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Judith fidgeted as she stood beside her mother, small hands clasped in front as she stared ahead. This isn't forever, she reminded herself for the dozenth time that day, just until Father gets out of the hospital and Mother gets her strength back.

But Mother had been ill for months, and now Father was too. It had been nice at first, with just Judith and her mother in the house; but Mother couldn't look after her alone.

So there she stood, staring up at an unfamiliar house, on an unfamiliar porch, about to meet the people she would be living with for the foreseeable future.

"You'll do just fine," her mother, Dorothea, reassured, "I promise, as soon as I'm well again you'll be able to come straight home."

Judith simply shrugged, eyes darting to the ground. She didn't look up again until the door unlatched - and then her eyes snapped up, growing wide as they landed on a tall, slender woman. 

The woman beamed, stepping forward to offer an outstretched hand to Dorothea. They embraced as if they were old friends - yet Judith didn't know this woman at all. "Good evening, Dorothea," she chirped, "how are you feeling? Better, I hope. And this must be little Judith! It's so nice to meet you, dear."

In reply, Judith offered a simple wave. 

"Come inside, both of you. I'll make us all tea - or do you prefer coffee nowadays, Dorothea? It's been so long-"

"Actually..." Dorothea flushed, averting her gaze. She was so pale and thin, even just standing seemed to take physical effort. Judith noticed how she was leaning against the door frame, arm shaking. "I have to get back, and it's such a long way to go on foot... I was planning to stop by the hospital, but it would mean taking a bus and you know how I hate leaving the village.."

"I'll be fine," Judith muttered. A tiny hand came up to tug her mother's sleeve, dark eyes imploring. "You need to rest. That's why I'm here, isn't it?" 

She didn't want her mother to leave - but eventually Dorothea was forced to. She kissed Judith's cheek, shaking as she straightened out again, and offered an uneasy wave. "You be good for the Miller's now. And don't you worry about me."

It was impossible not to, when each step was shakier than the last and Dorothea's face was so frightfully pale. She waved goodbye, heaviness settling into the pit of her stomach as she watched her mother disappear.

The woman's warm hand offered comfort as she led Judith inside. "You can call me Myra," she spoke softly, "and my husband is called Cyrus. We have a son too, the same age as you, and I hope you'll get on."

The words barely registered as Judith allowed herself to be towed into the kitchen. She was exhausted and hungry - but that all paled in comparison to the emptiness in her gut. Already she wanted her mother back.

"...speaking of, here they are now!"

Judith's head snapped up, loose curls blowing into her dark eyes, and she locked gazes with a short, stocky boy. He looked about eight - maybe a little older, if his broad shoulders were any sign - and he grinned at her with a mouth full of gap teeth. "You're Judith, rigth?" he questioned with a smile, "I'm Simon. Do you want me to show you your new room?"

"Simon," a voice complained - and a tall, dark haired man appeared from the room beyond the kitchen, "this poor girl needs rest, not you running her ragged." He turned to Judith then, and his smile was the spitting image of Simon. "I'm Cyrus, lovely to meet you Judith. Did your mother not stop by?"

"She had to go," Judith mumbled, "she's too sick to be outside for long."

Cyrus' smile faded, sympathy overtaking his strong features. When he exhaled, he seemed defeated. "Well, we all get sick sometimes," he admonished, "she'll be better soon. Your father too, I'm sure."

Judith's father, Tobias, was a strong man - too strong, in her opinion. He would recover in a matter of weeks no doubt; something like pneumonia was nothing to him. If only he had caught something worse, something to keep him in hospital for months or even years...

A spark of guilt ignited in her chest, cheeks flushed as she snapped back to reality. "I'm sorry, but I'm very tired. Would it be all right if I went straight to sleep?"

"Of course," Myra replied gently, "Simon, help Judith with her bags, would you?"

Diligently, Simon scooped up her bags - only two, since she wasn't supposed to be here longer than a month. They seemed weightless in his arms as he grinned over at her, hoisting one bag over his shoulder. "Come on, your room is upstairs. It's usually our spare, but it's been made up specially!"

