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    Chapter 1


    1


    Pretty sweet sound, don’t you think?” Isaac turned up the volume of the CD player in his buggy. Heavy metal music came pouring out.


    Emma gritted her teeth and wished she felt brave enough to plug her ears with her fingers. Isaac called it music. It sounded awful to her. She wanted to ask him to turn it down because it was giving her a headache but instead, she smiled and nodded. Maybe it was wishful thinking but she hoped his taste for such music was just his going through his rumschpringe.


    Joe, Isaac’s horse, shook his head as he pulled the buggy down the road and Emma bit back a smile, wondering if horses got headaches.


    Another buggy approached at a fast speed from the opposite direction. The driver leaned out and waved. It was Davey, one of Isaac’s friends. As his buggy passed theirs, the sound from his own CD player blared even louder than Isaac’s. A flock of chickens grazing inside a fence near the road squawked and scurried away.


    She sighed. Sometimes she wondered whether Amish boys enjoyed music or beer more during their rumschpringe.


    Well, perhaps she couldn’t call Isaac Amish any more. She looked at him and wondered where the Isaac she’d loved since she was ten had gone. He wore jeans and a polo shirt.


    And an Englisch haircut.


    “Where are we going?” she asked him.


    “It’s a surprise.”


    “I don’t know if I can stand another one,” she murmured.


    “What? I didn’t hear you.”


    “Never mind,” she said, raising her voice.


    Now, as Emma sat beside Isaac in his tricked-out buggy, she remembered how she and her older sister, Lizzie, had argued the night before.


    “I think Isaac’s enjoying being a bad boy right now,” Lizzie told her as they prepared for bed in the bedroom they shared.


    “If he is, I can change him,” Emma said with a confidence she didn’t entirely feel.


    “You think a good girl can reform a bad boy? It doesn’t work,” she said with the wisdom of someone only two years older than Emma’s twenty-one. “You shouldn’t try to change another person.”


    The buggy hit a bump in the road, bringing Emma back to the present. Isaac was driving into town, away from their homes. She thought about their recent conversations and tried to guess what kind of surprise he’d planned.


    The day was perfect for a drive. She sighed happily. The breeze coming in the windows was cool, but the sun felt warm. Late spring weather could be iffy here in Paradise, Pennsylvania.


    A week ago, Puxatawny Phil, the funny little groundhog the Englischers watched for a prediction about winter ending, had emerged from his burrow and seen no shadow, so spring would come early.


    They passed the Stoltzfus farm and she saw the “For Sale” sign in the front yard. She waited with bated breath. Were they going to turn into the drive? Isaac had always worked in construction as a roofer and a carpenter . . . maybe Isaac had decided he wanted to be a farmer after all. He hadn’t seemed upset when his father told him one evening he was selling the farm to Isaac’s brother, not to him. But Isaac didn’t share his feelings about things as much lately.


    Well, she’d been raised on a farm and liked the idea of helping run one. They’d have kinner, lots of them if God willed it and they’d help as they grew older . . .


    Lost in her daydream, it took her a moment to realize they were driving past the farm.


    Okay, well maybe the farm wasn’t where he was taking her. Maybe it was a different one. Maybe it wasn’t a farm at all. Maybe it was a house he’d found and wanted to fix up. They didn’t have a lot of money saved and property was so expensive in Lancaster County. He was so good with his hands, could build anything, fix anything. They could buy something run-down. A fixer-upper, she’d heard them called. They could buy one and make it theirs. Hopefully, they’d get it in good shape before a boppli came along to crawl in the sawdust.


    She studied his profile, never tiring of looking at him, being with him. As scholars, they’d passed notes in class and the minute their parents had allowed it, they’d attended singings and gone on buggy rides together. He’d been the cute little boy with blond hair and mischief in his big blue eyes who’d grown into a handsome man.


    Lately, though, he seemed different. He spent hours working on his buggy after he got off work, and this was the first time they’d been out in a week. When he picked her up he hadn’t noticed she was wearing a new dress in the color he liked best on her—robin’s egg blue—and he hadn’t asked her about her new job.


    “Can’t stop looking, can you?” he asked, winking at her and giving her a mischievous smile. “Like it?”


    “I—I don’t know what to say,” she told him honestly, staring at the short, razored cut replacing his Amish haircut. “You look so different.”


    “That’s the idea.”


    “You never said you were going to cut your hair like an Englischer.”


    He shrugged. “Decided to try it. If I don’t like it, it’ll grow back.”


    “Have your parents seen it yet?”


    “Nee. I mean, no.”


