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​Chapter One
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Leah

Windber, Pennsylvania

“What do you mean, we are not going to tell our Eldre about deciding to marry?” Leah echoed the question numbly, looking up from the pins she’d just slipped in to secure the waist of her skirt.

A gust of autumn wind shook the barn, making the flame inside their one lamp wiggle and dance. Hay dust filling her lungs, she waited for his response.

A flush ran up under Josiah’s tanned face and he ducked his sandy blond head as his mouth firmed.

Staring at the Mann with whom she’d just promised to share her life, Leah felt her bare feet, numb against the rough floor boards. Confusion rioted through her and suddenly, she felt very cold.

“I just think,” he responded in a tight voice, “that we should let my Mamm get to know you better.”

Silence filled the barn for a moment before Leah said, “Josiah, you asked me to marry you and I’ve said yes.”

“Yah and I want to marry you. I do. We just need to...to wait...a little while.”

“Why?” She tried to keep her voice from rising. “My Eldre haven’t met you, either, since we live in another town, but they will trust me to know I’ve found the right Mann!”

She deliberately took a breath, reassuring herself. He did love her. She knew it. His kisses showed his great love for her.

“Your Mamm has met me at the meetings and Sings,” Leah reminded him. “She and I haven’t spoken a lot, but we have met. Why should we not tell anyone about marrying? Of course, this is a private matter between our families. We wouldn’t talk about it to others, but not tell our parents? Why?”

“My Mamm...” he paused, “can be difficult. I’m her only chick. Give her some time to get used to this.”

“Get used to her grown son marrying? Have you—Have you even told her that we’ve been seeing one another?” The appalling possibility that his mother didn’t even know of her existence shook Leah. “Isn’t that what Gott wants us to do? To choose a mate to share our lives and bear children?”

“Neh, I’ve not yet spoken with her about us and, yah, Gott does urge us to choose mates.” Pulling on his jacket, Josiah didn’t meet her eyes, “but it’s just been my Mamm and me for such a long time. She’s guarded and raised me since my Daed and Bruder died. She needs some time to get used to all this.”

“How much time?” she demanded. One moment, she’d been in his arms, secure that she’d found the one Mann for her. Suddenly, she was shivering with an unnamed fear.

“I don’t know.” He lifted an unreadable face to her. She’d always been able to read Josiah before.

“Do you plan to invite me to your Haus? To tell her, at least, that we’re courting?”

The fall season was upon them and she’d assumed they’d be husband and wife in a few weeks. Couples usually married in the cold seasons as the farms needed no attention. “I thought you would come to Mannheim with me to speak to my Eldre.”

“I think we should wait,” Josiah said finally, in a level voice. “We should keep meeting at the Sings and gradually let my Mamm get used to seeing us together. Then, after a while, I could invite you and several others to our Haus.”

“For how long do we wait? Do you think Ada won’t like me?” Leah reflected that his pretty Mamm often seemed to look through her with icy grey eyes. Maybe he was actually afraid Ada Miller wouldn’t approve for some reason.

“It’s not a matter of her not liking you. She just worries about me and wants the best for me.”

Staring at him with gathering dismay, Leah blurted out, “Are you more worried about your Mamm’s feelings than mine?”

“Of course not,” he shot back, “but you could be reasonable about this.This is my Mamm. Women naturally wish their sons to marry a Maedel who will make them happy and share the load!”

“And you think your Mamm won’t believe you’d be happy with me? She’ll doubt that I will share your load,” she spit out what seemed like the obvious conclusion, even though he didn’t seem to want to say the words he clearly meant.

“Leah! My Mamm knows I haven’t found my Frau among the Maedels here in Windber or on my rumspringa. Of course, she doesn’t want me to be alone all my life. Be reasonable about this. I want to give her a chance to get to know you as I have.”

Feeling herself soften a little at his plea, Leah wavered. Should she stay here in Windber, waiting until...? When?

“How long?” The words came out numbly, fear that she’d made a horrible mistake crowding up into her throat. “How long do you think we should wait?”

It was Josiah’s turn to heave a gusty sigh. “I don’t know exactly. How can I say? Of course, I will look for a gut time as soon as possible.”

He reached over to pick up his broad-brimmed hat from where it hung on a stall door.

