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Noah could see that Lovina was in a dismal mood when she returned home from school. His daughter’s usually bright blue eyes seemed dulled and she didn’t meet his eyes when he asked about her day. 

“Lovey, is something the matter?” Noah asked, his heart beginning to pound as he took in his daughter’s uncharacteristic quietness. Lovina shook her blonde braid, half askew after her schoolyard antics and Noah had no choice but to accept that his ten-year-old didn’t want to speak. He had learned the hard way from her mother that a female must never be pressured into saying what was on her mind. 

Not that Lovina shares many of her mother’s traits. Leah was much colder, unhappier. 

It was all the more reason that Noah found himself concerned for his daughter. In some ways, Lovina did remind him of Leah, with her fair features and her beautiful face. Noah knew that one day, Lovina would have her choice of suitors in their Old-Order Amish district but that would be a few years coming. For the time, he was the only man in her life and Noah took his role seriously. He liked to think that he had a good relationship with his child, one that was open and communicative, unlike that he had shared with Leah. 

He would be a fool not to notice the way his peers still eyed him with covert sympathy after what had occurred with his wife, even though Leah had left the community almost five years earlier, never to be heard from again. 

Noah had prided himself on his ability to know his only child but given Lovina’s current temperament, he knew he had no choice but to let her be as she moved up the stairs without so much as a sigh. 

He stood at the bottom of the stairs for a long while, stroking his beard as he tended to do whenever he was lost in thought. Long fingers twined through the strands of his dark whiskers, brow furrowed.

His paternal instinct was to run up the stairs after Lovina and demand to be told what was troubling her but he kept his impulse in check and instead turned toward the kitchen where Miriam Zehr was preparing supper for the family. 

“Was that Lovey home already?” the neighbor asked, turning to wipe her hands on her apron. Noah nodded, his thoughts still on his daughter. 

“Strange that she’s back already. Usually she plays with the other kinder after schul doesn’t she?”

Noah’s frown deepened as he noted the time. Miriam was right—typically following her classes at the schoolhouse, Lovina tended to stay and socialize with her friends. 

Did she quarrel with someone? Is that why she’s home so soon?

“Noah?” 

Miriam’s voice brought him back into the kitchen and he shook his head. 

“I don’t know,” he confessed, sighing as he sank into a wooden chair at the table. “She returned seeming unhappy but she doesn’t want to talk.”

Miriam gave him a compassionate look and sighed. 

“She’s growing up,” Miriam reminded him lightly. “Girls need their midder the same way boys need their vedder.”

Noah bristled at the words. 

It’s not my fault that Leah left, he thought grimly but even as he thought it, he wondered if that was true. Hadn’t he driven her away with his aloofness, ignoring Leah’s silent cries of displeasure? Of course, Noah had never thought that his wife would simply abandon her family, least of all little Lovina who had only just turned five. 

“Do you want me to talk to her?” Miriam suggested, turning back to finish dressing the roast on the counter. “She might want to speak to another woman.”

“She isn’t a fraa,” Noah barked back with more firmness than he had intended. “She’s still a girl and I can speak with her myself.”

Miriam threw up her hands in a gesture of surrender, pursing her lips as she continued to fuss over supper. Guilt shot through Noah as he heard the sternness of his tone. He knew he shouldn’t have been so curt with the neighbor. After all, Miriam had helped the Lantz family tremendously over the past few years, her own children grown and gone, leaving her alone at the farm next-door with her husband. 

Noah paid her for her services but not nearly enough for all she did and he was eternally grateful for her help in household matters. He could have done without her endless advice on how to raise his daughter, however. 

“Nachtesse will be ready in an hour,” Miriam informed him after a moment of long silence. “You should wash up and get out of your work clothes.”

Reluctantly, Noah rose from where he sat, knowing that she was right.  He hoped that Lovina was in a better mood by then. 

~ ~ ~

Lovina didn’t move from where she sat on her bed, even though she could clearly hear her father calling to her for supper. 

Her heart was far too heavy in that moment to entertain the thought of food, let alone seeing anyone else. She felt like crying after what she’d witnessed that day and for the first time in her young life, she questioned her life in the Amish district. 

This isn’t our way. We care for one another, not treat them cruelly for being different. 