    She winced as he corrected himself. It was a small thing but he seemed to be ridding his talk of Pennsylvania Dietsch. “When did you get it cut?”


    “Two days ago.”


    “How could they not have seen it by now?” she wondered aloud. “Isaac? Isaac?”


    “What?”


    Emma reached over and turned the volume down. “How is it your parents haven’t seen your haircut when you had it done two days ago?”


    “I moved out.”


    Her eyes widened. “Moved out?”


    “Yeah. I got my own place. I have a job. I can afford it.”


    “But I thought we were saving to get married in the fall.”


    He pulled the buggy into the drive of a run-down looking little cottage, stopped, and turned to her. “We don’t have to wait to be together. You can move in with me.”


    * * *


    The minute Isaac saw Emma’s expression, he knew he’d made a bad decision.


    Shock mixed with horror on her face as she stared at him. “You’re ab im kop,” she said finally.


    “I’m not crazy,” he said, frowning. “You keep saying you want to be with me.”


    “I do. I want to be married to you!”


    He bent his head and stared at his hands. “I know.”


    “You know, but you bring me here and say this?”


    There was no easy way to say it. Isaac looked up. “I’m not sure I’m ready to get married.”


    No, it wasn’t the truth, he told himself. He owed her the truth.


    “I’m not ready to get married,” he said more firmly.


    She pressed her fingers to her lips to stop their trembling. “But we’ve talked about it for . . . forever.”


    He sighed. “Maybe that’s the trouble. We got too serious, too soon.”


    Emma drew a handkerchief from her pocket and wiped at her eyes. “Are you saying you don’t want to be engaged anymore? You want to date other women?”


    “Nee!” he said quickly. “If I did, would I be asking you to move in with me here?”


    She straightened, tucked her handkerchief away, and straightened. “I think you do want to see another woman, Isaac Stoltzfus. Because this woman isn’t interested in living with you without being married.”


    He watched her look around her, at the fields just planted, and felt a stab of guilt when she took a shuddering breath.


    “Would you take me home, please?”


    “Emma—”


    “Please.” She twisted the handkerchief in her hands and avoided his gaze.


    “Allrecht. I just need to put a box or two inside. Are you sure you don’t want to look around?”


    “It’s the last thing I want to do,” she said quietly.


    He climbed out of the buggy, stacked the two boxes on top of each other, and carried them into the cottage.


    When he came back outside, she was gone.


    He had other boxes he wanted to put inside the cottage, but they weren’t important now. After he ran back to lock up the place he jumped into the buggy and retraced the route he’d taken. He looked up one side of the road and down the other, but there was no sign of Emma.


    How could she have just disappeared? He hadn’t heard another buggy or car as he carried the boxes inside the cottage. Had someone picked her up? She wouldn’t take a ride with a stranger, would she? Surely not. She was too smart, too sensible.


    But she’d been so upset with him. More upset than he’d ever seen her about anything.


    “C’mon, Joe, help me find Emma. Where’d Emma go?”


    The horse whinnied when he heard his name, but, of course, he couldn’t answer Isaac. The horse’s hooves echoed rhythmically on the pavement, but the sound was hardly soothing. Isaac called to Joe and shook the reins. Joe picked up the pace, and the buggy rolled faster back toward Emma’s home.


    Isaac pulled into the drive, and the wheels had barely stopped turning when he jumped out. He pounded on the front door.


    Lizzie, Emma’s sister, opened the door and blinked when she saw him. “Isaac! I thought you just left.”


    “Emma! Where’s Emma?”


    She just stared at him. “She went with you.”


    “Did she come back?”


    “Isaac, you’re not making any sense.”


    Frustrated, he ran his hand through his hair. “Lizzie, could she have come home and you didn’t see her?”


    “I guess.” She glanced around her. “I’ll check. Do you want to come in?”


    “No. Danki,” he added, aware he sounded impatient.


    She shut the door and was gone for a few minutes. When she returned she wore a frown as she opened the door. “She’s not anywhere in the house.”


    “You’re schur?”


    “Of course, I’m schur.” She stared at him. “What did you do to your hair?”


    “Cut it,” he said curtly. “It’s not important now.”


    “What did you argue about?”


    Isaac met her gaze and he looked away. “I’d rather not say.”


    Lizzie crossed her arms over her chest. “I told her you were a bad boy, and she shouldn’t try to change you.”


    Shocked, he shook his head and opened his mouth to protest. But she was right. He wasn’t a boy, but he had been selfish in the way he’d treated Emma. How had he thought she’d just go along with moving in with him because he wanted it?


