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Emma Fisher stared out the kitchen window and sighed as three more of her neighbors passed by her home in their horse-drawn buggies. She’d lost count of how many she’d seen that morning. More than likely, they were traveling to the community social, where everyone gathered a couple of times each month to play volleyball, sing, eat, and play games. 

Unfortunately, Emma rarely had time for such things. As she rinsed off another plate in the sink, she considered the chores she still had to complete, and the list was getting longer. The kitchen needed to be cleaned, the floors needed sweeping, the eggs needed gathering, and there were several pieces of clothing to be mended. 

Emma dabbed at the tiny beads of perspiration on her forehead with the back of her forearm. No, there wasn’t time for fun and frivolity, but she knew deep down she wouldn’t have it any other way. Since her mother’s passing three years prior, she was determined to keep their home running just as smoothly as she once did. That also meant taking care of her father, Samuel, and younger brother, Jacob, who was sixteen years old. 

“Emma! What are you doing? You should be getting ready for the social.” 

She turned to face her father, who had changed from his dusty farm clothes to a fresh shirt and pants. His long beard was neatly combed, and he also had on new shoes and a new hat. He looked quite handsome. 

“Daed, you know I don’t have time for that. I still have much to do here. You and Jacob should go without me.”

When he walked over and took the dish from her hands, she didn’t attempt to argue with him. First, it would have been rude, and she’d been taught to never backtalk her elders. Secondly, her aching feet and hands were thankful for the reprieve.

“This can wait,” he replied. “Now, go change clothes. We’re all attending the social together. I insist on it.” 

Emma smiled. 

It was starting to make sense now. Her father wanted to go because Linda Wittmer would probably be there. Linda was a widower from their small Amish community, and Emma wasn’t immune to the rumors that Linda and her father had formed a close kinship since losing their spouses. She’d seen on more than one occasion the timid glances and smiles shared between them. It didn’t bother her though. In fact, it made her heart swell knowing her father was happy, and she also knew her mother would have wanted him to move on. 

Emma threw her hands up in defeat and retreated to her bedroom to change clothes. Perhaps John Troyer would be there too. Emma felt her cheeks flush as she closed her bedroom door. 

Stop it, Emma. 

Even though her stomach twisted in knots every time he crossed her mind, she knew a future with John wasn’t possible...or a future with any man, for that matter. Presently, the only men who consumed her life were her father and brother, but it was her responsibility to care for them, and she had long ago resigned herself to that fact. 

Emma changed into her newest dress and bonnet before joining her father and brother outside, where they all settled into their horse-drawn buggy, with their father at the reins. She could tell Jacob was excited by the way he smiled and talked nonstop during the short trip. She didn’t say anything out loud, but she had suspicions his excitement had a lot to do with Ruby Yoder, one of the young women from their community who was also sixteen years old. He’d been smitten with her for quite some time, and from what Emma could tell, the feeling was reciprocated. 

The social took place in a large open field beside the schoolhouse, and as they approached, Emma took a couple of deep breaths to calm her nerves. After her father parked the buggy and tied off the horse, Jacob took off running in the direction of the large crowd of young men playing volleyball. She tried not to stare too long at the group gathered there, knowing full well that if she did she would catch herself looking for John. 

Emma turned her attention to the four picnic tables situated beneath a grove of tall oak trees, where she spied a couple of her dearest friends, Sarah and Naomi, playing board games. Her father walked in the direction of some men on the opposite side of the field, but she didn’t miss the way he kept glancing toward the women who were busy setting tables for the meal. One of those women, as she suspected, was Linda Wittmer. 

“Emma! Come quickly! I need your spelling expertise!” Naomi called. 

She and Sarah were playing Scrabble, and Emma frowned and shook her head. The two of them playing Scrabble together was never a good thing, as they were both extremely competitive with the game...or any game, truth be told.  

“Naomi! That’s cheating!” Sarah remarked. “Emma, don’t listen to her.”

Emma cautiously approached the table and sat down beside Naomi. She peeked at Naomi’s letter tiles, and she could see why she was stumped, since she had only one J, one X, and one Q. 

“I’m sorry. I’m afraid I can’t help you,” she whispered. 

Naomi playfully stuck out her tongue. Sarah, however, held her head high and smirked, assuming she had the upper hand, which she probably did. While the two of them battled, Emma took the opportunity to look around. 

It was a beautiful spring day and the skies were clear with not a cloud in sight. The younger children were busy playing kickball in a corner of the field away from the volleyball net. Some of the teenage girls were huddled together on some blankets and trying not to appear too obvious as they watched the boys playing volleyball. Their giggling and laughter made Emma long for her younger days, when her mother was alive and time seemed so much simpler before the worries of adulthood took over. 