She followed silently, head ducked low as she sent a grateful smile toward Myra and Cyrus. Simon led her up a rickety, staircase, through a long hallway, until they reached a room right at the end. The place was maze-like - not big by any means, but long and narrow and twisting.

"Here we are!" Simon announced, dropping her bags unceremoniously at the door. Then he flushed, darting down to arrange them in some semblance of neatness.

At the same time Judith crouched, grabbing the strap of her satchel out of Simon's grasp. "Be more gentle," she muttered, stretching out to nudge them into the room.

"I'm sorry!" Simon apologised, and it might have been cute how crimson his face had turned, if not for his wide eyes fixed on her.

"What is it?"

"I..." he squinted, pointing toward her still outstretched arm. "Are you all right? That looks painful."

Painful? What was he... oh. Judith's gaze landed on her arm, where her sleeve had ridden up to reveal an array of yellowed bruises from wrist to elbow. They were old, too old to cause any pain, and certainly not the worst she had received. With a glare she pulled down her sleeve and darted to her feet. "I'm fine," she snapped, "but I'm tired, so I'd like to be alone now."

Simon frowned, eyes still lingering on her now covered arm. "If you're sure," he replied, "but I should tell my parents about-"

"You won't," she shot back, "just... please. I'm tired, and worried about my parents, and I want to sleep."

Their eyes met, briefly, and she was struck by how bright and warm those green eyes of his were. Then Simon shrugged, sending her an apologetic smile, and left.

Judith tried not to think about him as she changed into a nightgown, tried not to think about the healing bruises on her arms. He was sweet, but getting involved with her family was never a good idea.

——————————

The days passed uneventfully, after that. Judith discovered that she actually liked Simon, when he wasn't asking nosy questions. She was kept busy enough to avoid thinking about her parents, and that was fine by her.

She sat on the garden swing; an old, creaky wooden thing tied to the enormous oak tree outside the Miller's property. She swung gently, propelled more by the chilly breeze than from actually trying. It was a lot nicer than the back yard she had at home; hers was overgrown with weeds, the back porch used more for storing old junk than anything else. 

Mother was too sick to garden; and before Father had been sent to the hospital, he had been too busy with such trivial things. His words, not hers. Judith would have loved a garden as neat and attractive as the Millers'.

"Daydreaming again?"

Dark eyes snapped up, landing on Simon's smiling face as he offered a glass of fresh lemonade. Judith took it silently, offering only a nod as thanks. The glass was cold, damp with condensation, but when she took a sip it was delightfully sweet. Far sweeter than anything she was used to - Father abhorred anything he considered an indulgence.

Simon flopped down onto the grass across from her, his own glass in hand. "Ma says dinner will be ready soon," he informed with a smile, "aren't you cold out here? You don't even have a coat."

Judith shrugged. She could have grabbed her shawl from the coat stand on her way out, but it hadn't been cold at the time. She had a scarf, though - a nice grey and green one Myra had given her. 

But apparently, Simon wasn't satisfied. He wrestled off his own coat, standing to drape it across Judith's narrow shoulders. "There," he stated, "all better!"

She had to admit it was cosy; thick and warm, if too big around the middle. Judith buried her face into it anyway, soaking up the familiar scent of home cooking - no doubt from dinner inside - and that specific smell that was decidedly Simon. "Thanks," she muttered into the coat, "it is kind of chilly."

"It's nearly October, what do  you expect!" Simon laughed - it was an oddly raspy sound, strange from a kid the same age as herself. Yet Judith found herself smiling too as he continued, "maybe I could ask Ma to get you a warmed coat? All you have is that shawl and a couple of cardigans."

A frown creased at her forehead then, lips tilting down. "My mother made me that shawl," she murmured, "and Father gifted me most of those cardigans." And with her father, gifts were rare. She had learned to treasure them as if they were gold; or pay the price.

Simon shifted, mouth opening as if to say more - but then Myra's grinning face peered from the door, a hand ushering them inside. "Dinner is almost ready. Come inside and wash your hands."

"Yes, Ma!" Simon called, twisting around to cast Myra a beaming smile. His enthusiastic nod sent blonde hair flying into his eyes. Laughing, he turned back to Judith - and then his smile dropped.