    Well, maybe because Emma had always gone along with what he wanted. She was sweet, smart, and above all, his best friend.


    Had he ruined everything?


    He turned and walked back to his buggy. Maybe she’d decided she wanted nothing to do with him and it was why she had left the buggy. He wouldn’t blame her.


    But he was going to find her and make sure she was safe if it was the last thing he did.


    * * *


    “Emma!”


    She turned and saw Elizabeth Miller waving to her from her buggy.


    “Can I give you a ride?”


    Emma nodded quickly and fairly jumped into the buggy before Elizabeth brought it to a complete stop. “Danki.”


    “Where were you going?”


    “Just out for a walk.”


    “Long walk,” Elizabeth commented.


    She took a surreptitious glance back and didn’t see Isaac coming out of the cottage. Still, she was relieved when Elizabeth got the buggy moving again.


    “So how are you and Isaac doing?”


    “Fine. You and Saul?” She turned and focused on Elizabeth. “I don’t need to ask. You’re glowing. Married life is gut, ya?”


    Elizabeth laughed and nodded. “Very gut. But you’ll find out for yourself soon, I think?”


    The question hit Emma with a force every bit as physical as a blow.


    “I know, I’m being nosy,” Elizabeth went on without waiting for an answer. “But it’s so obvious the two of you are a couple and have been for years. You’re not going to surprise anyone when you decide an announcement should be made.”


    Emma felt grateful who dated who wasn’t discussed—or, at least, not encouraged. At least if it turned out she and Isaac were not going to be married in the fall she might not get as many questions from others.


    Fearing Elizabeth might ask more questions, Emma decided to ask some of her own. Though it pained her greatly after what Isaaac had just done to her dreams, there was one topic which would take Elizabeth’s attention completely from Emma: her new life.


    “Have you been able to do much getting your household settled since you work at the store with Saul?”


    Elizabeth sighed. “Not as much as I’d like. But there’s time. I—oh!” she stopped and pressed her fingers against her lips, then pulled the buggy off the road and stopped.


    “Are you allrecht?”


    After a long moment she took a deep breath and nodded. “Ya, I’m fine. I feel like I’m having heartburn. Must be something I ate. I’m sorry, I’ll get us back on the road in a minute.”


    “Don’t rush, I’m in no hurry,” Emma told her quickly. “Why don’t you take a drink of water and see if it helps?” she asked, indicating the bottle of water on the seat between them.


    “Why didn’t I think of that?” Elisabeth uncapped the bottle and took a drink, then recapped it and set it down on the seat.


    Emma thought about how much time had passed since Elizabeth’s wedding the previous fall and tried to hide a smile. She doubted it was heartburn affecting her friend. By the time the next fall rolled around, she suspected Elizabeth might be a new mamm.


    Next fall, when she’d hoped to be married. She sighed.


    “What’s the sigh for?”


    “Oh, just thinking about something. Nothing important.”


    Elizabeth checked traffic, then shook the reins and her horse pulled the buggy back onto the road.


    “You didn’t have to work today?”


    “I take one Saturday off a month to do bookkeeping at home. This afternoon I thought I might work in the kitchen garden.”


    She sighed and looked rueful. “I’m still getting used to the differences in weather between here and Goshen, trying to figure out what I can plant this time of year.”


    “Talk to my mamm. Or Katie and Rosie, the twins at the store. They’re wonderful gardeners.”


    “Tell me about it.” Elizabeth pulled into the driveway of Emma’s house. “I told Saul we’re going to lose them one day. Their Two Peas in a Pod jams and jellies sell out constantly at the store.”


    She brought the buggy to a stop. “I’m so glad we had a chance to talk.”


    “Me, too,” Emma said. Once she’d led Elizabeth down a different conversational path, she’d enjoyed it. “Danki for the ride,” Emma said as she got out of the buggy.


    “Be sure to tell Lizzie I’ll see her day after tomorrow.”


    “I will.”


    Emma felt depression weighing her down as she climbed up the front porch steps and went inside.


    “There you are!” Lizzie cried as Emma walked into the kitchen.


    “Ya, here I am,” Emma muttered as she filled the teakettle, set it on the stove, then turned on the gas flame under it. She rubbed her hands for warmth. She’d felt so cold since Isaac had blurted out how they could live together.


    “What happened?”


    She turned. “What do you mean?”


    “Isaac came looking for you.”


    “Oh.” She turned back and stared at the teakettle, willing it to boil.


    “Did you two have an argument?”


    “I don’t want to talk about it.”