Shame flooded her as she thought of everything she should have said instead of watching the way Mary Byler had been relentlessly taunted by the girls and boys Lovina had known since before she could walk. 

In her mind’s eye, she saw Mary’s quivering lower lip and luminous brown eyes fill with tears, even if she didn’t let them fall down her cheeks as she limped away. Lovina felt sick to her stomach, not wanting to play kickball with her friends now as she, too, left the schoolyard to head for home. 

I should have said something. I was just as complicit in their mocking as they were just because I was silent. 

“Lovey?” 

The rap on the door caused her to look up and she blinked hastily, swallowing the lump in her throat. 

“Ja, Daed?”

“Nachtesse is ready. Miriam is leaving.”

For a moment, Lovina debated telling him that she wasn’t hungry or that she wasn’t feeling well, both of which were true but she knew if she did, Noah would have questions for her and she did not feel like talking. 

The door opened and Noah poked his head inside, his long curls falling over the threshold before she saw his concerned eyes. 

“Lovey, you look so sad. Is there something you want to discuss with me?”

Lovina shook her head impulsively, her embarrassment too great. 

What can I tell him? That a girl was being teased at schul and I did nothing to stop it? He will think I’m just as cruel as Eliza and Sarah. 

“You need esse,” Noah told her gruffly, sensing that his daughter wasn’t about to move. “You are coming down for supper, aren’t you?”

Blinking, Lovina nodded quickly. 

“Ja, Daed,” she murmured, rising from where she’d been lost in thought. “Ich bin om cooma.”

Noah seemed relieved that he didn’t need to argue further and together, father and daughter headed down the stairs, the scent of lamb roast filling Lovina’s nostrils pleasantly. Her stomach growled slightly and she realized she was hungry, despite her upset. 

Miriam stood at the door, smiling warmly when her kind eyes rested on the girl. 

“Hallo, Lovey. I didn’t see you earlier.”

“Hallo, Miriam,” Lovina said, blushing softly as she realized she’d been rude not acknowledging the neighbor when she’d come home. 

“We’ll see you mariye, ja?” Miriam offered brightly. 

“Gut’n owed,” Noah replied and Miriam left the father and daughter to have their evening meal. 

“How was your day?” Noah asked as they settled into the respective spots at the table and finished their food blessing. “What did you learn?”

“Daed, why are some people born different than others?” Lovina blurted out before she could consider her own question. Noah seemed perplexed. 

“How do you mean, lieb?”

Lovina paused, trying to pose her mature question in a way she wasn’t sure she fully understood herself. 

“I mean...why are some people born with ailments and others aren’t?”

Noah’s eyebrows knit into a vee. Carefully, he put the plate of vegetables back on the table and gave his daughter his full attention. 

“Who are you talking about, Lovey?”

Lovina shrugged miserably, suddenly feeling disloyal but she had spoken now and she knew she needed to finish her thought. 

“Mary Byler,” she sighed, looking at the table. “She walks with a limp.”

“Mary Byler?” Noah echoed, a slight edge to his voice. “Do you mean Ruth Byler’s girl?”

Lovina raised her head and nodded, meeting her father’s curious gaze. 

“Ja,” she replied. “She started coming to schul and one leg is shorter than the other.”

Noah’s mouth pursed, his eyes shadowing slightly. For a moment he didn’t speak and Lovina wished she hadn’t either. 

“Nevermind,” she started to say but Noah interjected. 

“Ruth got very ill when she was ime familye weg,” Noah explained, his voice taking on a peculiar note that Lovina was sure she’d never heard before. “I suspect that hurt the development of the bobbli...”

He trailed off. 

“Do you mean to tell me that Mary hasn’t been at schul before?” 

Lovina shook her head, again averting her eyes. She worried that her father might see the real cause for her shame. 

“Nee. She only started this week and...”

Abruptly, she stopped speaking but Noah stared at her expectantly. 

“And wat, Lovey? Did something happen to her?”

Tears flooded Lovina’s eyes. 

“The girls are horrible to her. They call her mean names because she walks with a limp,” Lovina muttered. 

“Mein Gotte, that’s terrible!” Noah said angrily. “Kinder can be so cruel!”

He paused and stared at her warily. 

“You didn’t join in on their teasing, did you?”