“Aha! I won!” Sarah yelled. “I won!” 

Startled, Emma glanced at the Scrabble board, and she patted Naomi’s arm affectionately as she pouted over her remaining Q and X. No matter the event, the three of them always seemed to converge together. A lot of that had to do with them being the last three women in the community their age who weren’t married. It was a title Emma wasn’t fond of, but there was little she could do about it. Yes, she longed for a husband, but she also couldn’t leave her father and brother in dire straits without someone to care for them either. 

“Well now...it looks as if someone is very happy to see you here,” Sarah said. 

Emma didn’t pay her much attention, thinking she was talking to Naomi anyway, but when Naomi nudged her arm and nodded toward the volleyball game, her heart skipped a beat when she saw John Troyer walking toward them. 

“Oh no,” she murmured. 

Sarah grinned excitedly and winked at her. 

“You have to give that man an A for persistence,” she said.

True, he was very determined, and under any other circumstances, being the object of his affection would have been thrilling, but right now it just made her heart ache knowing it would never work out between them. As he approached, she smoothed her dress over her lap and tucked a stray tendril of hair behind her right ear, which didn’t go unnoticed by Sarah and Naomi. When they flew into a fit of giggles, she rolled her eyes at them and tried not to smile. 

“Guder mariye, ladies.”

John tipped his hat to them and they each said hello. At least, she hoped she did. Her heart was beating so fiercely inside her chest she couldn’t hear anything else. He looked so handsome. His black hair was wavy and unruly, and his hazel eyes roamed over her in such a way she blushed. He was quite tall and many years spent working the fields on his family’s farm had sculpted the muscles in his upper body in a way that was hard to ignore. 

Emma swallowed hard.  

“Emma, would you like to get some lemonade with me?” 

She wanted to say no, but she also didn’t have the heart to embarrass him by declining his invitation in front of her friends. So, she nodded and stood to join him, while Sarah and Naomi looked on with big “I told you so” smiles. As they walked away, John placed a hand briefly against the small of her back, but the simple touch was enough to make her knees wobbly. 

As luck would have it, the drink and food tables were on the opposite side of the field, leaving her far too much time to try and come up with something interesting to talk about. They strolled in silence for a couple of awkward minutes before John finally spoke up. 

“You look beautiful,” he said. 

The sweet compliment took her by surprise, and at first, she didn’t know how to respond. It was so seldom any man paid her a compliment, unless it was her father or Jacob. Still, she didn’t put much thought into it, especially since every woman there basically looked identical in their long dresses and bonnets. 

“Denki,” she replied. “How is Olivia?” 

It was well-known throughout the community that his older sister, Olivia, had taken ill recently, following the birth of her second child. Her midwife feared she wouldn’t make it after a deadly infection set in, but thankfully God had spared her life. 

“It’s a slow process, but she’s getting better and stronger every day,” he remarked. 

“And David?” 

He smiled when she mentioned his new nephew. 

“He’s amazing. He’s just like Olivia though. When he doesn’t get his way, he throws a huge temper tantrum.” 

Emma laughed. 

When they reached the drink table, she stood by while John poured their lemonade, and when he handed her a glass, she felt a shiver race up her spine when their hands touched. He looked at her with the sweetest expression, but she shifted her gaze in the opposite direction, where some of the older men had gathered to play volleyball, including her father. 

“Mr. Samuel is a good player. I would hate to play against him.” 

She smiled at his comment. She loved seeing her father having fun, especially since he worked so hard every day to support their family. She noticed Miss Linda standing nearby, watching him play. The adoration she felt for him was more than obvious in the way she looked at him. 

“Do you mind me asking if Mr. Samuel and Miss Linda are courting?” 

His question wasn’t a surprise, and it didn’t bother her. In fact, several of her neighbors had inquired about it. She faced John again, and when she discovered he had moved closer to her, she took a cautious step backward. If he sensed her apprehension, he didn’t mention it. 

“He hasn’t spoken to me about it, but I believe they are. I think he keeps it to himself because he’s afraid it might hurt Jacob’s feelings if he knew.” 

John nodded, as if he understood. 

“And you?” he asked. 

Emma shrugged her shoulders. 

“The first couple of years after my mother died, he was so sad and withdrawn. I just want to see him happy again. Miss Linda is such a sweet woman. I believe she would be good for him.” 

When John reached out and clutched her elbow so he could turn her around and face him, the move caught her off guard and made her tremble. He gently pulled her away from the drink table and the others who had gathered there to talk. He didn’t stop until they were several feet away and out of earshot. 

“Emma, I need to ask you something.” 

