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STEPHANIE SWIFT

Gloria Sommer gazed out her kitchen window and smiled as she watched her fiancé, Lloyd Smith, slowly make his way from the barn to her house. His clothes were dirty and disheveled, and as he took of his hat and wiped his brow with the back of his shirt sleeve, she noticed he also had some dark smudges on his cheeks. She went to the refrigerator and retrieved a pitcher of fresh lemonade just as he walked through the side door and into the room.  

“I take it the horses wouldn’t go willingly into the barn,” she said, motioning to his rugged attire. 

Lloyd looked down at his clothing and chuckled. “Yah. A couple of them weren’t too happy about having their hooves shoed either.” 

He turned over his left arm, and Gloria gasped when she saw a large blood stain on his sleeve. He unbuttoned it at the wrist and pulled it up to reveal a long gash on his arm. 

“Oh no! I’m so sorry, Lloyd. Was it Bella again?” 

She grabbed a dish cloth from one of the kitchen drawers and wet it in the sink before placing it against the wound. The cut didn’t appear deep enough to require stitches, but it would probably leave a nasty scar. 

“I’ve tried charming her into liking me, but it hasn’t worked. That horse is determined to make my life miserable.” 

He laughed as he said it, but Gloria knew he was close to his wit’s end with Bella. The mare was one of the best horses her father owned for plowing, but her bedside manner left a lot to be desired. 

“Maybe she’s just jealous because you pay more attention to me than her,” Gloria joked. 

While Lloyd took a seat at the kitchen table, she went to an overhead cabinet and gathered a box of bandages and an herbal ointment handcrafted from a family recipe that had been passed down through several generations. 

“Well, I hate to break her heart, but that’s never going to change,” he replied. 

As Gloria sat across from him and doctored his injury, a mischievous smile danced across his handsome face, which made her blush. Even with his rumpled clothing, dirt-streaked face, and messy hair, he was still the most handsome man she’d ever met. He was also a hard worker, which was evident in his callused hands and the taut muscles that strained his shirt, which she tried her best not to stare at too long or too often. 

“Have you decided on a Thanksgiving or Christmas wedding?” she asked. 

Talking about their upcoming nuptials was the best way she could think of to occupy her mind and keep it from drifting to the warmth of his skin beneath her fingers. As she smoothed the ointment over the cut, she could almost hear her parents and the Bishop in her ear, reprimanding her for having such “wicked thoughts”. 

“I know this is our wedding, Gloria, but I also know it’s the day you’ve been dreaming about since you were a little girl. I want you to make that decision. It doesn’t matter to me when or where we get married as long as I get to spend the rest of my life with you.” 

His sweet sentiment brought the heat to her cheeks again, and she turned her attention back to her task so he wouldn’t notice. 

“Then I vote for Thanksgiving. It’s only two months away, and I say the sooner the better.” 

He nodded and smiled. “That sounds like the perfect plan to me.”  

When Gloria finished dressing Lloyd’s wound, she busied herself pouring two glasses of lemonade while he went to the bathroom to wash his face and hands. It was nearing four o’clock in the afternoon, and he would be leaving for his own house soon – a fact that always wilted her spirits. She looked forward to the day she wouldn’t have to say “goodbye” to him after he finished his work. 

A loud noise outside caught Gloria’s attention and stopped her in her tracks. It sounded like a vehicle coming down the main road, which was highly unusual, since the English people from Lancaster rarely visited their small Amish community just outside the city limits. The last time she could recall seeing a vehicle pass by her house was three years prior when a taxi picked up her next-door neighbors, the Graber’s, who had to board an emergency flight to Ohio to visit a sick relative. 

Lloyd entered the room, and Gloria held a finger to her lips to keep him silent so she could listen. “Do you hear that?” she whispered.

He stopped and listened too, and seconds later a flash of light illuminated the kitchen as a car pulled into her driveway and startled them both. Gloria walked quickly to the window. “It’s Sheriff Hawkins.” 

With Lloyd following closely on her heels, she walked outside to greet him, and Gloria could tell right away that something wasn’t right. She’d known the sheriff since childhood, and he was always friendly and cooperative with the Amish people. He’d helped them many times when they were in dire straits, and she considered him a friend among the few English people she knew. 

