the gate. 

“Well, you men can be impatient when it comes to your meals,” she joked. 

Eli threw his head back and laughed. 

“You have a point,” he replied. 

He opened the gate and latched it behind her. When she walked past him, the faint scent of coffee drifted past her nose and made her mouth water. In the rush to finish her chores, she’d forgotten to make the two of them a pot of coffee, something that had become a morning ritual since Eli started working at the farm, shortly after Joseph passed away.  

“Are you alright?” he asked. 

Faith wiggled her toes on her injured foot. 

“It stings a little, but I’m fine.”

Eli fell in step beside her as she walked toward the house. 

“I meant, what’s wrong? You seem a little preoccupied.” 

Faith stopped and placed her hands on her hips as she gazed around the property to keep from looking at him. 

“Miriam is arriving tomorrow,” she explained. “I guess I just have a lot on my mind right now.” 

Eli nodded as if he understood. 

“Faith, I wish you wouldn’t pay me for the work I do here. I’ve told you a million times that I’m happy to do it, and you really should keep that money since Miriam already takes so much.” 

She shook her head and continued her trek to the house while Eli tried his best to keep up with her. 

“And I’ve told you a million times that I wouldn’t feel right about that. You work hard, Eli, and between your job here and working at your own farm you barely have enough free time to do anything else.”

He lightly grasped her elbow, forcing her to stop and look at him.

“Faith, you know I would do anything in the world for you. I don’t mind helping. I want to.” 

His implications weren’t lost on her, by any means. His brown eyes were soft and gentle, and nothing like she was accustomed to, since Joseph had been loud, demanding, and quite cruel. Although Eli had never come right out and admitted his feelings for her, it was as clear as the bright blue sky above them, and it wasn’t the first time he’d hinted about it.  

“Eli, please don’t...”

He released her arm and backed away, and the rejected look on his face made her heart hurt. Oh, how she wished she could feel the same way. Perhaps if he had admitted his feelings before Joseph entered the picture they would have stood a chance at creating something special, but that opportunity had come and gone. Besides, Eli was such a kind man. He deserved someone pure and untouched by the harshness Joseph put her through. 

“I need to get the horses ready for plowing,” he said. 

When he started for the barn, she reached out and touched his arm in a vain attempt to stop him. “Wouldn’t you like some coffee first?” 

He stuffed his hands inside his front pockets and continued backing away from her. “I had some before I left home this morning, but thank you just the same.” 

His reply was cold and indifferent, and before she could redeem herself, he was walking hurriedly toward the barn. 

Faith expelled a long, agitated breath. Nothing was going right, and she knew it would probably feel that way until Miriam came and went...and that couldn’t happen soon enough. 

* * * *

Eli secured the stall door before resting against it and taking a handkerchief from his shirt pocket so he could wipe his brow. It was nearing noon, and the sun was at its peak, which made plowing the last few rows in the field almost unbearable. When Ginny, one of the two draft horses he used for working the farm, peeked her head over the door near his shoulder, he gave her an affectionate rub on her mane. 

“You did good today, girl,” he said, with a quick glance at Jack, the other draft horse in a stall across from Ginny. “Both of you did.” 

They whinnied in response and Eli grinned. Sometimes it felt like the three of them were the closest thing that resembled a family on the solemn homestead. Since she and Joseph never had children of their own, Faith spent most of her time indoors when she wasn’t feeding the chickens or tending to her vegetable garden. She earned a little extra income doing alterations for one of the clothing stores in Norfolk, but aside from that he had no idea how she spent her time alone. 

Even though they’d known each other since childhood, it seemed as if Faith had retreated from the world when she and Joseph married. He thought perhaps that would change after his passing, but she still seemed content to hide away from everyone. He wished he could understand why, but she wouldn’t let him in no matter how hard he tried to break through her tough exterior. 

The sound of horse hooves in the distance caught his attention, and Eli listened closely. It was probably just one of the neighbors passing by, but when the pounding on the dirt road grew louder and then suddenly stopped between Faith’s house and barn, he knew someone was visiting. 

Eli walked to a side door of the barn and looked around the corner toward Faith’s house just as she walked out the front door. He frowned when he noticed the visitor was none other than Miriam Abrams, Faith’s mother-in-law. She was a day early, and he could tell by Faith’s agitated expression that she wasn’t happy about it one bit. He wanted to go stand by her side, but he also didn’t want to interfere. He’d never been formally introduced to Miriam, but he did know about her shrewd business tactics involving Faith and the farm, and that was enough to set his nerves on edge.