She sucked in a breath. No, no, no. Part of her feared he would ask to court her, but an even bigger part hoped he would. It was an inner battle she struggled with often – the want to live her own life and the reality that her days were already spoken for. 

“I don’t think I’m assuming too much by guessing you know how I feel about you,” he began. “I know I’m not as subtle as a gentleman should be, but...I care about you very much.”

Emma held up a hand to try and stop him from saying anything further. 

“John, please don’t do this.” 

He gave her a curious look. 

“Why?” he asked. “I’ve already put this off for far too long. Please don’t say you feel nothing for me, Emma. The way you look at me says otherwise.” 

She sighed. Was it that obvious? 

“John, it’s not that simple.”

He stepped closer and put his hand on her arm. They were so close she could feel the heat emanating from his body, and he looked at her with an intense expression she’d never witnessed in him before...or any man.

“Ya, it is,” he replied. “Tell me I’m wrong and that you don’t feel something too.” 

Emma pulled her arm from his grasp and backed away. Even though she knew it was the most unladylike thing to do, she wanted to throw caution to the wind and jump in his arms. She glanced around to see if anyone was paying attention to them, but thankfully everyone seemed to be more interested in the volleyball game taking place. 

“I should go,” she said. 

Before he could object, Emma turned and walked away as quickly as her feet would carry her. Even though she longed to stay and confess her true feelings for him, she didn’t want him to get his hopes up over something that would never happen. 

She wiped a tear from her cheek. John needed a woman who could be with him freely and love him the way he deserved. If only their circumstances were different and she could be that woman. 

If only.

* * * *

John watched from his stance by the oak trees as Emma and her family prepared to leave the social. It had been a very long afternoon, and not one that he cared to repeat anytime soon. After their short conversation that morning, he kept his distance from Emma, but not for his own benefit. The last thing he wanted was to cause a wedge between the two of them, and even though it pained him greatly, he gave her space. 

Still, throughout the day, he’d caught her stealing glances at him, which gave him a small flicker of hope, but he didn’t act on it. He went on about his business, playing volleyball with his friends and trying to enjoy the festivities, all the while hoping that Emma might be missing his company, even if just a tiny bit. 

Now, here they were at the end of the day-long event, and she was leaving. Who knew when they might have the opportunity to talk again or if she would even allow it. Something in his bones made him want to pounce, although he had no idea why. As Emma hugged Sarah and Naomi goodbye, he began pacing back and forth, debating over whether he should try and speak to her again or just let it go. 

Why would he feel as if he could literally jump out of his skin if not for a very good reason? What if it was God prompting him to make a move? With that thought in mind, John stood up straight, squared his shoulders, and went to Emma before he chickened out. 

It was now or never. 

When he neared their buggy, Emma had just taken her seat beside her father and brother, but she didn’t notice him until he walked around to Mr. Samuel’s side to try and stop him from leaving. As soon as she saw him, her eyes widened, her jaw slacked, and what could only be described as a look of sheer terror crossed her beautiful face. 

“Mr. Fisher, may I please speak to you, sir?” he asked. 

Mr. Samuel rested the reins in his lap and smiled at him, much to his surprise. He expected to be reprimanded for being so bold, but he seemed more amused than anything. 

“Ya, Mr. Troyer?” 

He glanced back and forth between Emma and her father, suddenly unsure of what to say or even how to begin. His once brilliant plan now seemed foolish and risky. Clearing his throat, he prepared for the worst. 

“Mr. Samuel, I would like to ask your permission to take Emma home. We can follow behind you, if it would make you feel more comfortable.” 

He prayed he came across sounding like a responsible gentleman, but as Mr. Samuel peered at him more closely, his confidence began to lag. John lifted his chin and never once shifted his gaze, no matter how uneasy he felt while Emma’s father summed him up. When Mr. Samuel finally tore his gaze away from John and looked at Emma, he took the opportunity to exhale before he passed out. 

With her doe-like eyes, Emma appeared to be pleading with her father to object, but he stunned them both by doing just the opposite. 

“Ya, I will agree to that, Mr. Troyer. Just follow closely and keep up.” 

John blinked twice, thinking he might have misunderstood him, but when he didn’t change his mind, John tipped his hat to him and walked around to Emma’s side of the buggy to help her down. He held out his hand, but she gave him an incredulous look and didn’t budge from her seat. Only when Mr. Samuel cleared his throat – loudly – did she place her hand in his and accept his help. Jacob kept his head down and remained quiet the entire time, but he could see him grinning all the while. 

John motioned toward his horse and buggy, which were a short distance away, and Emma began walking toward them without so much as a second glance at him. He could tell she was mad, and even though it made his heart ache to have her even remotely angry at him, he wasn’t about to let it deter him. When they reached his buggy, Emma bounded up the step without waiting for his assistance, and he climbed inside and sat down beside her. 