    “Are you going to call him? He was worried about you.”


    She shrugged.


    “Emma—”


    “I don’t want to talk about it.”


    An uncomfortable silence fell over the room.


    “How did you get home?”


    “I got a ride with Elizabeth Miller. She saw me walking home.”


    The front door opened, then closed. Their mother came in carrying several tote bags. “Will you put these things in the refrigerator? I’m going to go lie down. I don’t feel so well.”


    “I told you it was too soon to be up and about,” Lizzie scolded, acting like the mamm instead of the grown child. “The flu really took it out of you.”


    She helped her mother take off her sweater and hang it up. “You go change and get back into bed. I’ll make you a nice hot cup of tea and bring it to you”


    The teakettle began whistling as Emma finished putting away the items her mother had bought. Lizzie fixed a cup of tea for their mother, adding milk and sugar, and went to give it to her.


    Emma fixed a cup of tea for herself and sat at the big kitchen table to drink it. When Lizzie returned, she carried the cup of tea.


    “She was already asleep when I got there.” She sat at the table. “Guess I’ll drink it.”


    “You don’t like milk in your tea.”


    Lizzie shrugged. “No point in it going to waste.” She stirred it then took a sip. “Now tell me what happened with Isaac.”


    “I said—”


    “I know what you said. But it’s obvious you’re upset about something.”


    Emma rubbed her forehead and tried to fight back tears. “There’s nothing I can do.”


    “Are you saying you’re going to break off the engagement?” Lizzie asked, her eyes wide.


    Restless, Emma got up, dumped her cold tea in the sink, and poured more hot water into her mug. She sank down into her chair and dunked another tea bag in the water. “It’s more like Isaac is breaking it off with me.”


    She told Lizzie what Isaac had said. Lizzie went white and when Emma finished she listened to the clock ticking loudly.


    “Well,” Lizzie said at last. “Was that why you came home?”


    Emma nodded. “I saw a buggy approaching and got a ride.”


    “So what are you going to do?”


    Emma stirred her tea, studying the pattern the spoon made in the liquid. “I don’t know,” she said finally. “I’m not willing to live with him without us being married.”


    Lizzie stood. “I should say not!”


    She reached out and grabbed her sister’s arm. “You can’t tell anyone.”


    “I wouldn’t dream of it. Him asking you to do such a thing is too insulting for words.” She paced the room. “Are you going to tell Mamm and Daed? I think they’re expecting you and Isaac to get married after the harvest. When we were talking about the kitchen garden the other day she was saying she was thinking about planting extra celery.”


    Then Lizzie stopped. “Oh, Emma, I’m sorry. The last thing I need to be talking about is Mamm planting celery in case both of us are getting married.”


    “I’m going up to my room.”


    Lizzie hugged her. “You’ll feel better after you’ve had some rest.”


    Emma doubted rest was going to make her feel better but she didn’t have the energy to disagree. She just wanted to be alone.


    As she started up the stairs, she heard a knock on the front door. She turned and looked at her sister. “If it’s Isaac, I don’t want to talk to him.”


    “You don’t have to,” Lizzie announced, a determined look on her face as she started for the door.


    Emma couldn’t help herself—she stood on the stairs and waited to hear who the visitor was.


    It felt like a hand squeezed her heart when she heard Isaac’s low, deep voice. Her lips trembled but she stayed where she was until Lizzie sent him away. Then she climbed the stairs to her room, feeling decades older than her age and threw herself on her bed.


    She rolled over and punched her pillow to be more comfortable and her hand encountered her journal. Pulling it out, she flipped through the pages and began reading what she’d written a few days before: “I’m worried about Isaac. I think he’s still grieving over his brother drowning when he was a little boy, but he says he’s fine and he won’t talk to me. We were friends before we decided we wanted to be married. I want my friend back.”


    Tears slipped down her cheeks. She closed the book and held it to her chest. From the time she was ten she’d loved Isaac. She couldn’t bear the thought of him not being in her life.
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    Isaac stared at Lizzie. “What do you mean she doesn’t want to talk to me?”


    “She doesn’t want to talk to you.”


    “It’s not possible—” He put out his hand to stop her from shutting the door. “Lizzie, come on. You know how I feel about Emma.”


    “I know how you used to feel about her,” Lizzie said, her eyes blazing. “She told me what you said today, Isaac. How can you think she’d want to have anything to do with you after what you said?”


    “I didn’t say we wouldn’t get married!”


    “Isaac, Emma doesn’t want to talk to you and I don’t either.”


    She shut the door firmly in his face.