“Guder nammidaag, Miriam. I wasn’t expecting you until tomorrow.” 

She reached out to help Miriam as she descended the steps on the wagon, but as soon as her feet hit the ground, the elder woman swatted her hand away. 

“I don’t need an appointment, dear. After all, this is my farm.” 

Eli balled his fists by his side and bit his tongue. 

“I’m aware of that,” Faith replied. “Would you like to come inside for some water or coffee?” 

Miriam cast a suspicious eye on her surroundings, and Eli retreated inside the barn so he wouldn’t be caught spying on them. He needed to return to his work, but he also felt very protective over Faith and didn’t want to leave her alone with the ornery old woman. 

“I don’t have time to sit and visit. I have errands to run in Norfolk before I return home, but I would like to look around my property before I leave.” 

She was very persistent and direct, two qualities that nagged at Eli and made him uneasy. 

“Why?” he heard Faith inquire. “Are you looking for something in particular?” 

Eli peeked from his hiding place again. Faith and Miriam were standing facing each other, both with their arms crossed over their chests and their heads held high, like two bulls readying for a showdown. 

“I don’t need a reason why, Faith. I have a right to see that this place is taken care of and that my business is running smoothly.” 

She started walking toward the barn, with Faith on her heels, and Eli made a hasty retreat to the stalls. He grabbed a brush lying nearby and started grooming Ginny’s mane, so he would at least appear busy. When the two women entered the barn a few seconds later, Miriam stopped in her tracks the instant she saw him.

“Who is this?” she asked. 

Faith’s cheeks turned a bright shade of red, but he couldn’t tell if it was embarrassment over Miriam finding him there or if she was upset over the woman being so blunt. Eli put down the brush and walked over to join them. 

“This is my neighbor, Eli Smith. He works here a few days each week, plowing the fields. Eli, this is my mother-in-law, Miriam Abrams.” 

He held out a hand to greet her, but she turned her nose up in the air and didn’t make a move to acknowledge him. He dropped his hand and tipped his hat to her instead. 

“It’s nice meeting you, Mrs. Abrams.” 

Again, she ignored him, and when she walked past him as if he didn’t exist, Faith mouthed “I’m sorry” to him before following in her footsteps. Perhaps it would be best to leave the two of them alone, but Miriam’s attitude unnerved him. Faith worked hard to keep her head above water, and the woman thought nothing of taking half her earnings, which made him even more intent on protecting her. 

He kept a slight distance between them as Miriam inspected the horses and every inch of the barn, including the plowing equipment and even the barrels of grain he’d loaded onto his wagon to deliver to the merchants in Norfolk. She asked questions about their operating procedures, and every so often she would glance his way with a look of contempt on her face. Or was it mistrust? Honestly, he couldn’t tell the difference. 

Faith answered every question with a calmness that surprised him. Obviously, she was used to dealing with her mother-in-law, but he couldn’t help wanting to intervene just to give her a break. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, Miriam decided to leave. 

“Everything looks in order, so I’ll take my payment and be on my way.” 

And just like that, she wanted her money. Eli’s temper bristled just beneath the surface, but Faith turned and walked inside the house without saying a word. Miriam kept her stance by her horse and wagon, and when she caught him staring at her, he didn’t attempt to look away. They remained that way, locked in a silent battle of wills, until Faith returned, carrying a thick white envelope. Miriam took it from her and whispered something in her ear, more than likely so Eli wouldn’t overhear.

They both glanced in his direction before Miriam climbed in the wagon and grabbed the reins. There were no hugs, no “goodbyes”, or even a simple handshake. Miriam steered the horse and wagon toward the main road and never looked back. Faith stood there and watched her go, and when Miriam rounded a curve and was no longer in view, he saw Faith’s shoulders slump as she bowed her head. He wanted to go to her and wrap her in his arms. She looked sad, tired...defeated. 

He took a step in her direction, but she suddenly turned and walked toward the house. Within a matter of seconds, she was inside and locked away from him and the rest of the world... again. 