“But you can’t say? Can’t say we are to marry, or when you will feel your mother knows me well enough not to be upset that you’ve asked me to marry you? In a few weeks possibly?” Her words were toneless as her conviction grew that Josiah wasn’t the Mann she’d believed him to be.

“Don’t be like this,” he said with irritation.

“Like what?” This was wrong and every part of herself knew it. Leah knew it.

“Irrational. Ridiculous.”

He looked angry and, all the sudden, Leah was angry, too. “I tell you what, Josiah, why don’t we forget this whole thing happened. You don’t have anything to gently—eventually—break to your Mamm and I will also act as if you never asked me to marry.”

“That’s not what I meant, at all,” Josiah insisted irritably, “and you know it.”

“All I know,” she said, picking up her jacket, “is that you and I spent an afternoon together that I wish only to forget.”

With those words, she slipped her arms into the jacket and turned to leave the chilly barn.

Not in any of the moments it took her to do this did Josiah say anything. Finally, when her hand was on the barn door, he said irritably, “Don’t be like this. If we are to be married, you can’t just walk away.”

“Only we aren’t to be married...are we?” she shot back, longing for him to tell her she was wrong.

“Not right away!”

“You know very well that marriages take place in the fall—now—because of farm duties being lighter.” Leah looked at him, standing in the vast barn. “So, if not this fall, then the next. Or the next. Or the next. I don’t think you want to marry me.”

“I do,” Josiah’s annoyed expression was stiff. “just not right now.”

“Neh, you don’t.” As she walked away from the barn, alone in the dusk, tears rolled down Leah’s face.

*
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Leah

Mannheim, Pennsylvania

Eighteen Months Later:

Butterflies of excitement and dread in her stomach, Leah grasped the cool metal handle to open the door to Onkle Gideon’s smithy, the spring air around her smelling of blooming plants and fresh beginnings.

She desperately needed a new beginning.

Dear Gott,

Thank You for being always with me. Even in my poor choices and my terrible struggle. I rely on Your strength now.

Gott understood why she’d never told anyone the identity of her son’s father. Gott loved her and wouldn’t want her to live as an obligatory wife. He’d also comforted her while she was in the cold, lonely Englischer world and convinced her to return home.

Yah. She’d had reasons for not telling Josiah when she knew a child was on the way, but she saw now that she should never have left her child. Even if she’d then thought that best for him.

Baby Eli was inside the ‘smithy with her Onkle and Leah could hardly wait to see her child. She drew in a shuddering, hopeful breath. Her Boppli probably wouldn’t know her now, since she’d been gone all these months. Lost in the Englischer world.

Leaving him had been so hard. She’d only been able to do it, believing he was better off without her.

Leah gulped in another breath, hoping desperately that she’d heard accurately Gott’s direction to return. She prayed every day. Almost every moment.

She had so much for which to apologize. The church bishops still had to be met with to help her find her place again in this plain, simple Godly life.

Now, though, she had to get her sweet baby.

Down the muddy drive, several yards away, her Mamm waited in the buggy. Leah’s hand trembled on the door handle. She knew her struggles had been painful to both her Eldre. She didn’t know how, but she had to make all this up to Rachel and Mark Lapp.

Drawing in another deep breath, Leah lifted her chin and tried to quiet the butterflies in her stomach. It was time to stop running away and make a home for her little Buwe. Her long nights of prayer convinced her of this one thing. Leaving hadn’t made anything right. She only hoped Eli remembered her.

With a gust of spring air helping her push open the door, Leah stepped into the shop.

Blinking as she stepped in from the light outside, the smell of fire and molten metal greeted her. 

Standing at the far end of the building in front of his forge, Onkle Gideon turned toward her, hammer upraised.

The heavy hammer landed on the anvil with a faint thud as he stared at her, astonishment and joy in his face.

“Hello, Onkle Gideon.” Leah’s smile was tentative. “I’m back. Please, how is my sweet Boppli?”

*

[image: ]


Josiah

Windber

“Mamm,” Josiah Miller said flatly, his hand on Ada’s trim shoulder as his mother stood at the stove in the warm kitchen. “There will be no more wife-searching trips for me.”

He hated having to say this to her so strongly, but she was bull-headed.

