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Ruby walked slowly up the walkway toward the farmhouse, her body heavy as if she was filled with sand. Each step seemed to intensify the weight in her slim frame.

I am getting old, she thought. If she had not been in such a sour state, she would have laughed at her assessment but her sense of humor was faltering. Ruby knew she was not old, she was just tired. 

Tired of everything, she thought with some bitterness but she tried desperately to refocus her desolation, determined not to let her melancholy affect the golden Labrador who came running up to her with her tail wagging.

“Hello, Ginger,” Ruby greeted the blonde dog affectionately. Ginger licked her hand, peering up at Ruby, her brow eyes lit with adoration. Ruby closed the gate behind her and turned to follow the animal toward the porch. The dusk was finally settling and her grandparents had lit a kerosene lantern for her, knowing she would be home as darkness fell. 

Dear Gotte, please let them be asleep. I do not have it in me to give them more bad news today. 

Ruby knew her hopes were unreasonable; it was not yet eight o’clock but Ruby had stayed out as late as she could. If they were still awake, they would be worried if she were to remain in town much longer but she knew they would not rest easily if she did not come home before they slept. 

As she had feared, her grandfather was seated in the kitchen to her right as she walked inside. He appeared to be nodding off and Ruby felt a flash of shame seeing him in the uneven wooden chair. 

He was waiting up for me, she recognized, slowly approaching him. She did not want to startle him on account of his weakened heart but Ginger had already flown into the kitchen, panting loudly. Jonah Albrecht looked up sharply, gathering his bearings, his blue eyes resting on his granddaughter. His puzzled face melted into a smile.

“Oh, Ruby,” he said, looking up at her with watery eyes. “I did not hear you come in.”

“Good evening, Grossdaddi,” she said with forced cheer, placing her wicker basket on the counter behind him. “I did not mean to disturb you. Is Grossmudder retired for the night already?” 

He nodded stiffly and rose from his chair. Ruby hurried to assist him, sympathy overcoming her. 

“She was feeling unwell and went to bed quite early this evening. I wanted to ensure you got home safely.”

“You know I always do, Grossdaddi. You need not wait for me every night.”

Jonah turned to his only grandchild and placed a weathered hand on her fair cheek. 

“It makes me feel like I am doing something,” he replied. “I wished to speak with you but I fear I am falling asleep myself.”

It was a conversation they had almost every night when she returned home from the market but she reasoned it was almost a tradition at that point.

“That is fine. We can speak in the morning.”

Jonah patted her cheek gently and shuffled toward the stairs, Ruby on his arm. 

“I can manage the steps, Ruby. Good night.”

She watched as he slowly ascended the short flight toward the second floor and exhaled as he made it to the landing. He seemed to age more every day and Ruby often wondered how much longer he would be there, waiting for her to return from their humble stand at the market.

You cannot allow yourself to think about that, Ruby chided herself, turning back toward the kitchen. Ginger sat eagerly waiting by her food bowls and Ruby wondered if the canine had been fed all day. The water dish was bone dry.

Did I remember to feed and water you this morning, Ginny? I hope so.

She was insurmountably exhausted and she stared at the dog blankly. It was all becoming to be too much for her. 

Between farming and manning the stand, I have no energy left for anything else. 

Including love, it seemed. 

Ruby had been delivered a harsh blow the previous day at worship when the engagement announcements had been read. Her last boyfriend had become betrothed to a girl she had been friendly with in school. In true Ruby fashion, she had plastered a smile on her lips, congratulating the happy couple but inside, her heart was shattered. She had secretly hoped that Gideon would come to his senses and return to her but she recognized the foolishness of her fantasy.

Who can blame him? When he became distant, I knew the reason. I did not have the time to commit to a relationship. How could I? I am trapped caring for this failing farm alone. 

Yet Ruby had always yearned for someone to swoop in with a disarming smile and a simple shrug to say, “I will help you.”

That person was obviously not Gideon Knepp nor had it been any of the suitors before him. 

I am twenty-five years old and resigned to the fate of a spinster due to no fault of my own.

When Ruby was one, she and her mother had moved into the Dawdihaus behind what had once been their thriving farm to live with her father’s parents. Fannie Albrecht, Ruby’s mother had been forced to sell the farm when news that Jonathan Albrecht owed unpaid taxes had hit the new widow and her infant daughter. The Dawdihaus was still owned by Jonah Albrecht and soon there were five of them cramped into the small three-bedroom house on the tiny piece of land. 

When Fannie died six years later, Ruby maintained her residence with her grandparents and aunt but it seemed the curse of ill health continued to spiral through the Albrecht family. Her aunt Amelia had been sickly since birth, constant battling unknown infections and often leaving her bedridden while Sarah Albrecht suffered from debilitating arthritis and stomach issues. When Jonah endured his first heart attack, Ruby had been only twelve but it had become clear that the burden of carrying the farm would be upon her shoulders. 

