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“My dear, are you sure you have thought this through?” Dr. Price twisted his hands together nervously as he addressed the young woman in front of him.

“As much as I could, given how little time we have,” said Mary. “Do you advise against it?”

Dr. Price looked at her determined expression and sighed. He had grown to know Mary fairly well this past year – after her father had been lost in the war, she had offered to help the doctor with his work. With the number of wounded soldiers who were left behind in the area as the fighting moved through the state, he had been as glad of her help as she had been to give it.

Indeed, she had needed something to do with herself as badly as she had needed an income. Not many of Mary's friends had understood her father's choice to go to war, given the Mennonite beliefs in pacifism. Mary had found little support in the community after his passing.

This was one of the reasons Dr. Price had made a point of bringing Mary with him to the Miller's farm when he had received word that a young soldier had arrived there, along with his younger brother, and was in desperate need of help.

The soldier was named Abraham Miller, after the grandfather who had owned the farm. He and his brother were from a Mennonite background, and Dr. Price had thought it would be nice for Mary to offer words of comfort to them – especially when it became clear that Abraham would not live long enough to take advantage of his inheritance. Dr. Price was surprised that he had even made it to the farm, given his injuries.

The younger brother, a sixteen-year-old named Hal, had spent yesterday afternoon begging Dr. Price to do anything he could for his brother. Dr. Price had been forced to give him the bad news, and Mary had comforted the two brothers as best she could.

This morning, however, when Dr. Price arrived once more with Mary, Abraham had asked to speak with the young woman on her own.

They had spoken for ten minutes. Then Mary had come out of Abraham's room and said something to Hal, who had held her hands tightly for a moment.

“Thank you,” he said. “You don't know what this means to me and Sandy.”

He had then bolted off to fetch his horse, and disappeared down the road.

“What is he talking about?” asked Dr. Price. “...Sandy?”

“Abraham – Sandy is a nickname,” said Mary, smiling sadly. “You saw his hair.”

Mary had then explained to the doctor that Abraham was worried about leaving Hal alone, and leaving the farm. 

“Hal still has to return to his school up north,” Mary had explained. “He would have to give it up to take care of the farm, or the other way around, and neither of them could stand leaving their family home. It's why they came back – Abraham had good memories of this place, and he if he had to die he wanted it to be here.”

But not before making sure there was someone to take care of his brother and property.

He had asked Mary to marry him.

“It's a practical arrangement,” said Mary, looking as though she was trying hard to stay calm. “I need somewhere permanent to live; there's not as much work now, and I don't want to stay at the boarding house forever.”

“But, child, you don't even know him,” protested the doctor.

“I know he's going to die,” said Mary. “And he needs help.”

“And you'll care for his brother as well?”

“He will be able to take care of himself in a few years,” said Mary. “And he was in favor of the plan. He's gone to make arrangements – we'll only have a few hours, if your estimations are right.”

Dr. Price stared at Mary for another long moment. She looked back, eyes clear and head high.

“This is a lot to do for someone you don't know,” he said.

Mary reached into the pocket of her apron and pulled out a sheaf of papers.

“This is the deed to the farm,” she said, holding it out. “Abraham gave it to me to look over. But there were also these letters bundled up with it, letters he was writing to his parents.”

She unfolded one of them.

“It's to his mother. I didn't mean to read it, but my eye fell on this passage for a moment. Look.”

Dr. Price leaned forward and looked at where her finger lay on the page. Abraham seemed to be writing about his worries in leaving his family so far behind.

I don't know what will happen, he wrote, but I have to trust that God has a plan for all of us. The thought of my family is sometimes all that can give me hope, and I pray that hope is not in vain.

“If I had any family left,” said Mary, her hand shaking ever so slightly as she folded the papers back up, “I would do anything for them. But I don't.”

“And now you will belong to another family,” said Dr. Price. He sighed. “As strange as all of this is, my dear, I suppose I can see your point. And while I would tell you to wait before making such an important decision – well.”

Mary nodded gratefully.

“Will you act as a witness?”

“I thought you would never ask.”
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Six months later

After a week of rain, we finally saw some blue sky today. It was pale, and hazed over with smoke, but I could not stop staring at it. Blue is such a pure, clean color – just looking at it felt like I was back home with all of you in the first weeks of summer.