“I didn’t stop them,” Lovina confessed, feeling the drop of tears fall down her pale cheeks. “And Mary ran home crying.”

“I see,” Noah sighed. “Lovina, look at me.”

Reluctantly, she raised her head and met his eyes, waiting for the lecture that she was sure he was about to administer but when he spoke, he surprised her. 

“All of us are born different in some ways,” he explained. “There are those of us whose differences are on the outside, like Mary but none of us are without flaws. Just because Mary walks differently than you and your friends does not mean that her heart is any worse.”  

“I know,” Lovina muttered. 

“Like everything, Mary’s body is Gotte’s plan. He made her in his image, just like he made you and me. Just like He made the other girls at schul.”

Lovina nodded, gulping back the lump in her throat. 

“You know that He would want you to embrace Mary, not turn her away, especially not when she is in pain.”

Lovina looked up hopefully. 

“Do you think she would want to be my freind, even though I didn’t stick up for her?”

“I think she would be lucky to have a freind like you,” Noah replied gently.  A warm smile touched Lovina’s lips for the first time since leaving school. 

“Then tomorrow, I’ll befriend her,” Lovina agreed and Noah returned her beam. 

“That sounds like a gud idea, liebling.”

Lovina reached for a dinner roll, content that she’d found a resolution to her guilt. She didn’t notice that the darkness never faded from her father’s eyes. 

~ ~ ~

Mary hastily tried to wipe the tears from her face but Ruth was far to astute to miss the streaks on her daughter’s face. Panic seized Ruth in a torrent as she rushed toward Mary’s side. 

“What happened?” she demanded. “Why are you crying?”

“Nix, Mamm,” Mary protested. “Nothing happened.”

“I can see your tears, Mary. Did something happen at schul? It did, didn’t it?”

Mary started to shake her dark curls, the loose tresses falling over her nightgown but the motion was futile when more tears swam in her eyes. 

“I knew that sending you to school was a bad idea!” Ruth growled, reaching to embrace her daughter protectively. “It’s the other kinder, isn’t it? Are they being cruel to you?”

“Nee, Mamm!” Mary squeaked but the child couldn’t lie. Ruth had foreseen this from the beginning. 

I should never have allowed Bishop Troyer to talk me into sending her. She doesn’t need to be around other kinder, not when they don’t understand her. I am putting a stop to this at once. 

“It’s all right, liebling,” Ruth cooed. “You don’t have to go back to that terrible place.”

Ruth thought of her own experiences in school. She hadn’t been raised in Elkhart like Mary had but her own district in Holmes County had been just as conflicted and Ruth didn’t share the same physical problems as her precious daughter. 

“Nee, Mamm, school is fine!” Mary insisted, her voice quavering with the lie. “I-I was missing Daed, that’s all.”

The words almost slapped Ruth in the face, the unexpectedness of them stunning. 

“Daed?” she echoed, her voice cracking slightly. “W-what made you think of your vedder?”

Again using her hands to wipe at her face, Mary sat up meet her mother’s eyes. 

“I-I was just thinking that he might be happy to know I’ve started school,” she whispered, shooting her gaze away as quickly as the words left her rosebud lips. 

Pain flowed through Ruth’s heart and she swallowed quickly as emotion welled inside her. It had been a long while since she’d thought of Aaron. After all, he had died only weeks after Mary had been born. 

“Ja, lieb,” Ruth sighed. “He would have been very proud of you in every way.”

In some ways, Ruth was glad that Aaron had passed before learning about Mary’s shortened leg. Her illness during the pregnancy had always caused Ruth endless guilt, as if she had failed her family unintentionally. 

It was one of the reasons that she had kept Mary hidden for so long on their rural farm, removed from most of the district. Coupled with the crippling fear that she might lose her daughter the same way she had lost her husband, Ruth was in a constant state of anxiety. 

“I’m fine, Mamm,” Mary said bravely, managing a smile for her mother. “I said my prayers. I’d like to sleep now.”

Uncertainly, Ruth eyed her daughter, sensing that Mary had not been entirely truthful. 

“How is schul?” she insisted. “You don’t speak about it much. Are the kinder nice to you?”

“My teacher is very nice,” Mary said, her eyes brightening. “She knows so many things and she’s given me some books of her own to read.”

“Ja,” Ruth agreed, her body relaxing slightly. “Anna Miller is a gud fraa.”