Ada reached a hand up to briefly cover his, throwing Josiah an understanding smile. “I understand. This is too stressful for you. I will go alone to scout out possibles next time. This wife-hunt has been hard. The trip to Mannheim wasn’t fruitful.”

His thoughts full of Leah, he tried and failed to push away the image of her sweet, beautiful laughing face.

Where was she?

The reason she’d given had made no sense.

“Neh, Mamm.” Josiah managed to say, “No more wife-hunting.”

As if she hadn’t heard him, his mother poured out coffee into a plain mug. “I’m also disappointed in Sapphira Schwartz’s services. Hagar Hershberger just wasn’t the right one for you. I guess it just goes to prove that using a beginner matchmaker doesn’t pay off.”

Reflecting that he was beginning to wonder if his Mamm thought any woman was right for him, Josiah went to stand by the fireplace that warmed the now-chilly morning air in the room.

“No, Mamm. That’s not what I mean. Hagar seems like a fine woman.”

His Mamm had followed him to the fireplace to hand him a mug and Josiah wrapped his hand around it. “What I mean is that you will not do wife-searching for me, at all. No more.”

“What?” She stared at him.

Josiah knew he could no longer ignore the reality that he hadn’t healed from the time with Leah, hadn’t recovered from feeling as though his heart was ripped out. He still loved her. It was stupid of him, but he still loved her, even all this time later. There was no point in dragging a perfectly fine woman into it.

Josiah shouldn’t have allowed his Mamm talk him into going with Sapphira Schwartz to Mannheim. If he hadn’t known that was Leah’s hometown, he might have had better motives in going there. His one furtive visit there last autumn after Leah left Windber hadn’t been fruitful. They’d just argued more, leaving him to slink home again.

No matter what he’d said, Leah hadn’t heard his side of things.

Swallowing the angry lump in his throat, Josiah pinned a tight smile on his face as he glanced at his Mamm.

If anyone had a right to be mad about this mess, it was him, not Leah. She’d just left him. Slipped away before he knew it. Well, he’d known she was leaving the barn, of course, but not the area. The friends she’d stayed with had only said she’d had to return home suddenly.

He remembered having turned to stone when he heard she was gone.

Clearing his throat, Josiah said in a level voice, “I mean nothing against Sapphira Schwartz. She found Hagar, who was a very nice woman. She just wasn’t the woman for me.”

He couldn’t imagine any other wife besides Leah...and that had gone so wrong.

Josiah turned to hold his mother’s gaze. “Understand this, Mamm, you no longer need to concern yourself with finding me a wife.”

Ada looked up from straightening a throw blanket over the back of the wooden settle. “Of course, this needs to be attended to, Josiah. Gott wants all to have the comfort and support of a mate. If not Hagar Hershberger, then we will search for the right woman. You are my son. I want you always to have what you need to best serve Gott. In this way, you will be happy.”

Josiah glanced up at her with a tight, but not ungrateful smile. His mother loved him. The last year and a half had been harder than he imagined with long, sleepless nights of regret. He’d fallen completely for a charming Maedel for the first time in his life, a woman with whom he wanted to spend the rest of his life and she’d thrown his love back in his face.

Leah Lapp. She fit into his heart like she was made for him.

And then BAM! She was gone. Leah had been so passionate in her reaction that night and then later when he’d waylayed her near her home in Mannheim. Her demands were unreasonable, given the situation, but he still ached with missing her.

Gott, keep her safe. Even though he was angry with her, he wanted Leah safe.

He forced a smile on his face now, looking at his Mamm. “Of course, you want the best for me, but this matter of finding a wife must be mine alone.”

Ada Miller returned his look with a glance that told him she didn’t like his prohibition. He glanced back at the dark liquid in his cup. It was okay that his Mamm didn’t understand. He’d been her focus and priority since his Daed and Bruder died, but this was Josiah’s business. She was just trying to be helpful, but he had to sort it out himself.

His Mamm was a fine-looking, well-kept woman who’d survived the hard years of her widowhood with a steadfast spirit. Gott wanted them to care for matters of the spirit, not the flesh, but some were more blessed in that area. And her outward appearance hadn’t made Ada Miller’s life easier.