Mary ran her fingers over the page as she read, trying to touch it as lightly as possible. She had read and re-read these letters so many times in the last half year that they were beginning to wear and soften around the edges. It seemed a little absurd to behave so sentimentally about them, given that she had not even known Abraham for more than a day, but they were the last words he left behind him in this world. Someone ought to read them.

And Mary had to admit to herself that she found some comfort in the idea that her husband, such as he was, had been a person whom she might have loved if she had been given the chance. The letters had been penned over the course of a few weeks, before Abraham had been wounded, unable to be sent because of the delayed mail. Each had its own observations and comments, providing a small insight into Abraham's thoughts and feelings.

She knew that she would need to send them on to his family. But Hal had said that they could go together to visit the family when he was finished with school, and she thought it would be better to hand them over in person. While she had them, at any rate, she would treasure them as she should.

Mary folded the letter back up and slipped it into her apron pocket as she heard the water in the kettle begin to boil. She could practically recite its contents at this point, she reflected, taking out a teapot, so there was no reason to keep reading it until it wore away.

Instead of sitting at the table with her tea, she took the cup and stood on the back porch, overlooking the fields. It was a quiet, still afternoon, the first birds of spring offering a few hopeful notes as they hopped about in the sunshine.

Mary knew she should make arrangements about renting the farm – she had been putting off the difficult decisions involved, as she knew very little about farming. Besides, Hal was still away at school. She had only had a week or so with him in the house, but they had exchanged a few letters since and Mary had the feeling he might like to try running the farm himself once he was done with school.

As Mary walked back through into the kitchen, she stopped suddenly. There was a noise... was that a noise? Was she imagining it?

She paused and tilted her head, listening hard. Yes, there it was again. Something was moving in the front yard. A visitor? But that was the sound of someone on the front porch... and a key in the lock of the front door.

Mary hurried into the hall, just in time to see the front door swing open.

A man stood in the doorway. He wore a uniform, identical to Abraham's, although a little more dusty and tattered. He, too, looked unwell. His complexion was wan and chalky, and he had placed a hand against the doorframe to steady himself as he stood.

He stared at Mary, his eyes in dark contrast with his pale face and light red beard. Mary stared back at him.

“Who are you?” he said.

“I'm Mary,” she answered, feeling a little foolish. “Who are you?”

“Do you live here?” the man asked, ignoring Mary's question. “Do you rent the house?”

“I own it,” frowned Mary, taking note of the man's shaky stance. “Are you all right?”

“You own it?” repeated the man. “What do you mean? This property –”

“It belonged to Abraham Miller,” said Mary. “We married shortly before he died, and I inherited it.”

The man's eyes widened even further, and he took a step into the hall. Mary took a step backward, wondering if the man were out of his wits in some way. Should she run out of the back of the house?
“That's not possible,” the man said in a strained voice.

“Why not?” asked Mary, glancing behind her at the open kitchen door.

“Because I'm Abraham Miller. This property belongs to me.”

Mary's mouth dropped open. 

A hundred questions immediately formed and crowded into her mind, most of them beginning with what? and how? 

She was prevented from asking any of them, however, as at that moment the man claiming to be Abraham Miller collapsed on the floor of the hall. 
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It took Mary several minutes to half-drag, half-carry the man to the sofa in the front room, after establishing that he was still breathing. She had been unable to wake him, and so had covered him with blankets and run off to fetch Dr. Price. 

Dr. Price had been very interested to hear what the man's claim had been, and had a great many questions for Mary as they returned to the farm, none of which she was able to answer. The man was still unresponsive when they got to the farm, and Dr. Price looked very grave after examining him. 

“A wounded leg,” he informed Mary, “with some lingering infection. I imagine he was given instructions to rest it, which he ignored... you said he arrived on foot?”

“I didn't see a horse when I left to fetch you,” said Mary, standing in the corner of the room, wishing she knew what to do with herself.

Who on earth was this man? 

A groan from the sofa indicated that Dr. Price had at least succeeded in rousing him, whoever he was.

“Who are you?” the man asked again – this time of Dr. Price, who was still leaning over him.

“I am Dr. Price, Mr...?”