    He backed away, shaking his head and started to walk to his buggy. Then he stopped and glanced up at Emma’s bedroom window. His gaze fell to the pebbles on the edge of the drive. He scooped up a handful and tossed them at the window. They bounced off the glass and fell back to the ground.


    But Emma never came to the window.


    So close . . . and yet so far.


    His shoulders slumped. He walked back to his buggy and climbed inside. He called to Joe and the vehicle began rolling down the drive. His hand reached for a CD and then he paused, a little ashamed to remember the pained look Emma had worn when he played it earlier.


    He paused at the end of the drive, looking both ways before letting Joe pull the buggy onto the road. The drive to the cottage seemed to take longer than it had earlier. Maybe it was because his spirits had been higher.


    When he arrived he disconnected the buggy and freed Joe of the harness before putting both into the ramshackle barn behind the cottage. Lost in his thoughts, he almost forgot to feed and water his horse but Joe sensed his distraction and butted his arm.


    The horse happily munched at his feed as Isaac closed the barn door behind him and started for the cottage. Just as he reached the back door, he heard a buggy pull up in the front drive. He walked through the house and opened the front door just as Davey reached to pound on it.


    “Hey, man, thought I’d see what you were up to tonight.” Davey looked over Isaac’s shoulder. “Emma here?”


    “No,” Isaac said shortly.


    Davey glanced each way. “I have a six-pack in the buggy. You got anything to eat?”


    “We could order a pizza.” Isaac had money in his pocket he’d planned to use taking Emma out to supper, but since that wasn’t going to happen tonight—maybe even in the near future—he decided to blow it. “Go on into the living room and I’ll call the pizza place. Pepperoni, right?”


    “Yeah. Extra cheese.”


    When Isaac walked into the room a few minutes later, he found Davey sitting in a lawn chair, his legs stretched out in front of him.


    “Hey, man, love the furniture.” Davey waved his hand at the room. “Who was your decorator? The Patio Store?” He chuckled and popped the top of a can of beer.


    “Not funny!” Isaac kicked at the metal leg of the lawn chair Davey sat in, making it sway.


    “Hey, man, I was just joking!” Davey protested, drawing his legs up and and planting them on the floor for balance. “Geez, look, you made me spill my beer,” he complained, brushing drops off his lap. “You’re in a mood. What, did you have a fight with the old lady?”


    “Don’t call her that.” Isaac picked up a can of beer from the fruit crate serving as a coffee table. He sat in another lawn chair and popped the top on the can.


    “O-kay.” Davey took a long gulp of beer. “Want to catch a movie?”


    Isaac shook his head. He took a long swallow of his beer, then another. He’d only been drunk once in his life and he’d been sick afterward. But tonight he felt like drinking until he forgot how it had felt when Emma refused to see him.


    He was on his second beer when the pizza arrived. Isaac dug in his pocket for money.


    “You fellas have a nice night,” the delivery guy said, smiling at the tip Isaac gave him.


    Isaac set the pizza box down on the crate and opened it.


    “Hey, you get ESPN?”


    “Yeah.” He tossed the remote to him and watched him find the channel.


    “Man, I love TV,” Davey said. “So glad this place has electricity, huh?”


    Isaac shrugged. “It’s okay.”


    Davey finished his beer, burped, then leaned over to help himself to two pieces of pizza, putting the pepperoni sides together and eating it like a sandwich. “Aren’t you eating?”


    “In a minute.” He reached for another beer, popped the top, took a long swallow, then stared at it moodily. “Davey?”


    He tore his attention from the television. “What?”


    “Do you ever see Mary?”


    “Yeah. Now and then. Why?”


    “Are you going to get married?”


    “Her parents don’t like me.”


    “So?”


    “So we’re giving it some more time. No hurry. Fall’s a long way away.”


    Isaac took a gulp of the beer, then another. And then he set it down. Stuff tasted bitter. He watched the action on the television for a moment, and then he found his attention wandering. Davey wasn’t the brightest, but he had a point.


    Fall was a long way away.


    Maybe he’d know what he wanted by then.


    He hadn’t prayed for a long time, not since things had gotten confusing for him. But he prayed now he would figure things out soon. Real soon.


    * * *


    Emma woke, glanced at her alarm clock on the table beside the bed and started to get up. Then she remembered it was Saturday, the one day she could sleep in a little if she wanted.


    And then she remembered how her world had come crashing down the day before . . .


    She punched her pillow and lay on her side, watching the sun rising. Sleep had been a long time coming. It would have been nice to sleep in a little, but she’d woken at the same time she had to get up for work each day.