Feeling his jaw firm, Josiah wrestled again with self-doubt as he took a sip from his mug.

Leah had been a blinding, bright revelation to him, a breath of air that warmed him through. Asking her to marry him had been as natural as breathing. He’d never known he could feel so strongly about a woman, but her refusal to be reasonable about his dealings with his Mamm was ridiculous and wrong. Didn’t Gott command them to honor their parents?

A constricted, troubled breath left Josiah’s chest. He needed to pray harder for Gott to take from him this angry ache in his chest.

*
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Two days later, Josiah fanned himself with his wide brimmed hat, using the back of his hand to wipe the sweat off his forehead.

Even in September, the day was warmish as summer showed a last face.

“You know,” offered his farm manager and friend, Luke, with a grin, “we aren’t in a rush to pull out this old fence post this morning. You could work a little less hard.”

Placing the hat back on his head, Josiah responded, “Yes? I told myself this post would come out easier.”

Anything to drive away this ache in his chest for Leah. He had to get over her. He’d never met a Maedel like her, who laughed merrily and seemed so very cheerful. Never before found a woman he could see himself happily married to for the next fifty years...

But she’d left him.

“I guess I’m in the mood to work hard.” His teeth gritted, Josiah again shoved against the resistant post.

“Yah.” Luke’s glance was thoughtful. “Hard work can be gut.”

Tall grasses waved in the field around them as the early fall breeze blew on Josiah’s heated back. “This part of the farm acreage has lain fallow for several years, you know, and it needed a new fence before the crops are planted for the new year.”

“Yah. If I’ve learned anything from my advancing years,” Luke said, taking advantage of being in his late forties, “it’s that planning what a fence post or a woman will do is never a gut thing.”

Josiah smiled then at the farm manager who’d become his good friend.

“Since you and your Mamm returned from your trip to Mannheim,” Luke observed, “you’ve been even less talkative. Less so this whole year. Was the trip not fruitful?”

Not looking up from wrestling the stubborn fence post, Josiah said, “Neh. Not particularly. We met some nice people, though.”

“I’m not sure whether Ada is disappointed or relieved you didn’t come back with a wife.”

Josiah paused to send his farm manager a questioning look.

“This was a trip to find you a wife, Yah?” The other Mann responded in a rueful tone, shrugging as he spoke. “Ada loves you and your Mamm is used to being the only woman in your life.”

Firming his lips, Josiah asked, “Are not Eldre to love their Kinner?”

Luke nodded. “Of course, and since you’re Ada’s only Kinner, she worries about losing you. She’s already lost her husband and her first born.”

“That was a long time ago. She’s dealt with it.” Josiah went back to yanking at the fence post. “She wants the best for me and that is to have a Frau and Kinner of my own. I can say this with conviction, though, Mamm will do no more wife-hunting for me.”

He felt Luke slide another glance his way. “Don’t kid yourself that Ada has moved on from the trials of her widowhood. Your Mamm’s loss was years ago, but she still fears, even now. Even years don’t make some hurts and fears go away.”

Using his shovel to chip dirt away from the foot of the post, he said, “Does Mamm look so very fearful to you?”

Luke laughed and then responded confidently, “Neh, she doesn’t. Ada’s just better than most at hiding her concerns.”

Josiah rested his gaze on his friend. Luke had run the farm with him since he’d finished school, helping him gain his footing in the business when he was starting out, as a Daed would have. Wiry, lean, on the taller side and strong, the brown-haired farm manager had become his best friend, as well, despite the differences in their ages.

Still, he’d told Luke nothing about having proposed to and lost Leah. Some things were too private to talk about.

*
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“I don’t know what you and that Mann Luke have to speak of,” Ada said later that day as she sat on the back porch of their Haus for supper. “You were out with him all day.”

“Mamm,” Josiah threw her an amused look before using a damp towel on his neck and arms, “Luke is our farm manager. He’s also my gut friend. We talk of many things and we worked pulling out old fence posts all day.”

His mother made a hmmphing sound in her throat.

Josiah laughed. “What? Do you suddenly have a problem with Luke? After all these years?”

Ada lifted her head to send him a speaking look. “Luke Fisher thinks a lot of himself. He’s such a cocky know-it-all. Did not Gott tell us to be humble and plain?”