“Abraham Miller,” said the man. 

His eyes trailed past Dr. Price and to Mary in the corner.

“Who's she?” he said.

Mary felt, quite inexplicably, a flicker of anger of the man's accusing tone. His gaze was not quite focused, and his voice was unsteady – he was obviously not thinking very clearly. Still, he had not given any impression of politeness even before he had passed out.

“That's Mary Miller,” said Dr. Price, in a calm and even tone. “Widow of Abraham Miller, and owner of this farm.”

“I told her before,” said the man, “that's impossible. I own this farm, and I'm Abraham Miller. I don't know who she is, but it's not hers.”

Mary glared at him from her corner, and he narrowed his eyes in response.

“Now, now,” said Dr. Price. “I see there has been some misunderstanding somewhere. But you are far too unwell to let yourself become excited over it. Lie back.”

“I don't understand,” muttered the man, laying his head back on a cushion. 

“Neither do I,” Mary informed him.

He seemed about to retort, but then Dr. Price did something to his leg that caused him to yelp instead. Mary winced.

“Would you go and boil some water?” Dr. Price asked her over his shoulder.

Mary was glad to escape to the kitchen, but her thoughts were still tangled up as though in a snare. As she carried a bucket out to the pump, she placed a hand on her apron pocket and felt the paper within crackle at her touch. 

What on earth does this mean, Abraham? she wondered.

***
[image: image]


This is ridiculous, thought Mary, hesitating with her hand in front of the door. She lowered it quickly.

She had already thought that her life had taken a turn for the absurd when a five-minute marriage had resulted in her being given a farm and a younger brother, but all of that paled in comparison to this.

It is also ridiculous that I should be afraid, she told herself. I have done nothing wrong. She raised her hand again, and knocked.

“What is it?” came a call from inside the room.

“May I come in?” she asked.

“Not much I could do to stop you,” was the reply.

Mary decided this was as close to an invitation as she was going to get, and pushed the door open.

The man – Abraham, apparently – was standing by the window, looking out. He barely glanced over as Mary entered.

“Dr. Price said you should stay in bed,” Mary reminded him.

“Whose is this?” asked Abraham, indicating the robe he was wearing. 

“You have a habit of ignoring people, I think,” said Mary, folding her arms.

“You said your husband died a few hours after you married,” continued Abraham, as though to prove Mary's point. “And that he only left behind a knapsack of personal items. So whose is this?”

Mary frowned at his tone, which seemed to indicate he thought he had caught her in some kind of lie.

“I wasn't sure you were listening when I told you all of that,” she said.

Abraham had asked Mary question after question while she was assisting Dr. Price in his treatment, and eventually she had furnished a few answers after Dr. Price suggested the subject might distract him from the pain.

Afterward, Dr. Price had asked Mary whether she wanted him to make arrangements to have Abraham taken somewhere to recuperate.

“I can't imagine he'll leave quietly,” he had muttered, casting a glance at the man as he lay prone on the sofa. “But he's not in any position to fight about it. This would be a good opportunity to get him out of the house.”

Mary had taken a few minutes to think about it – admittedly, only a minute or so less than she had taken to decide to get married.

“I think... if he's no danger to me, I think he might stay here,” she had said.

The last thing Mary had wanted was to spend more time with this man. But he looked so helpless, lying there, that she could not reconcile the idea of having him dragged away from what he thought was his home. Besides, there was obviously some mystery to solve here. She wanted to be the one to solve it.

“You'll have to care for him,” Dr. Price had told her, after he had managed to carry Abraham upstairs. “It's a great deal to take on.”

“I've assisted you before,” she reminded him. “It will be fine, I'm sure.”

Now, she was not so certain. Abraham was looking at her as though he really was convinced she was some kind of thief.

“Abraham – my Abraham, I mean, the one I married – has a younger brother,” she informed the other Abraham, her arms still folded. “He's away at school. It's his robe. It's also his room – I left the robe there in case you were cold when you woke up.”

Abraham nodded slowly, apparently weighing her words.

“There's sure to be some kind of explanation for all of this,” said Mary, stepping forward. 

“Such as you being taken in by a swindler?” suggested Abraham, turning back to the window. 

Mary swallowed against a rising tide of anger.