As he approached them, Gloria noticed worry lines crinkling his forehead, and the nervous way he chewed on his lower lip didn’t put her at ease either. Her heart thumped erratically as she hurried her steps to reach him. 

“Goedemiddag, Sheriff Hawkins! What brings you here? I trust you’re doing well?” 

The elderly man, who was seldom seen without a smile, had never appeared more serious, and when he took off his hat and began twirling it around and around his hand, Gloria knew without a doubt that something was terribly wrong. 

“Good afternoon, Miss Gloria. I wish I was here under different circumstances, but I’m afraid I have some bad news. Your mother collapsed at the market a little while ago, and she was transported to the hospital by ambulance. It appears she may have had a stroke.” 

Gloria grabbed Lloyd’s forearm to try and remain steady on her feet. It felt as if the wind had been thrust from her lungs, making it hard to breathe. 

“I apologize for being so blunt, but we need to get you to the hospital right away. Your father and sister rode in the ambulance with her, and they’ll meet us there.” 

She wanted to speak, but it was if she’d suddenly lost the ability to form words, and all she could do was nod. She felt physically ill, and for a moment she worried she might be sick in the sheriff’s presence. Gloria inhaled deeply to try and calm her nerves. 

“I’ll get your things,” Lloyd said. “I’m going with you.” 

He helped her to the sheriff’s car and opened the back door so she could slide inside. As she sat on the back seat, with her heart pounding wildly in her chest, she watched as Lloyd talked to the sheriff. Their words were muted over the sound of the car engine running, but the concerned look on her fiancé’s face was unmistakable. 

When Lloyd left to go back inside the house to retrieve her clutch and house keys, Sheriff Hawkins returned to the driver’s seat. The air in the small space was stifling and she felt very uncomfortable, having never ridden in an English vehicle before. 

“Sheriff Hawkins, I know you will tell me the truth. Do you believe my mother will be alright?” 

He didn’t answer her right away, which only increased her anxiety. He glimpsed at her through the rear-view mirror and flashed her a half-hearted smile. “Miss Gloria, I honestly don’t know. She was unresponsive when the EMT’s arrived on the scene. I wish I could tell you she’ll be just fine, but I’m not going to fill you with false hope because that wouldn’t be right.” 

Gloria laced her hands together on top of her lap and nodded. She understood what he meant, and she appreciated his honesty, but it didn’t relieve the sense of dread that settled in her bones and wouldn’t let go. 

Lloyd returned to the vehicle and climbed into the back seat with her, and soon they were veering away from her home and racing toward Lancaster. Sheriff Hawkins turned on what Lloyd called his emergency flashers, and as they flew past the trees along the empty dirt road, she could see the bright red lights dancing off the leaves.

She wanted to cry, and if she hadn’t been in the men’s presence, she would have let the tears fall where they may. Instead, she held on to Lloyd’s hand and squeezed. He in turn massaged the back of her hand, and the soothing effect was a welcome balm she desperately needed. 

“Pray with me,” she pleaded. Her voice cracked, and she swallowed hard to keep from falling apart. 

Lloyd nodded, and as they both bowed their heads and closed their eyes, he prayed out loud, asking the Lord for her mother’s complete healing and for His mercy and grace that surpassed all understanding. It was a heartfelt request, and not only did it bring her a greater sense of peace, but it also reminded her how fortunate she was to have such a loving, God-fearing man as her soon-to-be husband. 

Although it took just a few minutes to reach the hospital, it seemed to take much longer. As Sheriff Hawkins came to a stop outside the emergency room entrance, the three of them wasted no time in exiting the vehicle and hurrying inside. The lights in the massive building were bright and blinding and something Gloria wasn’t used to, and she squinted as she searched through the crowd in the waiting room for a familiar face. 

“Gloria!” 

She turned to see who was calling her name when she was suddenly wrapped in little arms as her younger sister, Amy, grabbed her and held on tight. She was sobbing and trembling terribly, and Gloria kissed the top of her head and hugged her close to her body. 