“Yah. He also told us to be kind to our fellowman,” Josiah responded, laying the towel on the porch railing next to him.

He bent forward to press a kiss on the side of her face. “You know you don’t mind Luke. He’s always been a big help. Even when I was just a dum Youngie, right out of school.”

Responding to his affection, Ada threw him a smile before saying, “I suppose he has helped you to learn to run the farm, as my own Bruders live so far away.”

“Yes, they do.” Josiah sank down to the porch planks next to her.

“This was a gut job for Luke, though, after his Frau died and his Kinder all married and moved away. He’s done all right for himself.”

Tired both in body and mind, Josiah could only smile mechanically. “You should give Luke a rest, Mamm. I don’t know what I’d do without him.”

Looking steadily out on the farmyard, he felt his mother’s concerned gaze on him.

“You’re weary,” she observed. “You work too hard.”

Not responding to this, Josiah said, “Luke is a good Mann. I am blessed.”

“Perhaps,” she responded in an absent voice. “He has been helpful. Yah, I can see how he’s a gut Mann.”

Josiah looked up at her. A fair woman, she’d aged far better than most, only a faint threading of gray in the hair under her white Kapp. He knew the bishops had urged her to marry after his Daed and Bruder died, but she wasn’t a woman easy to push.

Deliberately, Josiah said, “I’ve gotten the feeling that Luke likes you and thinks you’d make him a gut Frau.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she responded, easily dismissing the subject.

Not having the energy to push the subject further, Josiah subsided into silence. He knew his fatigue came from more than wrestling with old fence posts.... He missed Leah. It made no sense. He’d lived fine without her all these years, but he missed the sound of her voice and the sweet smell of her. Her gentle touch on his arm.

Scowling, he lowered his angry, confused gaze to the porch planks, his thoughts swinging back to his mother and Luke. He had no right to meddle in his Mamm and Luke’s business. He couldn’t even stop grieving a Maedel who’d spurned his offer of marriage and stormed away...

He’d been narrish to go after her and even that had done no good.
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​Chapter Two
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Josiah

Windber

Several days later, Josiah sat in the Beiler’s scrubbed home, trying to focus on the sermon.

At the front of the gathering, the deacon spoke of Gott’s love and of the importance of caring for others. The speaker talked of having been cheated in buying a cow that was misrepresented and of when this was discovered after the fact, of praying for the seller. The man clearly needed Gott in his life.

Josiah only hoped he could have the same response in a similar situation.

As the words flowed over him, the familiarity of the gathering encircled Josiah in a comforting cradle. He’d sat through this kind of service every other week for the whole of his life. Having grown up here, he’d sat to the side in which ever home held that week’s service, his friends around him. Often, they made googly eyes at whatever area where the Maedels sat.

The thought brought a piercing memory of the first time he’d seen Leah, here visiting friends in Windber. She’d sat primly in her clear blue plain dress, her black Kapp neat on her blonde hair and, it seemed, he’d lost his heart in that first glance. Of course, the impression hadn’t been real. 

They’d met at Sings in various homes and played games together with friends. He’d several times driven her back to her friends’ Haus in his buggy. She’d captured him. Captured his heart. Then, they’d met privately, walking along a brook or stealing kisses as he drove her around in his buggy. It had been a private, secret part of his life. Something so intense he’d never talked to anyone of it. 

With her sparkling eyes and witty, sometimes sharp tongue, she’d seemed like the Maedel he’d been seeking... 

Josiah had thought he’d found the woman of his dreams. He’d felt for her what he’d never felt before with any Maedel. 

Sitting now on the Beiler’s hard chair with the sermon rolling over him, wedged between his broad neighbor and Jakob Troyer, who lived several miles away, Josiah’s mouth firmed, his face feeling tight. He’d been wrong about Leah Lapp. That was all. When it came right down to it—when he’d offered her his all, proposing they marry—she’d grown demanding and unsympathetic.

He’d planned to spend the rest of his life with her at his side, the Mamm to his Kinner, but no. Leah had turned crazy and unreasonable.

Of course, his Mamm was important to him! Even more than other men. After his Daed and Bruder died when Josiah was young, his mother had devoted her entire life to caring for him. Even when pressed to marry again and have other Kinner, she’d held his small self as her priority Despite her own horrific loss, she strained every part of herself to comfort him. A little Buwe couldn’t have asked for a more devoted Mamm.