She continued to stare at Mary, waiting for the child to elaborate but the girl stifled a yawn and Ruth knew she had overstayed her welcome. 

“Okay, liebling, okay. Go to sleep.”

She kissed Mary’s small forehead and rose from her spot at the bed to extinguish the lamps and close the door. She paused to cast one last look at her sweet-faced daughter, her heart swelling with affection, overtaking the worry for once. 

She is getting so big now, Ruth thought with some sadness. Soon, she will be going off on Rumspringa, looking for a husband...

Once again, Ruth was consumed with worry. 

But will anyone want to marry her with her affliction? 

It was at that moment that Ruth realized Mary hadn’t answered her question about how the children were treating her. Ruth a terrible feeling she knew why her daughter had avoided the query. 

I can’t let her go back to that school. Her place is here with me, where she’s safe. 

~ ~ ~

If Lovina was distressed the previous day after school, she was almost shaking when she arrived home the next. 

“What is it?” Noah demanded, seeing the look on her face. “What happened?”

“Mary wasn’t at school today,” she told her father, a sad look on her face. “I think the other girls scared her away. Miss Miller says she doesn’t know if Mary is coming back.”

Noah’s chest tightened. 

“She must go to school,” he muttered. “It isn’t healthy for her to stay at home with Ruth all day.”

Instantly, he was ashamed of his thoughts. He didn’t like it when others offered their parenting advice to him. Noah knew he had no right to dictate to anyone how to raise their child. 

Particularly not a widowed mother. I understand the hardships. 

“Daed, I want to see if Mary is all right,” Lovina said, bringing him back to the front room where she stood, her books still in hand. “May I go?”

Noah blinked, slowly putting his bible aside as he rose from his spot on the wing chair. He had only just gotten home from his day and his body was sore and tired from working at the furniture store but suddenly, he, too, wanted to check on the young girl and her mother. 

How long has it been since I’ve seen Ruth? 

The question was unbidden. It hadn’t occurred to him that he had seen less and less of her presence in town and among the district. He wracked his mind for the last time he’d seen her at worship. 

Ever since Aaron passed, she’s become more and more scarce around here. 

A slight jolt of shame touched his gut at the realization. A good neighbor would have noticed her reclusiveness long ago, not because his daughter had opened his eyes to the idea. 

Have we all abandoned Ruth in her time of need? 

“Daed?”

“Ja, lieb. You can go,” he agreed. “But I will come with you.”

Lovina seemed surprised by the declaration but she didn’t argue. She set her books down by the front door and waited impatiently for Noah to join her side. 

He walked slowly, a nagging inside him telling him that he was overstepping in some way. 

Nonsense, he chided himself. I am accompanying my daughter to her freind house. 

But in the back of his mind, Noah couldn’t forget that he had once been very smitten with Ruth Byler and he wondered if that wasn’t the real reason he had agreed to go. 

~ ~ ~

The knock on the front door startled Mary as much as it did Ruth. Neither was much used to having unexpected visitors and as Ruth wiped her hands on her apron to answer it, she was sure it was Bishop Troyer and she braced herself for an argument with the elder. 

I won’t let him convince me to send Mary back to school, not this time. 

She gasped aloud when she saw Noah Lantz and his young daughter standing in the afternoon sun. 

“Noah!” she exclaimed, her voice raising an octave as she spoke. “W-wat brings you here?”

Before he could answer, Ruth felt a rush of heat creep up her neck, her hand moving toward her unkempt hair as she realized how she must look. 

I wasn’t expecting anyone, she thought defensively but Noah’s warm smile melted away her reservations and she instantly felt at ease. She had forgotten how attractive the man was, her last memory of him fuzzy. She vaguely recalled the scandal Leah had caused when she’d run off but Ruth had been so entrenched in her own woes, she hadn’t paid the event much mind. 

“Lovina was worried about Ruth,” Noah explained. “She wasn’t at schul today.”

Instinctively, Ruth tensed but before she could speak, Mary appeared at the door, her eyes wide with curiosity. 

“Hallo Lovina,” Mary said quietly. 

“Mary,” Lovina breathed, sounding relieved to see her.  “I-I am glad you’re well.”

An uncomfortable silence flowed between the two pairs until Ruth got hold of her bearings. 