Eli trudged over to the last barrel of grain and shoved it hard into the back of his wagon so he could transport the load to Norfolk. He was angry...with himself, with Miriam, and the injustice of it all. He’d kept quiet for too long. All the while, Faith continued to withdraw further and further from him and everyone else who cared about her. There had to be some way to reach her, and he was determined to do whatever it took to make that happen. 

* * * *

Faith pressed her shoes against the wooden planks as she swayed back and forth on her front porch swing later that evening. The heat of the day had given way to a rather cool evening, and she closed her eyes and sighed peacefully as a soft breeze kissed her face. This was the time of day she most enjoyed, when all was quiet except for the wind rustling the leaves in the oak trees blanketing her house. 

It had been a long day, and Miriam’s early visit rattled her already frazzled nerves. In her thirty years, Faith had never met someone who seemed so intent on being miserable and causing misery to everyone around her. Maybe losing her husband and son made her that way, but Faith found it hard to believe there was a time in Miriam’s life when she wasn’t unhappy. At least, she’d never witnessed a joyful side of her while Joseph and her father-in-law were still alive. 

A strange noise close by put her senses on high alert. Faith stopped the swing and looked toward the main road. Her heart started racing when she saw a lone figure walking along her driveway, but when the moonlight glimmered on the silhouette, and she realized it was Eli, she breathed easy again. 

“It sure is late to be out for a stroll,” she said with a smile as he drew closer. 

Eli climbed the front steps of her porch and leaned against the railing instead of sitting beside her on the swing. Considering how many times they’d sat there drinking their morning coffee together, she thought it was unusual how he kept his distance. By the light streaming from the lantern inside the house she could just make out the lines of his face, and he didn’t look very happy. It was such an odd contrast to his usual good mood that it caught her off guard. 

“Eli? Are you alright?” 

He walked over and stood in front of her, and because he was so tall and broad-shouldered, he blocked out the light and appeared larger than life, making her heart flutter for reasons she didn’t understand. 

“Take a walk with me,” he said. 

He held out his hand, and she looked up at him hesitantly. She’d never seen him so serious. There were a million reasons why she should have objected, but she couldn’t find it in her to say “no”. When she put her hand in his, several different emotions flooded through her all at once, but she couldn’t pinpoint exactly which one made her stomach suddenly surge with butterflies, which was as exciting as it was annoying. 

He pulled her to her feet, and they descended the porch steps together. She’d never held hands with any other man besides Joseph, and Faith was unprepared for the shyness that consumed her. She didn’t know what to say or how to act. His skin was rough and callused from his many years working the fields, but his touch was completely the opposite. He gripped her hand easily and gently, and every so often he would rub his thumb against her skin, which sent a shiver up her spine. 

They walked along the main road in a comfortable silence as the moonlight guided their way. Since residents of their Amish community rarely traveled at night in their wagons and buggies, they didn’t have to worry about being interrupted, and that was a good thing. She knew all too well how busybodies loved to gossip, and if one of them saw her with Eli the rumors would surely start flying.

Eli stopped walking and turned to face her. Faith held her breath, expecting to hear the worst, considering his solemn mood. He released her hand and took a couple of steps back. It bothered her how much she missed the warmth of his touch, and she shook her head forcefully to try and rid her mind of such thoughts. 

Stop it, Faith. You’re being ridiculous. 

“I saw a side of you today that I’ve never seen before, and it’s worried me ever since,” he remarked. 

Faith tilted her head and gave him a curious look. She tried to think back to what she might have said or done to upset him, but she drew a blank. 

“I don’t understand...”

He held up a hand and stopped her mid-sentence. The moon slipped behind some clouds, but even in the dim light she could tell that he was sincerely troubled over something, and to think that she may have caused it made her heart ache. The last thing she wanted to do was cause him pain or worry of any kind. 

“I was standing near the barn when Mrs. Abrams left today, and I noticed the way you watched her as she rode away. Faith, I’ve never seen you look so lost and defeated – not even when Joseph died. To see someone cause you that much misery...there’s no other way to describe it other than it hurt my soul and broke my heart.” 

His sweet confession made Faith’s heart pitter-patter in a way she hadn’t felt in a very long time. 

“You know how I feel about you...how I’ve always felt about you. I tried to be a gentleman and not interfere in your marriage, but I can’t tell you how many times I stormed out of my house during the night when I heard Joseph shouting at you. I’ve never in my life wanted to hurt someone so badly.” 