    Lizzie slept in the other bed. The two of them had totally different personalities. Lizzie looked sweet, but she spoke up for herself—something Emma found difficult. She had opinions about just about everything, while Emma liked the middle of the road. The only thing they’d agreed on was the color of the walls—a soft robin’s egg blue. And sleeping in. Lizzie liked it as much as Emma.


    Right now Lizzie had her quilt pulled over her head, blocking out the rays of sun coming in the room. They’d each sewn a quilt for their beds when Daed had let them move up to the third floor, away from the other kinner. Lizzie’s stitching wasn’t as tidy and careful as Emma’s—Lizzie didn’t have the patience and besides, Lizzie wasn’t interested in quilting or sewing. She loved painting with watercolors where she could splash color with abandon on the canvas. Emma had surprised Lizzie on her last birthday by framing several of Lizzie’s watercolors and hanging them on the walls.


    Emma’s gaze landed on a small, carved wooden keepsake box on top of their dresser. She slipped from the bed to get it, careful not to disturb Lizzie, then sat on her bed and opened it. She pulled out the little folded notes she and Isaac exchanged in schul, paged through her journal to sniff at the wild rose he’d given her. She’d pressed it between the pages where she wrote about her growing feelings for him. And felt her heart breaking again.


    The edge of her bed went down as Lizzie sat beside her and hugged her. “Come on, Emma, don’t cry. Everything’s going to be allrecht.”


    “You don’t know it for sure.”


    Lizzie patted her on her back. “Nee, I don’t, she admitted with a sigh. “We just have to trust.”


    “Trust? I can’t trust Isaac after what he said.”


    She blinked as Lizzie pulled back and put her hands on her cheeks. “Not trust Isaac. Trust God. We don’t know what’s happening here. Why it’s happening. But God does. He’s in every situation, Emma.”


    Emma reached for a tissue on her bedside table and wiped her cheeks. “I thought Isaac was the man God set aside for me.”


    Lizzie nodded, her expression sad. “I did, too.”


    There was a knock on the door.


    “Mamm says breakfast is ready,” one of their brothers called out. “She’s making pancakes. Better come on now or Daniel and me are gonna eat yours.”


    Emma listened to the clatter of shoes descending the stairs to the lower level.


    “Pancakes, Emma,” Lizzie said as she got up and began dressing. “Your favorite.”


    “I’m not hungry. I have a headache.”


    She wasn’t lying. An ache had formed behind her eyes and her stomach felt queasy. She began putting the things back in the box, then got up and put it back on the top of the dresser.


    “What are you doing?” Lizzie asked, placing her hands on her hips when Emma climbed back into her bed.


    Emma pulled the quilt up over her head. “Tell Mamm I’ll be down in a while and clean up the kitchen.”


    When Lizzie didn’t say anything Emma pushed the quilt down. Lizzie stood by the door, looking back at her uncertainly. “Go have breakfast, Lizzie. I’m just going to lie here for a little while and get rid of my headache.”


    With a nod, Lizzie left the room, shutting the door quietly behind her.


    Emma lay there for a while, unable to go back to sleep because her mind kept spinning, spinning. Finally, afraid she was having a pity party, she got up, made her bed and Lizzie’s, then dressed.


    “There you are,” her mother said when she walked into the kitchen. “Feeling better?”


    She nodded, glanced at the sink, and saw it was empty. “I told Lizzie to tell you I’d be down to do the dishes.”


    Her mother patted her cheek. “I didn’t do them. Lizzie did before she left for the library. Sit down, I saved you some breakfast.”


    “I’m not hungry. I just thought I’d have some tea.”


    “You—not hungry?” Looking concerned, her mother placed the back of her hand against Emma’s forehead. “No fever.” She narrowed her eyes at her daughter. “You’re not . . .” she trailed off as her gaze dropped to Emma’s abdomen.


    Emma followed the direction of her mother’s eyes and her cheeks flamed. “Nee!”


    Lillian’s expression cleared. “Gut. I wouldn’t like to think you and Isaac—well, would become intimate. I’m not blind to the way you and Isaac have been.”


    She hesitated, wondering what—if anything—Lizzie had said to her.


    Her mother pulled a plate piled high with pancakes from the oven and set it before Emma.


    “I didn’t think there would be any left.”


    “I hid them,” her mother said with a smile. “Tea or coffee?”


    “I’ll get it—” she began.


    Her mother put her hand on her shoulder. “Sit. I’m ready to have a cup of coffee with you.”