Did she really look so sour? Judith tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear, gaze downcast.

"Is something wrong?"

No."

"You look like there's something wrong."

Tugging the oversized coat tighter around her narrow shoulders, Judith scowled. "Do you ever stop asking questions?"

"Not when there's questions that need to be asked."

Judith shoved down the irritation bubbling underneath her skin. She barely knew this boy, had no reason to let him affect her like this... yet despite the way he made her so incredibly angry, she was grateful for his company. She didn't want to be alone.

"Kids, dinner," Cyrus yelled from inside.

Judith flinched, heart skipping as her eyes snapped toward the door. Disobeying Myra was one thing - but Cyrus? They had to go inside right now-

But Simon only huffed, heaving himself to his feet to offer a hand. "Don't look so afraid. My Dad's not going to be mad. Come on - don't forget your lemonade!"

Judith forced herself to relax. She was fine, and they were fine. Her Dad wasn't here to yell or throw things; and she had never even heard Cyrus get angry once. With a nervous smile, she allowed him to tug her from the swing and lead her inside.

Myra smiled as she set a steaming pot of vegetables onto the kitchen table. "About time," she huffed, "wash your hands, and come sit down."

Judith immediately darted to the sink, enjoying the warm water rush over her chilled hands. She washed them with soap, lingering in the warmth just a little longer than necessary. When she turned to fetch a kitchen towel, her stomach flipped.

Simon was whispering to his mother. It was mostly quiet, indiscernible, but definitely about her. Judith recognised her name, heard whispers about her bruised arms and timid demeanour.

After a moment Myra's gaze darted over - and when she realised she had been caught, Myra smiled uneasily. "Done, dear?"

There was no mention of the whispers, or of the Miller's apparent concern for her well being; but uneasiness grew within Judith's chest all the same.

——————————

Judith smiled, a basket of fresh produce bouncing on her hip as she wandered down the street. The market had been busy - too busy for two children to go themselves, perhaps - but the cool air against her skin was refreshing, and the sun had decided to peek through the clouds just for the occasion.

"Did we get everything?"

"I think so." Simon glanced down at the list Myra had written for him. "We have eggs, bread, vegetables... oh, we forgot the apples for the pie!"

Judith winced, her eyes darting down to inspect the basket. Sure enough, they had forgotten apples. "We could go back," she suggested quietly, "it won't take long."

"We're already home," Simon chided. They turned the corner together, the Miller property swimming into view as they approached. "Ma won't mind, and - wait, who's that on the porch?"

Judith's hand froze over the wooden gate, dark gaze widening as she caught sight of the tall, muscular man standing on the Milers' porch. Already? But she had only been here for two weeks, he wasn't supposed to be out of the hospital until the end of the month.

"Judith, are you all right?"

A soft hand landed on her shoulder, Simon's concerned gaze filling her vision. Judith flinched, a gasp leaving her lips - and then her father was turning around, his dark gaze locking onto hers.

"Ah, Judith! Where have you been? I'm here to take you home." He stretched out an arm, beckoning her forward - but instead of joining her father's side Judith danced around him. He scowled, reaching out to grab her arm as she tried to slink past. "Now Judith, that isn't the way to greet your father, is it?"

"Don't!" she snapped as his arm clamped around her bruised arm. The bruises themselves no longer hurt but his grip burned, like she had been set alight by his touch.

The door swung open then, Myra's freckled face falling into a frown as she saw the scene. "Judith, Simon, what's going on?"

"I'm here to take my daughter back," Tobias snapped, "I'm Tobias Lambright. Judith's father."

Myra's gaze wandered from his scowling features, down to the dirty shirt he wore, before landing on the broad hand clamped painfully around Judith's slender wrist. "It doesn't look like Judith wants to go home," she replied, "so why don't you let her go? Simon, Judith, come inside."

Simon scampered up the porch steps, reaching for Judith's free hand as he slipped past. She reached for him too, the basket dangling dangerously from her one free wrist. 