All he’d asked of Leah was that she give him a little time to break the news of their engagement to his mother in the best way and at the right time. His mother hadn’t known anything of it and Josiah wanted to ease her into knowing. That was all. It had been him and his mother for so long. He’d felt so private in his growing attachment to Leah, his Mamm hardly knew her.

She wouldn’t even give him a week or two.

Keep her safe, Gott.

All Kinner were responsible for their Eldre as they grew older, weren’t they? His Mamm deserved his love and respect. After all, Gott had told them to honor their parents. His Mamm had wanted him to find just the right wife, as all Mamms did.

Maybe it had been cowardly of him to keep Leah to himself all the time he’d been falling for her. He just felt so...so perplexed by this gripping, all-consuming love.

Josiah swallowed and blinked, jerked back to his surroundings. The fellow church goer that set next to him seemed completely focused on the sermon and Josiah felt humbled for a moment.

He had to pull himself together. Leah had left him. He had to get a grip and move on. Much depended on him. His farm and the welfare of those who relied on it. Luke, too. It was Josiah’s job to find a Frau and begin a familye. 

Drawing in a deep breath, he fixed his eyes on the deacon, vowing to do as he should. This business of wife-getting and family-starting had been put off long enough. He’d always wanted to be a Daed and hold his wife’s hand as they watched their Kinner grow. Gott knew and had decreed that this was the best for each Mann. Josiah had drifted along, not finding a Maedel to his liking before. No wonder his Mamm had taken it on herself to find one for him.

With a growing sense of the injustice toward Ada, he reminded himself that his Mamm had put her life on hold until he was big enough to take matters into his own hands. Well, he was able, now, and his mother deserved better than a son who didn’t concern himself with her.

He needed a wife...and Ada needed a husband. It was time for him to stop pining for Leah and go on with life.

If he could...

*
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Leah

Mannheim

Cuddling a squirming six-month-old Eli close before releasing him to sit up on the rug at her feet, Leah cleared her throat nervously. Her Mamm and Daed sat nearby, her Daed pushing a worn wooden pull toy Eli’s way.

The cozy, familiar Haus that had been her home all her life seemed so wonderfully familiar, so welcoming. Leah ran her hand over the faded green fabric seat of the chair beneath her. It had probably been a dress skirt before. As Gott pointed them to the inner things, Leah knew a simple, plain life was preferred.

Leah sent up a prayer of thanks. All through the difficult times, He was by her side.

Outside, the sounds of her Bruders, Joel and Judah, could be heard as they walked past the window toward the barn.

Leah drew in a deep breath that carried the wonderful, homey scent of baking bread and the feeling of being home sank further into her bones.

“I know—I know I will regret every day not being here for Eli in the first months of his life,” she finally said with resolution. “I was so lonely when I was away in the Englischer world. I know, also, that I have grieved you. I’m so sorry. So sorry.”

Her Mamm reached out a hand to clasp Leah’s knee strongly. With tears glistening in Rachel’s eyes, she said, “We love you. We are very glad you’re back.”

Smiling at her, Leah said, her own eyes moist, “I have spoken to the Bishop. No matter what censure I face, I am returned and I want to join the church.”

“Bishop Troyer has said you can do this?” Her Daed looked worried as he spoke.

Leaning over to straighten Eli, who had wobbled to one side, Leah responded. “We only talked the once, so far. As you, he said I was welcome to repent and make my peace with Gott. He believes the church will accept me.”

Lifting her face, she said in a strained voice, “My Onkle Gideon said Eli and I will always have a home with him...but I hope... I pray you will let us live here with you and my Geschwischder.”

After a moment—during which Leah felt her heart in her throat—her Daed said in a thick voice, “We also want this, Dochder.”

Her Mamm quickly switching seats to hug her, Leah choked out, “You are such gut, loving Eldre. I know I have grieved you terribly.”

Her Daed’s smile was watery as he responded, “Yah, but you are worthy of all our concern, Dochder.”

Rachel nodded, “You and Eli are always welcome.”

“This is a great relief to me.” Leah sniffled back her tears. “I know I have a way to go in my journey back to earning your faith.”