As Mr. Samuel steered his horse away from the field and onto the dirt road, John flicked the reins and guided his horse into an easy gait behind him. For the longest while, Emma refused to look at him. Instead, she sat rigidly in the seat with her back straight, hands folded on top of her lap, and stared in the opposite direction away from him. 

“I understand you’re upset with me,” he began. “I don’t blame you, Emma, but there are some things I need to say, and it seems this is the only way I can keep your attention.” 

He waited, but she never spoke or looked at him. He sighed. Why did she have to make this so difficult? 

“I knew from the first time I saw you that I was going to marry you,” he continued. “It was a couple of days after my tenth birthday, and we had just moved here from north Lancaster. I remember walking into the schoolhouse that first day and seeing you on the front row. The sun was shining through the window and it made your blonde hair sparkle. I honestly thought you were an angel sent from Heaven, and when you turned to look at me, my first thought was ‘I’m going to marry her someday’”. 

Emma still didn’t speak, but she did turn her head and was now looking forward instead of away from him. Perhaps it was just wishful thinking, but it seemed as if she was trying not to smile. He didn’t acknowledge it though, and he kept talking before she insisted he stop. 

“There was a time, not too long ago, when I thought you felt something for me other than friendship. I noticed it in the way you smiled at me whenever we saw each other. Maybe it was just my mind playing tricks on me, but it also seemed as if you did things to put yourself in my path more often, like bringing my mother samples of your homemade jelly and offering to tutor my little brother when he started having trouble in school. I thought I made my feelings clear for you after I volunteered to help Mr. Samuel with his plowing when Jacob was sick with the flu and by waiting for you at Sunday services so I could sit near you. I took every opportunity I could to show my affection for you.” 

John stole a glimpse at Emma, and his heart raced when he saw her eyes had filled with unshed tears. Perhaps she was listening after all. With any luck, maybe she was even feeling something in return. 

“But then everything changed. It was as if someone or something turned off a switch inside your heart. I just want to understand why. Did I do something wrong? That’s all I want to know.” 

She didn’t respond at first, but then her demeanor changed and the tears began to roll down her cheeks. Any other time he would have stopped driving and given her his full attention, but since her father was in front of them, he didn’t want to do anything that might cause suspicion. 

“Emma, please talk to me.” 

He pulled a handkerchief from his pants pocket and handed it to her so she could wipe the tears away. She finally looked at him, but her expression was so sad it gripped at his heart. 

“You didn’t do anything wrong, John. When my mother died, I had to take on more responsibilities, and that included caring of my father and Jacob. They needed me, and they were hurting so much. I couldn’t let them down. So, I withdrew from everyone and everything else and focused all my attention on trying to take care of them and our home the way my mother had. I wanted to give you the chance to move on and find someone else – someone who was free to be with you.” 

He didn’t know what to say. He’d thought of every possible reason for Emma not wanting to be with him, but her responsibilities to her family wasn’t one of them. It was honestly the furthest thing from his mind. 

“Emma, I hope you don’t think I was trying to rush you into anything. I know you have responsibilities to your father and Jacob, and I’m not going anywhere. All that matters to me is that we’re together...right here, right now.” 

She shook her head. 

“Neh. It’s not fair of you to have to wait. You deserve a wife and family. I would never hold you back from having that.” 

John reached over and held one of her hands, and he was relieved when she didn’t try to break free of his grasp. 

“Who says we can’t have that someday?” he asked. 

Emma looked at him, but she seemed so sad. It broke his heart. 

“But who knows when that might be possible?” she replied. “I can’t make you wait for me. I won’t do it.” 

John squeezed her hand and smiled. She was adorable even when she was being stubborn. 

“You’re not making me. I want to. I can’t imagine my life without you, Emma. I mean that.” 

She didn’t say anything else, and he didn’t push. They rode in silence the rest of the way to Emma’s home, and as Mr. Samuel and Jacob rode toward the barn to stow their buggy, John stopped in front of the house. He jumped down from the buggy and extended his hand to her, which she took this time, and much to his delight, she didn’t let go as they walked to her front door. 

John knew he should act like a proper gentleman and release her hand and be on his way, but his feet felt nailed to the wooden planks on the porch. He didn’t want to leave. If he could, he would have spent all day just holding her hand. Her skin was so soft and warm. It made his pulse quicken. 

“Would it be too bold of me to say that I would love to kiss you right now?” he whispered. 

She answered him in a way that left him speechless, by standing on her tip-toes and kissing his lips. It lasted only seconds, but it left
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