Yet Tobias didn't let her go. In fact he only held on tighter, so tightly Judith's wrist began to ache. She twisted in his grasp, but it only served to cause a shooting pain along her arm. Her heart thudded in her chest, stomach squirming. If she went home with him now, while her mother was still weak and she was alone with him... bruises would be the least of her troubles.

"Mister Lambright," Myra snapped - and she was such a sweet, kindly woman but in that moment her expression was dark. "You had better let her go right this moment, or I'll call my husband over. Better yet, I'll contact the police."

Judith didn't have to look to see his expression. She knew it well - too well. Narrowed eyes, pursed lips, crinkled nose. The kind of scowl only a truly horrible man could muster. "She belongs to me, and that's the end of it," he growled - and pulled Judith to him with enough force she cried out, wincing as his thick arms wrapped about her shoulders in a mockery of fatherly protection.

Simon's eyes were wide as Judith looked at him. Something had clicked in his mind, and with a jolt of panic Judith realised he finally understood what was going on. Tiny fists clenched, his bright eyes narrowing, and he stepped past his mother to look at Judith. His expression softened a little, voice sympathetic as he asked, "Judith, do you want to go home? Or do you want to stay with us?"

Her eyes darted up to her father, tears threatening to spill over her cheeks. She blinked them away, nose curling. "I want to stay," she mumbled, turning back to Simon. His presence was calming, somehow, even with Tobias' vice like grip digging into her skin and his glare boring into her.

"Then it's settled," Myra replied with a nod, "she will stay right here for as long as she wants. Now let her go."

She expected a protest - shouting, swearing, the threat of fists. Yet Tobias' grip lessened as he practically threw Judith toward Myra with a grunt of disgust. "Fine, keep the brat, if you like her that much. But Judith belongs to me, and I will have her back. I'll be back tomorrow, and you had better be ready."

His gaze lingered on Judith and she shivered. She watched Tobias spin on his heel and storm down the porch steps. His feet crunched along the gravel path and he threw open the gate, letting it clatter shut with an ear-ringing bang.

Judith hadn't realised she was shaking, not until Simon's warm hand reached for hers. He led her inside without a word - but Judith didn't miss the knowing look he shared with his mother. He sat her down at the kitchen table, muttering reassurances she didn't quite hear. 

Myra slid a steaming cup of tea across the table - but even the warmth from the hot drink couldn't stop her shivers. Judith clutched the cup as if it were her lifeline, head bowed until loose curls fell into her eyes.

"Judith, dear?" 

She winced, folding in on herself like it would make her disappear. She wanted to, so desperately it was overwhelming. She had avoided him for today - but Father would be back. Then what? Things would just go back to how they were? With an awful father and a mother who couldn't do anything to stop it? What if-

"Dear, we saw what happened out there. You need to tell us everything. Has... has your father been hurting you?"

She shifted under the intensity of their gaze. She wanted to cry, but her tears had dried up, leaving behind only a sense of emptiness. Resignation.

"Judith," Simon murmured, reaching out to cup her hand in his, "please? We want to help. I want to help."

Oh, how could she say no to that? Her eyes flickered up, landing on his softly smiling face, pale skin flushed from the cold. Myra, too, was looking at her with such fondness it was almost painful. So Judith didn't have a choice but to tell them, really.

"He never used to be," Judith mumbled, "but then Mother got sick, and he had to work harder and harder to make up for it. He just... he gets so stressed, having to look after us both and work extra hours." She ducked, cheeks flushing crimson. Here she was, making excuses for him when he was the reason her arms were covered in faded bruises. "Father he... he takes his anger out on me. It's better than him hurting Mother; she's been sick for so long - not like Father, he got better. But Mother... her illness isn't something that goes away."

Myra's sigh was sympathetic, her blue eyes creasing into faint crow's feet. "Oh, sweetheart, I'm so sorry."

"We won't let him take you!" Simon argued, "if he tries, we'll stop him."

"I'll speak to Dorothea. She must know what Tobias has been doing."

Judith cringed. The steam from the tea was beginning to cool, the mug no longer hot to touch. Yet she clung to it, hands turning white from the remaining heat. "She can't stop him," Judith mumbled. Once again tears bubbled at the edge of her vision - it seemed she only cried when she didn't want to. Swiping under her eyes, she tried not to let them fall. "We're stuck with him, because he's the only one that can look after us both."