“Such as you having the wrong farm?” she said. “Abraham and Miller are both common names. And my Abraham said that he had spent many summers here... yesterday you said this place belonged to your grandfather. Have you actually been here before?”

“When I was a child. But I still remember it,” said Abraham. He gazed out at the pastures beyond the garden. “I remember those trees...”

“All right,” said Mary. “Well, my Abraham said that the farm only came to him because some others in his family had died. Do you have a brother, or –”

“How could I have a brother with the same name as me?” said Abraham derisively.

“Or a cousin?” continued Mary, flushing.

“The only cousins I have are named Alexander, Henry and John.”

Abraham was gritting his teeth again, and his face was paling once more. Mary frowned.

“You need to go back to bed,” she said again. “Lie down, I'll bring you some water.”

“Who are you to tell me what to do?” said Abraham. It sounded as though he wanted to snap at her, but his voice came out as a gasp.

Mary sighed. It was difficult to be as angry with him as she wanted, when he was in such obvious pain.

“According to my marriage license,” she said, standing a little straighter, “I am the wife of the man who owns this farm, Abraham Miller. And you are saying that's you – so it seems that I have every right to tell you what to do.”

“That's absurd,” said Abraham, hissing as he tried to step away from the window on his injured leg. “You can't stay here.”

After managing the three steps back to the bed, he stood holding onto a bedpost with a conflicted expression, as though he wanted to lie back down but did not want to give Mary the satisfaction of being obeyed. 

“If I leave, you'll have no-one to take care of you,” said Mary, setting her jaw. “Which means it will be my fault if you die. I've no time for that kind of guilt.”

Abraham glared at her.

“I'll tell you what,” said Mary, uncrossing her arms and planting her hands on her hips, “if you can walk downstairs and see me out of the front door right now, I'll go happily.”

There was a long pause. Abraham held tightly onto the bedpost.

“Or if you can just walk over here,” said Mary. 

Abraham regarded the twelve or so feet of space between them, his hand hovering near his injured leg. Then he looked up at the ceiling in frustration, before sitting heavily down on the bed.

“I'll fetch you some water,” said Mary again, turning to leave. “I'm also making oatmeal – Dr. Price said you should keep to light foods.”

“This is ridiculous!” called Abraham from behind her as she headed for the stairs.

“I agree completely!” she shouted back.
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Mary had intended to question Abraham further about the misunderstanding regarding the farm after she had brought him food. However, it seemed the short journey to the window and back had been more than he could manage, and after eating a few spoonfuls of oatmeal he fell asleep again.

He remained like that for several days, tired and feverish, waking for only a few hours at a time. Mary used the nursing methods Dr. Price had taught her, and followed the instructions he had left in caring for Abraham's leg. 

Admittedly, the first time she attempted to change the dressing, Abraham had been only half-conscious. He kept trying to push her away with weak and shaking hands, muttering that she should leave him alone. Mary simply waited until he fell into a deeper sleep before completing the task.

She wished he would improve and wake thoroughly so she could talk to him – but every time she envisioned the conversation they would have, she could not think of what to say. 

What if he could prove the farm was really his? What would that mean for her, and for Hal? She had written to Hal as soon as she could, but it would be a few weeks before she could count on a reply.

In her free time, Mary kept to the house as much as possible, knowing that Abraham could not be left alone for too long. She read and re-read her Abraham's old letters, trying to search for some clue that could help her.

I keep thinking of what life will be like after all of this is done, he wrote in a half-finished missive to his father. Perhaps it would be pleasanter to pay more attention to my surroundings and try to find comfort here, in the friends I have made, but I cannot help but think ahead. It is in my nature.

She looked for some sort of hint that he was thinking ahead of this farm, some confirmation that the property he had given her was his plan for the future, but he never mentioned anything so specific.

She wished that she could leave and speak to the few friends she still had for advice, and possibly get some new ideas as to how this strange situation had even occurred, but she knew she should wait. At least Dr. Price came by as often as he could to check on the patient. 

Abraham responded better to Dr. Price than he did to Mary; he still seemed not to trust her, even in his more coherent moments. Mary tried hard not to take it as a personal affront.