“It’s okay, Amy,” she soothed. “Everything is going to be alright.” 

Her father appeared by her side, and the look on his face sent a chill through Gloria’s body. His face was pale and his eyes were bloodshot, possibly from crying. She couldn’t be certain though. In nineteen years, the only time she’d witnessed him cry was when his parents passed away. 

“Lloyd, why don’t you take Amy to get something to drink? There’s a water fountain just around the corner there.” 

He pointed to a nearby corridor, and when Lloyd managed to pry Amy away from Gloria, he gave her an anxious look before putting his arm across Amy’s shoulders and leading her away. Her father motioned her and Sheriff Hawkins toward some empty seats in the corner of the room, and Gloria’s feet felt as if they were made of lead as she slowly walked toward them. Several horrible scenarios flashed through her mind at once, and by the time she sat down, her stomach had twisted into one giant knot. 

“I talked to one of the nurses a few minutes ago, and they’re still trying to get Ruth stabilized. They’re doing something called a CT scan, which will take pictures of her brain, but as of right now it appears she suffered a stroke. We won’t know the extent of it until the results come back, but the nurse said someone will come talk to us as soon as they can get her vitals regulated.” 

He gave her arm an affectionate squeeze, but Gloria was so numb she barely felt it. In the space of just a few minutes, her whole life had been turned upside down. If her mother didn’t pull through this, she would be the only relative left in their community to care for her father and Amy, and her marriage would have to be postponed – possibly indefinitely. It was a humbling thought that weighed heavy on her heart. 

She wanted to talk, but she was so overcome with emotion, she didn’t know if she would be able to utter a word without breaking down in tears. Lloyd and Amy returned a few minutes later, and as the others talked amongst themselves, Gloria stared blankly ahead, lost in her own thoughts and wishing she could snap her fingers and change their circumstances.

It wasn’t long before the double doors to the ER opened and a nurse appeared. She scoured the room, and when her gaze fell on Gloria’s father, she proceeded in their direction. He stood immediately, but Gloria’s knees were wobbly, and it took her a few seconds before she trusted her legs to keep her upright. 

After introductions were made, the nurse ushered them through the double doors to the emergency room, where they were met by a young male doctor who couldn’t have been more than thirty years old. 

“Dr. Wallace, this is Ruth Beller’s husband, William, and their daughters, Gloria and Amy,” the nurse explained. 

The doctor acknowledged them with a nod of his head before he stuffed his hands inside his coat pockets and looked down at the floor. Gloria braced for the worst. 

“Mr. Beller, we were able to get your wife’s blood pressure and other vitals stable, and we performed a CT scan, which confirmed she had an ischemic stroke. She is experiencing some paralysis and weakness on the left side of her body. It may take a few weeks for her to completely return to her normal, everyday activities, but I believe with the right medicine and physical therapy she should be just fine.” 

For the first time in what felt like an eternity, Gloria was able to breathe properly. Her eyes swelled with tears as the anxiety and fear from the past two hours started to diminish. Amy rocked back and forth on her heels and clapped her hands excitedly. 

“I realize that because of your faith and customs, you don’t believe in conventional medicine, and I respect that, but this was a medical emergency. If your wife hadn’t received immediate treatment, her odds of surviving this type of stroke would have been very slim.” 

Her father nodded. “I understand...and thank you. When can we see her?” 

The doctor glanced at his watch. “She’s still heavily sedated, so it will be at least a couple of hours before she can have visitors. That will give us enough time to monitor her vitals and make sure she doesn’t have any problems with the medication.” 

She hated to wait any longer, but she also didn’t want to do anything that might jeopardize her condition, so Gloria begrudgingly agreed, along with her father. He and Amy returned to the waiting room as the doctor left to tend to his patients, but Gloria and Lloyd remained in the empty corridor. When he opened his arms, she rushed into his comforting embrace...and finally let go of her tears.  

* * * *
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Lloyd shifted uncomfortably in the back seat of the taxi for the hundredth time. No matter how long he lived, he would never understand why the English loved their modes of transportation. The seats were lumpy, the radio was too loud, and cigarette smoke seeped from every nook and cranny. 