Faith sucked in a breath. She had no idea Eli overheard Joseph’s rantings, but then again it shouldn’t have been such a surprise since they lived a mere stone’s throw apart from each other. Still, she felt embarrassed. 

“I managed to stop myself because I knew it wasn’t my place to intervene, and I also knew the bishop and elders in the community would shun me if I did, and I couldn’t risk being apart from you and leaving you alone with Joseph.” 

Faith sighed as she crossed her arms over her chest and hugged her body. 

“He wasn’t a kind man,” she admitted. 

That was putting it mildly, but there was no use in denying the truth any longer or trying to keep in hidden. She wanted to reveal more, but she didn’t because she knew it would just make Eli even more upset. 

He bridged the short distance between them and caressed her cheek with the back of his fingers. She was used to cringing and recoiling whenever Joseph came near her, but Eli’s touch felt as natural as breathing.

“He wasn’t, and you deserve so much more,” he replied. “You deserve to be treated with respect, and that’s not what Joseph gave you and neither has his mother, from what I’ve witnessed.” 

She withdrew from him and took a few steps away. 

“It’s not that simple, Eli. I was married to her son for eight years. We didn’t have a place to live, and she gave us a home...”

“But not willingly, and not without strings attached to it,” he interrupted. “That’s not right.” 

She frowned as she looked up at the moon. 

“But it’s my home, and I have nowhere else to go. Even if I did, I couldn’t live off what little money I make from doing alterations.” 

He walked over and stood behind her, and when he put his hands on her shoulders, she didn’t try to move away from him. His firm, confident grip made her feel protected and steady on her feet – something she desperately needed more than she cared to admit. 

“Then let me take care of you, Faith. All I’ve ever wanted to do is make you happy. You shouldn’t have to worry about plowing fields and having someone show up on your doorstep every month to take what’s rightfully yours. I know you’re strong and independent, and I admire that about you, but you’ve taken care of so much for so long. It’s time someone looked after you for a change.” 

She turned around to face him. He was standing so close she could feel the heat radiating from his body, and it made her tremble. 

“Eli...”

He grabbed her hands and held them close against his chest. 

“Marry me,” he whispered. “I love you. I’ve always loved you. All I’m asking is for the chance to show you how much.”

She was speechless. It was unusual to hear a man speak such loving words, and it filled her with both fear and hope. She’d put her trust in one man who turned against her the minute their “I do’s” were spoken. For eight long years, she felt trapped and helpless. 

“I would never dream of hurting you in any way,” he said, as if he could read her thoughts. “I hope you know that.” 

If there was anything she questioned, it certainly wasn’t his intentions. She’d never seen him lay a harmful hand on another human being. Nor had a vengeful or hateful word ever crossed his lips in her presence. 

She squeezed his hands. 

“I do know that, Eli.” 

He leaned over and kissed her forehead. 

“Then please say you’ll marry me...or at least promise me you’ll think about it. I know Joseph hurt you, and I’m not trying to rush you. We can do this at your own pace. I’m not going anywhere.” 

When he smiled at her, she felt her spirits soar higher than she ever thought possible. Perhaps it wasn’t too late to be happy. Maybe this was God’s plan all along in His own timing. 

“I’ll think about it,” she vowed. 

He released his grip and gently cupped her head in his hands. He kissed her forehead once more, and Faith closed her eyes and held him close to keep from swooning. His lips wandered to her cheeks and then across her jawline. When she felt his warm breath near her mouth, she opened her eyes. 

She’d never seen an honest look of love on any man’s face, including Joseph, but it was there in Eli’s gaze, and the intensity of it made her pulse throb in response. When he pressed his lips against her own, she gave in to the desire that flooded her body. His mouth was hot and he kissed her with an urgency that took her breath away. When they parted, she clutched him tighter to keep from melting into a puddle on the road. 

His breathing was labored, and when he wrapped her in his arms, she clung to him with more desperation than she intended. She knew it was getting late, but she couldn’t bear to let go. She felt safe in his embrace – much safer than she ever felt inside the four walls of her own home. 

“You’re shivering,” he whispered in her ear. “We should probably go back.” 

Faith smiled. 

“I don’t think it’s from the cold.” 

He laughed at her reply, and the deep, throaty sound of it sent liquid heat rushing through her veins, which helped considerably to keep her warm. When they turned around to walk back to the house, he kept a protective arm around her waist. It felt natural and right, and she slowed her steps so she could enjoy it for as long as possible. 