    So she subsided, poured syrup over her pancakes, and began eating. She hadn’t thought she was hungry but once she put a forkful in her mouth she couldn’t stop eating. Her mother made the best pancakes.


    “So, what are your plans today?” her mother asked as she stirred her cup of coffee. “Doing something with Isaac?”


    The bite of pancake Emma was chewing and about to swallow turned into a lump in her throat. She reached for her tea, found it too hot to drink, and jumped up to get a glass of water from the tap.


    “Nee, I have some things to do,” she said vaguely. Then inspiration hit her. “Could I use the buggy to go into town?”


    “Check with your dat. I don’t think he planned to use it.”


    Emma took her plate and cup to the sink and washed and dried them. Then she grabbed her sweater and went to find her father.


    Her father looked up from checking the hoof of their mare and grinned at Emma. “Guder mariye, sleepyhead.”


    “Daed, could I take the buggy into town?”


    He set Flora’s hoof down and nodded. “Schur.” He tilted his head to one side. “Plans with Isaac?”


    She bit her lip and shook her head. “Nee. I just have some things to do.”


    “Ach. I see.”


    Emma walked over and looked at Flora’s hoof. “Is she okay?”


    “She is,” he told her. “I thought she was favoring this leg, but I can’t find anything wrong.” He peered at her. “What about you?”


    Startled, she glanced up at him. “I’m fine.”


    His eyes were warm and concerned behind his wire-rimmed glasses. “I don’t think so,” he said after a moment.


    She went to him then and hugged him. “Have you been talking to Lizzie?”


    “Nee,” he said quietly, pulling back to look down into her face. “Should I?”


    Afraid she’d lose what tenuous hold she had on her composure, Emma backed away. “Nee. I’m fine. I’d just like to take the buggy into town to do some things.”


    “So you said. I’ll help you hitch it up.”


    He led Flora out of the barn and hitched her to the family buggy. Emma helped him, both of them silent as they performed the task they had done so often.


    When she climbed inside the buggy, he waited until she got her skirts out of the way and then shut the door. She lifted the reins, and he reached in and touched her hands.


    “Wait,” he said, dug in his pocket and handed her a folded bill. “Buy yourself something.”


    “I don’t need—”


    “You work hard and always turn over your check to your mamm to help. Buy yourself something.”


    She blinked hard at the tears that threatened. “Danki.”


    “Nothing is ever as bad as it seems.”


    “Really?”


    He patted her shoulder then stepped back so she could leave. When she slowed the buggy before entering the main road she glanced back, and he waved.


    She turned her attention to the road ahead. It was time to stop looking back at what might have been and think about her future.


    * * *


    Isaac nudged Davey with the toe of his shoe. “Hey, wake up.”


    Davey rolled over on the floor and pulled the quilt covering him up over his shoulder. “Go way.”


    “Time for you to go home.”


    He yawned and sat up, wincing. “Next time I hope you have a sofa.”


    There wasn’t going to be a next time. Last night had been a mistake. Drinking hadn’t helped him forget Emma.


    His friend got to his feet and tossed the quilt into a nearby lawn chair. He walked over to the cardboard box on the coffee table and looked inside. “We ate it all.”


    “You ate most of it.”


    Davey shrugged and checked his watch. “I’m starving. You got anything for breakfast?”


    “There’s cereal and milk in the kitchen.”


    He made a face. “Think I’ll head home, see if Mamm will make me something to eat.” He yawned and scrubbed his hands through his hair, making it stand up even more. “Thanks for the food last night. And the great accommodations. Feel like I’m as old as my dat today,” he said as he rubbed his back with one hand. “See you later.”


    Isaac watched his friend stumble off to the barn, then turned his attention to the room. Beer cans littered the crate along with the empty pizza box. He got a plastic garbage bag and threw the box and used napkins inside it.


    Rounding up the empty beer cans reminded him of how much he’d drunk the night before. He got the recycle box from the garage and tossed them inside. As he was carrying the container outside to the garage, he saw a buggy heading down the road toward him.


    A familiar buggy.


    He set the container down abruptly and ran toward the buggy, waving his arms. “Emma!”


    Flora shied and tossed her head, but she stopped.


    “Go away!” Emma yelled, but Isaac didn’t let the skittish horse keep going. He grasped her bridle and talked to her, and she let him lead her into the drive.


    “I don’t want to talk to you!”


    “Just give me a minute,” he pleaded.


    Flora shook her head, nearly breaking free. Isaac stroked her nose and talked to her softly. He had a way with horses, and Flora had always liked him.


    She made a snuffling noise and looked down at one foot, then at him.