As the driver came to a screeching halt in front of the hospital, he hurriedly paid the man his fee just so he could escape. When he drove away, Lloyd smoothed the creases in his clothing and sighed as he did what he could to look presentable. If only the hospital wasn’t so far from home. He would gladly have traded the taxi for his horse and the hard seat on his wagon – splinters and all. 

Lloyd took a deep breath and walked toward the entrance. It had been two days since his future mother-in-law’s stroke, and hopefully she would be able to leave the hospital by the weekend, if she continued improving. He hoped she was on the mend, because he could tell Gloria was in need of some much-needed rest. 

He felt helpless as he watched her struggling to make sure everyone’s needs were met. Her undying faithfulness toward her family and friends was just one of the many reasons he fell in love with her, but he could discern by the look in her eyes that her strength was slowly waning. It made his heart ache to see her moping around with the weight of the world on her shoulders, but there was little he could do besides make sure she and her family were taken care of. Ruth’s healing was up to God in His own time.

Lloyd pushed open the heavy door that led to the stairway, opting to climb the stairs to the third floor instead of taking the elevator. It took longer to get there, but he learned quickly that it was the easier route, after being crammed in the tiny elevator with several other visitors, like sardines in a tin can.  

When he reached the third floor, he was surprised to find Gloria leaning against the wall outside her mother’s room. Her arms were crossed over her chest, and she was aimlessly shuffling her feet against the cold tile floor. Seeing her sad expression made his pulse race, as he automatically started thinking the worst. He quickened his steps to reach her side, and Gloria looked up and smiled at him when she noticed him approaching. 

“Is something wrong?” he asked. 

She shook her head as she laced her arm through his and motioned for him to walk with her along the hallway. “Bishop Paul and his wife are visiting with mother and father right now, and I told them I would wait outside.” 

They walked in silence for a while, until they reached a small waiting room at the end of the hall. Gloria went inside and took a seat by the large window that overlooked the hospital parking lot. Thankfully, the room was empty, so they could have a few minutes of privacy. Lloyd leaned over and gently kissed her cheek before sitting in the chair beside her. 

“How is she doing?” 

Gloria gazed longingly out the window and attempted a smile. “She had trouble sleeping last night, but she was able to take a long nap around noon, so she’s feeling better than she was. Her appetite has returned too, so that’s a good thing.” 

He nodded as he waited for her to continue. 

“The medicine is working, but she’s still going to need physical therapy, and the doctor suggested moving her to a swing bed in the nursing home next door once she’s discharged from the hospital.” 

Lloyd furrowed a brow at her answer, but it did make sense, especially with them living so far from downtown Lancaster. 

“I’m just afraid we won’t be able to pay for it all. They put some money away in savings, but I don’t know if it will be enough...” 

Lloyd turned in his seat and grabbed her hands to keep her from continuing. “Neh...don’t do that. If we need to, we’ll talk to the elders of the church about having a fundraiser to help pay for the medical bills. There are some things you just can’t help, Gloria. God allowed your mother’s life to be spared, and that’s all that matters right now.” 

She smiled, but it was a half-hearted smile, at best. “How is Amy doing? Is she behaving for Mrs. Graber?” 

Lloyd chuckled as he thought back to earlier in the day when he spotted Amy playing in their next-door neighbor’s yard with one of her pets. “Yah, she’s fine. The Graber’s have two dogs, three cats, and several ducks, so she may never want to come home again.” 

Gloria grinned at his remark, and this time he could tell it was genuine. It made his heart swell seeing how close she and Amy were, especially since he had no siblings of his own. Even though Gloria was nineteen years old and Amy was just eight, the age difference never caused a problem. If anything, it made their bond stronger. 

“Would you be angry if we have to postpone the wedding?” she asked.

Lloyd stopping caressing her hand and gave her a curious look. “Neh, but why would we have to do that? Her doctor said she should be doing much better by Thanksgiving.” 

Gloria looked out the window again, and when she spoke, her voice was low and barely audible. “But what if she isn’t? There’s no way my father can take care of her and Amy and continue working every day. I can’t just desert him if he needs me.” 