“Kumme inside,” she said, stepping back t o permit the father and daughter entry. “I’ll make kaffi. Mary and I were making weck but I think there are some cookies still from yesterday’s batch. Kumme.”

Noah entered with Lovina on his heels, the two small girls remaining in the hall as their parents moved toward the kitchen. 

“How are you, Noah? I haven’t seen much of you in the past while,” Ruth said amiably, not noticing that the children hadn’t joined them. 

“I could say the same of you,” Noah replied, sitting as Ruth gestured for him to do so. Ruth gave him a wary smile. 

“It is busy being an only parent,” she told him and instantly flushed as she remembered to whom she was speaking. 

“As you well know,” she added quickly. 

“Ja, I do,” Noah agreed, sighing at the reminder. Ruth turned toward the stove, setting the kettle on it. The buns had already gone into the oven and the top was hot enough to boil water. 

“I hadn’t realized that Lovina and Mary had become freind,” Ruth offered, laying out cookies onto a platter. She paused, looking about as she realized that the girls weren’t with them. “Mary?”

“I think it’s best that we give them a moment,” Noah suggested and Ruth felt her eyes narrow. She didn’t need Noah Lantz or anyone else telling her what was best for her daughter. As if sensing her shift in mood, Noah quickly went on. 

“Lovina had something to say to Mary in private,” he explained. Ruth’s frown deepened. 

“They are kinder. They shouldn’t have secrets,” she grumbled. “We should know what they are doing always.”

Noah’s brow raised but he made no comment as Ruth moved to fetch her daughter from the hallway, not five feet beyond. A moment later, she returned with both girls in tow. 

“Have some cookies, Lovina,” Ruth urged, placing the plate before her. Lovina shot a look at her father who gave an almost imperceivable nod before accepting one. 

“Danke, Ruth,” Lovina mumbled, putting the cookie in her mouth, her eyes darting around the kitchen nervously. 

“Will you be at schul tomorrow, Mary?” Noah asked pleasantly, his eyes still fixed on Ruth. The woman relished the feeling of his eyes upon her. 

How long has it been since any man has looked at me like that? Not since Aaron. 

Abruptly, Ruth’s spine stiffened. 

He has no right to look at me like that and I have no interest in him. 

“Mary will not be going to school,” Ruth said curtly. “Not tomorrow and not ever again.”

She saw the look of surprise on her visitors’ face. 

“Why not?” Lovina asked. Ruth eyed the girl, wondering from where she had gotten such poor manners. 

“Mamm, please,” Mary sighed, looking away. 

“Is this because of Eliza and Sarah?” Lovina demanded, her face flushing indignantly. Ruth’s neck swiveled to look at the girl. 

“What about Eliza and Sarah?” she asked slowly, her eyes narrowing as she realized that her daughter had not been entirely forthcoming with all that had happened. 

“Lovey, no!” Mary moaned, dropping her head woefully to avoid her mother’s gaze. 

“I knew it!” Ruth declared, a combination of sadness and righteousness sparking through her. “The other kinder have been giving you a hard time. That settles it then. You won’t return to school.”

“Daed!” Lovina was horrified and looked desperately to her father. 

“Ruth,” Noah sighed. “Kinder will be kinder but that is no reason to keep Mary home. If she wants to return, I’m sure Lovina will keep an eye on her and ensure that the others don’t bother her.”

Lovina nodded in agreement but Ruth was incensed. With her hands on her hips, she scowled at the father and daughter. 

“How dare you come into my heemet and tell me how to raise my daughter!” Ruth snapped, shaking her head. “I think you should leave now.”

Noah seemed aghast by the dismissal but whatever he saw in Ruth’s face must have convinced him that she was in no mood to have a rational discussion. 

“Kumme, Lovey,” he said, rising from his spot. There was a slight edge in his tone as he looked toward his daughter. “We have overstayed our welcome.”

“Mamm...” Mary whimpered. Ruth gave her a warning look, watching the Lantzes leave without uttering a word. 

“Gut’n owed,” Noah muttered as they left but he didn’t look to her as he and his daughter departed. 

“Mamm, you didn’t need to be so harsh,” Mary moaned when her friend was out of earshot. “They were only trying to help.”

Ruth didn’t respond as she closed the door and retreated
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