    “Something the matter, Flora?” he asked her, bending to look at the foot.


    “She’s fine! Let go!”


    “No, I think something’s the matter with her right front foot.” He lifted it and peered at it, frowning, before looking up at her. “Come on, pull in here and I’ll check it out.”


    He watched her struggle with what to do and simply began to lead Flora over to the drive. When he stopped, Emma opened the door and climbed out. She stood watching him, her hands on her hips.


    “I can’t find anything wrong, but she was definitely favoring her one leg,” Isaac said at last.


    He patted Flora on the neck and turned to Emma who was watching him with a suspicious expression. “I don’t think you should let her pull the buggy any more today.”


    “I just hitched her up.”


    Her tone was tart and defensive.


    “I know you love Flora,” he said quietly. “I wasn’t implying you’d do anything not good for her. Now, we can do one of two things: you can call your dat and ask him to come get you both. Or I can take you home and we’ll stable Flora here in my barn.”


    Emma bit her bottom lip, something she did when she was trying to make up her mind. Then she shook her head.


    “I have to call Daed. It’s his decision.”


    Isaac nodded and pulled out his cell phone.


    “I have my own.”


    “Emma, just use it.” He handed it to her and waited while she made the call.


    Emma disconnected the call and gave him the phone. “Daed said if you would stable Flora until he gets over here to get her he’d appreciate it.”


    “And you? Do I keep you here as well?” he asked, smiling at her.


    She stiffened. “Don’t joke. Daed wouldn’t want me anywhere near you if he knew what you’d suggested.”


    He had to admit he hadn’t thought about what her parents would think. “I thought you’d want what I want,” he said defensively. “You always do.”


    Emma’s eyes widened. She stared at him for a long moment. “Yes,” she said at last. “I do usually go along with what you want, don’t I?” She heard bitterness in her voice, but she couldn’t help it. She had a right to feel bitter after—she forced away the shameful thought.


    “It’s what you should do,” he said. “A fraa should want what her mann does, right? If she loves him?”


    “But you said you’re not ready to get married. You can’t talk about what a wife should want and yet not want to get married.”


    “I just said I’m not ready yet.”


    “Fall is months away. We weren’t getting married right away, you know that.”


    He didn’t know what to say. When he’d thought he’d lost her earlier, he’d reminded himself fall was months away and he had time to fix things . . .


    Emma lifted her hands and let them fall. “I can’t talk to you. I won’t talk to you. I want you to take me home.” She walked away and sat on the steps of the cottage.


    Feeling defeated, Isaac led Flora back to the barn and unhitched the buggy. Then he led her to a stall and watered her, wondering the whole time if he was going to find Emma had bolted again like yesterday.


    Cautiously optimistic, he hitched his horse to his own buggy and drove it to the front of the house.


    She still sat on the porch steps. He let out the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.


    “Ready to go?”


    Emma didn’t say anything, simply walked to the buggy and got in.


    Isaac bided his time, letting the only sounds be the clip-clopping of the horse’s hooves and the buggy wheels rolling on the road.


    “Beautiful day,” he said at last, stealing a furtive look at her. He frowned. Her bonnet hid her face from his view. “Where were you headed?”


    “Town.”


    “I can take you there.”


    “Nee!”she said with such vehemence the horse shook his head.


    She turned to him. “No, danki,” she said in a quieter voice. “I want to go home.”


    “But Emma—”


    “Isaac, I said no,” she said, drawing herself up and looking at him with more determination than he’d ever seen her possess. “I’m not going to let you run over me like a steamroller. I let you do it in the past and look what happened. Now take me home or stop and let me out and I’ll walk.”


    “Be reasonable, Emma. We just need to talk this out.”


    She reached for the door handle.


    Isaac jerked on the reins and threw his arm across her to prevent her from opening the door and jumping out. “What are you doing? You’ll hurt yourself if you try to get out when the buggy’s moving.”


    Their faces were just inches apart. He couldn’t mistake the fire in her eyes as she glared at him.


    “Allrecht, allrecht,” he said. “I promise I won’t try to talk to you the rest of the way.”


    She turned, folded her arms across her chest, and stared at the road ahead.


    He did the same, although Joe didn’t need his attention as he plodded along. Too soon, Emma’s house came into view. Joe needed only a slight pull on the reins to know to pull into Emma’s drive. Isaac figured as smart as Joe was he’d already figured out it’s where they were going.


    Emma had the door open the minute the buggy stopped. “I’ll send Daed out to talk to you about Flora. Danki for the ride.”


    She walked away without looking at him again.
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