Amelia tried to help where she could but her frail disposition did not allow for her to be outdoors in bad weather nor was she able to attend to the market stand for long hours. 

“We will find someone to help you,” Sarah had told her granddaughter in the earlier years but Ruby had proudly shaken her head.

“No, Grossmudder. I am fully capable of running the farm myself,” she had assured her. Yet as months turned to years and Ruby’s life began to slip away before her eyes, she wondered why she had not seized the opportunity when she had it.

Now there is no extra money for hired help and the farm is failing terribly. I can always go to the church for assistance if things become unbearable. 

The thought filled her with shame. 

You have shelter and food and warmth on cold nights. There is no need to ask for charity. You will make it through this rough patch and rebuild the farm to its original success. 

Ruby did not ask herself how she intended to do that. Nothing was apt to change while she ran herself ragged.

Instead she sat heavily into the chair which her grandfather previously occupied and buried her face in her folded arms. 

And what will I do after they pass? She wondered sadly. It was a conversation she had with herself many times, especially since Jonah’s last bypass surgery. 

This land will be sold if I choose not to continue on this endless path to nowhere and Amelia will be displaced. And where will I go?

Ginger barked and Ruby looked up guiltily. She had forgotten to feed the dog.

“I am sorry, girl,” she told the gentle beast, rising from her chair. Suddenly, the hem of her skirt caught on the edge of the table and ripped. It was all Ruby could do to keep from bursting into tears. 

This was the last work dress I had which was not torn. When will I ever have time to mend my clothes?

As she poured the kibble into Ginger’s bowl, she realized she would be forced to stay up that evening to fix the tears in her dresses. She was long overdue for new clothes but there simply were not enough hours in the day. She could not even offer a fair trade for something as the pickings were becoming meager on the farm. 

“Oh, you have a tear in your dress.”

Ruby nodded without turning, blinking the tears from her eyes. She did not want Amelia to see her distress.

“Yes, it just happened,” she told her aunt. 

“Leave me a pile of your clothes. I have noticed that several of your dresses need hemming and patching done.”

Ruby spun to stare at Amelia who smiled wryly. 

“Why are you looking at me like that? I have eyes, Ruby. Some of your garments are barely hanging on by a thread. I will work on some tonight and wash the lot tomorrow while you are in town.”

“I am not going to town tomorrow,” Ruby told her. “I must stay and harvest. I will go again on Wednesday.”

Amelia maintained the curious smile on her face and sat gingerly on a worn chair as if the motion hurt her. 

“If the weather is good, I can also harvest tomorrow,” she told Ruby but Ruby quickly shook her head. 

“No, you rest, Amelia. I can manage.”

“You have proven that you can manage time and again,” Amelia replied. “But why would you refuse the help if you can get it. Unless there is a reason you do not wish to go to town tomorrow.”

Ruby stared at her aunt sharply, narrowing her smoky grey eyes. 

“What could you possibly mean?”

Amelia cocked her pale face to the side and regarded Ruby. 

“I heard the engagement announcements yesterday also,” she replied slowly. “I have ears also.”

Ruby’s face turned red with humiliation. 

“What of them?” she answered more bitingly than she intended but Amelia did not look fazed. 

“Are you going to pretend that Gideon’s engagement does not bother you?”

“Why would it? He and Eliza make a striking couple,” Ruby replied and Amelia chuckled mirthlessly.

“You sound like a trained parrot. He and Eliza make a striking couple,” she echoed. Ruby glared at her father’s sister. It was uncharacteristic of her to be so cruel.

“It doesn’t much matter how I feel, does it?” she snapped. “Anyway, marriage is the last thing on my mind. Gideon’s or anyone else’s.”

“Why, Ruby?” Amelia questioned gently. “Marriage is something you should be striving toward. Don’t you want children one day?”

“What? So they can inherit all this?” she retorted. As soon as the words left her lips, Ruby was ashamed. She shook her head.

“I am sorry, Amelia. I did not mean it,” she whispered but Amelia continued to beam.

“Of course you did,” she replied easily. “It is nice to see that you still possess fire in your bones. I was beginning to believe that you were giving up.”

“On love, yes. On our family, never,” Ruby said firmly. “Anyway, you are hardly one to give advice on the matter. Where are your courtships?”

Amelia laughed.

“Yes, I often have to ward off men at the gate with my poor health and middle age. I am a shoo in for all of the eligible bachelors in the district.”

The women exchanged an amused but wistful look. The both shared the same thought without speaking it aloud; the Albrecht women were not the marrying type.

I should not have listened to Amelia, Ruby grumbled to herself as she sat at the booth in the market. She was debating whether to pack up the stand for the
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