She said it with conviction, but there was an underlying sadness that was unmistakable. Of course, he would never ask her to leave her family during their time of need, but he also couldn’t deny the resentment he felt over her having to make such a sacrifice. He knew he would do the same thing if the situation was reversed, but nevertheless, it left a big hole in his heart knowing they may have to wait even longer to get married. 

“We’ll just have to continue praying for your mother’s healing. This is in God’s hands – not ours. All we can do it take it one day at a time.” 

Lloyd raised one of her hands to his mouth and tenderly kissed it, which brought fresh tears to her eyes. Before they had the chance to escape, he stood and helped her to her feet. “Let’s go see if the Bishop and his wife are still here.” 

She didn’t argue with him, and as they made their way into the corridor, Lloyd held fast to her hand, not caring if it was a bold move for such a public place. He loved the woman by his side, and they were engaged to be married. If he wanted to hold her hand in public, then he would do it and not think twice about who might be watching. 

They walked in silence to her mother’s room, and when Gloria gently rapped on the door, he heard a faint welcome from inside. As they entered the room, they were greeted by Bishop Paul, his wife, and Gloria’s father, who stood by Ruth’s bedside.

“You arrived just in time to pray with us,” he said. 

As they gathered around Ruth’s bed and joined hands, Bishop Paul delivered a powerful and uplifting prayer for her continued healing and a blessing upon her family. Lloyd opened his eyes and stole a glance beside him at Gloria, and he felt a pang in his heart when he saw the tears streaming down her beautiful face. Oh, what he wouldn’t give to be able to snap his fingers and take away her worry and fears. 

If only it were that easy. 

* * * *
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Gloria sat up straight in the recliner, gasping for breath. Her pillow and blanket fell into a heap on the floor as she reached over and switched on the overhead light, trying not to wake her mother in the process. She took a couple of deep breaths, letting the rhythmic beeping of her mother’s heartrate monitor calm her rattled nerves.

She couldn’t recall the exact details of the horrible dream that woke her from a deep sleep, but she did remember the sensation of falling. Every time she tried to grasp on to something to break her fall, it would slip through her fingers and send her plummeting even faster. Gloria placed a hand over her heart and closed her eyes. It was the middle of the night and she could faintly hear the nurses talking outside their door. They were nearing day four of her mother’s hospital stay, but thankfully the doctor agreed to return and sign her discharge papers around noon. 

Gloria was looking forward to sleeping in her own bed again. The recliner wasn’t fit for napping, much less sleeping an entire night, and she couldn’t get comfortable on the sofa bed in the room either. She understood now what the phrase “cabin fever” meant, and she didn’t like it one bit. 

She opened her eyes and looked out the window at the full moon dangling high above the trees. She just wanted to go home – to her own bed, her own pillow, and her own blanket. 

“Penny for your thoughts.” 

She turned to find her mother pressing a button on the remote beside her bed that would raise her into a sitting position. Gloria stood so she could fluff the pillows behind her mother’s back and kiss her wrinkled cheek. 

“I don’t think they would be worth that much,” she replied. 

Her mother smiled, which fueled Gloria’s hope for a full recovery. She’d come so far since being admitted to the hospital. In the beginning, she couldn’t smile due to the paralysis on her left side, but she was improving a little bit more every day. It was a small grin, but it was there, and that’s what counted. 

“You’ve been tossing and turning all night. What’s wrong?” she asked.

Gloria felt her cheeks flush. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to keep you awake.” 

Her mother patted the bed and carefully inched her way to the far side. “Come here and tell me what’s going on with you.” 

Gloria smiled, recalling the many times she’d crawled into her parent’s bed in the early morning hours after waking from a bad dream. Her mother would hold her in her arms, and they would lay there and talk until the sun came up, always keeping their voices to a low whisper so as not to wake her father. 

Gloria pushed down the bed’s side rail and laid down beside her mother, who in turn snuggled her inside the thick blanket covering her hospital bed. She thought it might feel awkward, especially now that she was a grown woman, but it was the soothing balm she desperately needed to steady her nerves. 

“Now...tell me what’s on your mind,” her mother said. 

Gloria frowned, realizing there would be no way
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