The clouds parted and the moon shone bright upon them, making their path brighter and casting their surroundings in a peaceful glow. Faith knew sleep wouldn’t come for a while, especially now that she had so much to think about. Still, she was excited to have options, which was something she never had before.

She looked up at the sky and breathed in deeply. She did know for certain that God would lead her down the right path, no matter what direction it might take her, and for that she was truly grateful. 

* * * *

Eli furrowed a brow the next afternoon when he discovered Faith’s wagon was missing from her barn. It was Saturday, which wasn’t a scheduled work day at her farm, but since he finished work early at his own farm, he hoped to spend as much free time with her as he could. Now, as he looked at the empty space in the barn where the wagon was usually stored, he couldn’t help but worry if their discussion the night before had prompted her to bolt. 

He walked to Ginny and Jack’s stalls and playfully ruffled their manes when they strode over to see what he was up to. 

“You two would tell me if she wasn’t coming back, wouldn’t you?”

Jack whinnied loud and nudged him on the arm, which made him laugh. He’d worked with the two animals so long they felt like family, and he hoped Faith would be able to keep them if she did decide to marry him. He knew the house, barn, and land belonged to Miriam, but he was unsure about everything else. He felt a twinge in his heart at the thought of having to part with them. 

His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of horse hooves and wheels on the main road, and he raced to the barn door to see who it was. Eli breathed a huge sigh of relief when he discovered it was Faith, but instead of turning into her driveway, she kept going. 

Eli quickly followed suit, and when he turned the corner of her house, he caught sight of her bringing the horse and wagon to a stop in his yard. However, before he could call out to her, she was bounding from the wagon and running for the front door. 

He swallowed hard. Something didn’t feel right. 

He sprinted across the small field that separated their two homesteads, but she wasn’t on his front porch. Eli went to the side door near the kitchen, where he found her rapping her knuckles against the wooden door. 

“Eli?” she called as she knocked harder. “Eli?”

He tried to catch his breath as he approached her, and when she finally noticed him, she let out a startled yelp and jumped backward, nearly toppling off the steps. He reached out and caught her arms to keep her from falling. Her eyes were wide and expressive, but he couldn’t fathom what was making her so skittish. Fear, perhaps? Or maybe excitement?  

“Are you okay?” he asked. 

She smiled and nodded. 

“Can we talk inside?” 

A sense of dread washed over him when he agreed and unlocked the door. As they entered the kitchen, he motioned toward the dining room table in the adjoining room, and she pulled out one of the tall ladderback chairs and sat down. Eli sat down in the chair to her right, but his tongue felt so heavy he feared he might not be able to speak at all. 

“I was just at your house looking for you,” he said. 

She smiled at him as she rested her hands on the table and laced her fingers together. Her long brown hair was tied loosely at the nape of her neck with a blue ribbon, but some tendrils had escaped in her hurry to reach him. They brushed against the side of her neck, but he resisted the urge to twirl his fingers in them. Her cheeks were flushed, and she looked so beautiful. 

“I left early this morning to visit Miriam,” she replied. 

Eli felt his insides twist into a painful knot, but Faith was quite calm, so he took her cue and tried to relax, which wasn’t easy to do whenever Miriam’s name was brought up in the conversation. 

“That’s a long ride. I wish you had told me. I would’ve gone with you.” 

She rested a hand on his arm, and the warmth of her touch seared straight through the thin fabric of his shirt and made his pulse throb. 

“I needed to do this by myself,” she explained. 

The tone of her voice filled Eli with a cautious sense of hope, but he tried not to get ahead of himself. 

“What happened?” he asked.

She inhaled deeply before beginning, and he kept quiet and gave her the freedom to explain without interruption. 

“I couldn’t sleep last night,” she replied. “And for more reasons than just what we talked about.” 

She could barely look at him when she said it, and her comment and bashfulness made him smile. She wasn’t the only one affected by their kiss, and as the wonderful memory flitted through his mind, he placed a hand on top of hers and gently traced her soft skin with his fingertips.

“You were right, Eli, about everything. It’s time to move on, and that’s why I went to see Miriam. I needed to tell her face to face, and she wasn’t happy about it, of course, but I knew in my heart it was the right thing to do.” 

He
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