Her Daed drew a breath. “Do you not think it’s time to tell us about Eli’s father? Does this Mann not care about his responsibilities?”

“Unless,” her Mamm ventured, “he’s an Englischer? You have only to tell us. It matters not in our love for you and Eli.”

Looking suddenly back at her lap, Leah responded with difficulty. “I—I cannot talk of him. Please do not ask me.”

When she lifted her head then, she saw the look that passed between her Eldre.

“Of course,” her Daed said. “This is your decision.”

*
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“I hope you will both be comfortable in here.” Later that evening, Leah’s Mamm reached over to twitch the worn blue and white quilt on the bed. Leah had shared the bed with now eight-year-old Naomi since her little Schweschder had been old enough to sleep away from their Mamm.

“We thought since you will have the Boppli in your room, Naomi can share now with Anna.” Rachel’s words seemed to tremble.

Having been so caught up in her own remorse, Leah hadn’t immediately noticed her mother’s nervousness. She looked then at her mother with the startled thought that Rachel seemed to feel awkward. If anyone should feel awkward, Leah knew she’d earned that role.

Please, Gott. Please forgive me.

She knew that He did, but she struggled to follow Gott’s example and forgive herself.

“The younger girls should have been sharing a room before, since they are similar ages and you are grown now, but Naomi never wanted to sleep without you by her side....” The older woman’s words dwindled away.

“I guess she learned how to sleep without me, after I left,” Leah said, her guilt and remorse giving her words a hard edge. They’d talked so long about her upcoming rumspringa in Windber with friends, but always with the assumption that she’d return here to marry some local boy and start a life after joining the church.

No one had been more surprised than her to fall so headlong into love with Josiah. For a moment, Leah stood with the echo of his name—his essence—in her head. She’d loved him, still loved him, despite his having so clearly chosen his mother over her...

“Anyway,” Rachel hurried on to say, “we moved the cradle in here for Eli.”

“Thank you.” Leah looked blindly down at the now-blurry quilt, tears in her eyes. “I—I don’t deserve the kindness you and Daed are showing me.”

“Now, listen to me, Leah,” her Mamm said in a stronger voice and she reached over to take hold of Leah’s shoulder. “You are not only Gott’s Dochder, your Daed and I love you. We don’t know what happened in Windber and we’ve never pressed you to tell us—”

“Neh, not through all the months before I had Eli,” Leah confirmed thickly.

“And the only reason your Onkle Gideon cared for the Boppli instead of your Daed and I was,” her mother’s voice clogged with tears, “was because we grieved you so!”

“I’m so sorry,” Leah said again, starting to cry herself.

Rachel drew her in close for a hug. “But you are home now. We don’t have to go to sleep wondering if you have enough food to eat or a place to sleep. You are home and we are very, very happy about this.”

Later that evening as the Haus grew quiet around them, Leah glanced into the cradle to check on little Eli as he slept, his arm thrown over his head. The sides of the cradle blocked any cool drafts and her Boppli was safely tucked into a blanket sleeper.

As she watched Eli sleep, her heart swelled with love. How many nights had she cried herself to sleep, praying and praying he was alright and that he knew his Mamm had left out of love for him? Her prayers to Gott, though, had left her impressed that she should return to her home and her Boppli. No matter the mistakes she’d made, she loved the child and would care for him with her dying breath. For him, she’d willingly face her mistakes.

Maybe she’d been wrong in not telling Josiah about her pregnancy. Even when he’d shown up here in Mannheim. She hadn’t been sure then, but she’d had some inkling.

Some would say she should have told him and she wasn’t always sure any longer that she shouldn’t have. She only knew she hated him—and, sadly, loved him—more than she should. It wasn’t the way of her faith to hate anyone...but her heart still felt battered by Josiah. Since he’d so clearly chosen his mother over her—despite what had felt like their overwhelming love—she’d not thought he’d care or want to know about little Eli.

Even when drowning in a wave a guilt at keeping their son from his Daed, she’d never wavered in her conviction that Gott wanted the very best for her. Out of duty, Josiah would have insisted they marry if he knew of her pregnancy. Not that she would marry him, in those circumstances. Gott would not want her to be forced into an obligatory marriage.
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