Simon squeezed her hand, his expression soft. "You and your mother could both live with us. Couldn't they, Ma?" His gaze darted up, wide and hopeful.

Myra pursed her lips, eyes glancing from Simon to Judith, then back again. "I don't know, dear, but I do know that we won't let him hurt you again. No child should be put through that." She reached out to brush a strand of hair from Judith's face, smile playing on her gentle face. "Your mother and I have been good friends for years, and she never said a thing about any of this. I had my suspicions, but..."

"But she's very good at pretending everything is okay," Judith finished quietly. It was true; Dorothea was the kind of woman who pretended nothing was wrong right until the last moment. It was part of the reason why she was so sick; ignoring symptoms, using home remedies even when it became clear they didn't work. She ignored modern medicine because of her - their - principles. But look where it got them all.

Silence fell over the three, then. Judith let her gaze fall back to the table, pretending as if the grooves and stains in the wood were the most fascinating things she had ever seen. For a while it was as if no one was going to speak - no one knew what to say, least of all Judith herself. 

Simon, a solid form of reassurance beside her, shifted awkwardly. He let out a little sigh, hand squeezing hers for the millionth time. Then, he said, "that first day, when I asked about your bruises. I knew something was wrong. I should have done something, instead of just ignoring it-"

"Don't blame yourself," she replied with a huff, "you didn't know. I didn't want you to." She smiled weakly, eyes not quite meeting his. "I didn't know you then, didn't know if you were worried or just being nosy."

"I'm not nosy," Simon accused - only for Myra to laugh. "I'm not!"

"Simon Josiah Miller, you're the nosiest person I've ever known," Myra retorted with a roll of bright blue eyes. "Ask anyone, they'll say the same."

Something changed, then. The mood lifted, the tension in the room fled until all three of them were grinning broadly. Holding back a laugh, Judith said, "you ask too many questions, and you're too curious for your own good. Yes, you are."

Simon huffed, rolled his eyes, and sent Judith a dazzling smile. "It's why you like me."

Well, she couldn't very well deny that. Her cheeks flushed as she snatched her hand back - and stuck out her tongue. She did like him though, and not just for his natural curiosity. His bright smile, his generosity - and the way he always managed to cheer her up without even meaning to. Like now, for instance.

Yet her mind drifted back to her father, back to the bruises lacing her arms, and what that meant for her. Tomorrow, she'd be back with him.

No, she reminded herself, Simon and his family won't let him take me. They have a plan. Or at least, she hoped so.

Myra's smile was kind as she stood, ruffling both Judith and Simon's hair as she passed them. "I suppose I should start lunch," she mentioned idly, "thank you for going to the market today. We can talk more about this later; but things always seem better with a full stomach. Don't you agree?"

Judith simply smiled, her nod bouncing those thick curls. And so the day continued as normal, and Judith felt like she belonged.

——————————

Judith had spent almost the entire day curled up in what had become her favourite armchair, gazing out the window. She flinched every time a neighbour walked by, or a bird landed on the windowsill outside.

When her father finally did make his arrival, striding along the gravel path and up the porch steps, Judith watched with wide, cautious eyes. He announced himself by banging on the door, huge knuckles on wood, and shouting Judith's name.

Myra was the one to answer. Simon and Cyrus hovered by Judith's side, ready to step into action if the situation called. Simon's hand fit firmly in hers as she heaved herself out of the armchair and inched into the hall.

"Judith, you're coming home with me immediately."

She sucked in a breath, eyes darting to Myra, then to Cyrus, before landing on Simon. Well, here came the moment of truth. "I don't want to."

"Girl, you listen-"

"Mr. Lambright," Myra interrupted. Her voice was so even, so unaffected, and her smile seemed so genuine. "Judith has decided she wants to stay with us. In fact, I would like to speak with Dorothea to-"

Tobias' expression darkened. "Dorothea is none of your business," he snarled, "you don't get to say her name."

Any normal person would have cowered under the intensity of his glare - but Myra remained calm. Other than
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