“Why are you still here?” he would ask her, over and over. She never knew how to reply.
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Mary had assumed she would be grateful once Abraham's fever had passed, and she no longer had to sleep with her door open so that she would be able to awaken and go to him if he called out in the middle of the night.

She was not grateful, however, for as he began to feel better he also began to feel restless. He had finally stopped trying to get her to leave, but began to suggest that he might be well enough to walk around on his own for a few minutes at a time.

The first time he suggested this was the morning after his fever broke. Mary was clearing up the cloths and water bowl she had been using to cool him throughout the night when he suddenly asked if she could help him get to the window.

She looked at him incredulously. His face was paper white, and looked thinner than ever since he had convinced Mary to help him shave his beard. His hair was darkened and tangled with dry sweat, his eyes large and slightly hollow. He looked as though a stiff breeze might knock him over.

“That might not be a good plan,” she said hesitantly, worried that he might start calling her names as he had done in a moment of delirium a few nights previously.

Instead, he had simply looked disappointed and let the matter drop. They had passed the morning quietly, and Mary had written a short letter that Abraham dictated, to be sent to his father. She was grateful he did not mention the strange situation he was in.

The next day, however, he brought up going outside again, and the day after that.

“I just want to look out,” he kept saying.

Mary suspected he was being more polite than normal to her so she would do as he wished – he was no longer giving her suspicious looks, or asking insinuating questions. She was half tempted to leave him in a state of suspense so he would keep up the good behavior, but could not force herself to ignore his pleas for too long.

She managed to haul up a rocking chair from downstairs, and set it near the window. She also brought a crutch that Dr. Price had optimistically left behind after one of his visits, but in the end had to help Abraham to the chair herself.

It was not a graceful endeavor, and Mary kept quiet throughout so as not to embarrass Abraham unduly. He was also silent, his face pinched and tight; Mary assumed he was hiding his pain in order to convince her that he was well enough to sit upright.

He sat with his eyes closed for a few moments, catching his breath before he was able to look out onto the view he had craved.

When he did look out, he smiled. It made his face look quite different, Mary thought.

“Thank you,” he said, squinting a little in the bright sunshine. He looked down at his hands, on the armrests of the chair. “I think my grandmother had a chair like this.”

“So did mine,”said Mary as she fetched a blanket from the bed and handed it to him. “Call out when you need to get back to the bed, Granny dear.”

He laughed – actually laughed, and Mary wondered for a moment whether she was the one who was delirious. She turned to go, thinking that this might be a marked change for the better. After all, he had even thanked her, for once not sounding as though he was begrudging her the appreciation.

When she reached the door, however, he spoke.

“Did you get a reply from that brother yet?”

Mary turned around. Abraham was not looking at her, but was gazing out of the window. All the same, he was no longer smiling, and she could tell that he was once more thinking of her as an intruder.

“No,” she said. “But he mentioned he might spend some time with friends after his school term finishes. So my letter may not have reached him yet. I'm sure he'll be able to shed some light on all of this once he gets it.”

“Are you?” asked Abraham, finally looking back at her. “Are you really sure?”

Mary pressed her lips together. Abraham leaned his head back on the chair and sighed, looking somehow both frustrated and concerned.

“I don't know how to convince you you're wrong about this,” he said. “But I know you are. How do you have so much trust in someone you barely knew?” 

“I have faith,” snapped Mary, bringing her hand to her pocket once more, to the letters that she had taken to carrying around with her all the time. “Maybe it suits you to believe the worst in people, but not me.”

Abraham shook his head and turned his face back to the window, letting his eyes droop shut for a moment as he tilted his head toward the sun.

“Just don't blame me when you find out the truth,” he said quietly. “Whatever it is.”

***
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Mary raced around the side of the house, heart pounding. When she got to the road, she looked down it as far as she could in either direction. Which way should she go? 

Today had been the first really warm day of the year, and Abraham had been feeling fairly well. Mary had decided to take the opportunity to pay a visit to her nearest neighbors, the Kings. On returning, however, she had discovered that Abraham was no longer in the house.

He may have been feeling better, but he was certainly not well enough to go far on his own, and she had been away for several hours. What if he was lying in a ditch somewhere?

Mary pinched the bridge of her nose. No, he would not have just left, he was not stupid. He
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