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      About the Amish:

      The Amish/Mennonite people and their communities differ one from another. There are, in fact, no two Amish communities exactly alike. It is this premise on which this book is written. We have taken cautious steps to ensure the authenticity of Amish practices and customs. Old Order Amish and New Order Amish may be portrayed in this work of fiction and may differ from some communities. Although the book may be set in a certain locality, the practices featured in the book may not necessarily reflect that particular district’s beliefs or culture. This book is purely fictional and built around a fictional community, even though you may see similarities to real-life people, practices, and occurrences.

      We, as Englischers, can learn a lot from the Plain People and their simple way of life. Their hard work, close-knit family life, and concern for others are to be applauded. As the Lord wills, may this special culture continue to be respected and remain so for many centuries to come, and may the light of God’s salvation reach their hearts.

      About Hockey:

      The Indianapolis Icebergs (Indy Ice) are a fictional professional hockey team. Since Indiana doesn’t have a professional hockey team according to our research/knowledge, we thought it would be fun to give them one. [image: smiling face with smiling eyes]

      Although we have conducted extensive research, we by no means claim to be hockey experts, so please forgive any mistakes! (And if you find any, please notify us via private message. Thanks!)

      

      Note: For your convenience, a complete booklist and an Amish glossary are included in the backmatter of this book.
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      JUDE

      “I’m glad our no-game days coincide with Henry’s wedding,” Elijah, my teammate and now roommate, mentions as we pull into the driveway of our mutual friend Henry Yoder’s home.

      “Right? I couldn’t imagine missing this after Henry’s been so head-over-heels for Ellie all these years.” I drum my fingers on the steering wheel.

      I’ve been neighbors to the Yoder family most of my life, and some of my best days growing up were spent on their property, when I could escape from the turmoil at my own house. So seeing their large white Amish farmhouse is almost like coming home for me—sans the angst I still sometimes feel when I return to my childhood home.

      But I won’t think of that right now. It’s Henry’s special day, and I want to enjoy every moment I celebrate with my friend.

      “I still can’t believe my sister finally gave him a chance. She was sure and certain that she was never going to let Henry court her. It’s pretty crazy she actually said yes to them getting married.”

      Sage Graves, our hockey coach's daughter and Elijah's girlfriend, who is sandwiched between Eli and me, pipes up as I put the gearshift in park. “Well, they seemed pretty in love when they came to the game.”

      Elijah grunts and I chuckle. More like they couldn’t stay away from each other. It was actually kind of cute, but I won’t voice those thoughts for Eli’s sake.

      “Here at last.” I glance at my passengers before opening my door. “Let’s go inside.”

      “So this is Henry’s house, right? Is the wedding here?” Sage’s question is directed at Elijah as they follow close behind.

      Eli says, “Yes, the Yoders live here. And no, the wedding is at my folks’ place. It’s probably pretty busy there right now.”

      Personally, I’m looking forward to seeing my friends, Henry and his older sister Ivy, who is my age. The three of us have been friends for years.

      Even though I’ve never been required to knock on the Yoders’ door, proper manners dictate I do.

      “Come in, Jude!” Martha Yoder calls through the screen. By the heavenly scents in the air, my guess is she’s working in the kitchen.

      I open the door wide and usher in Eli and Sage ahead of me. As soon as we step in, Henry practically bowls us over. Even Sage, whom he barely knows.

      “Excited much?” I chuckle, teasing my friend, pounding his back for good measure.

      He laughs, and I’m not sure I’ve ever seen him this jazzed. “I’m marrying Ellie Petersheim! Somebody pinch me. Never mind, if this is a dream, I don’t want to wake up.”

      We all laugh.

      We head toward the kitchen, and I notice Ivy is conspicuously missing.

      “Hello, Martha.” I lean in to hug Henry's mom, and she pats my cheek.

      “Please take Henry out of here, boys. He’s dying to see his bride-to-be.” Martha Yoder grins.

      But I haven’t seen Ivy yet. “Uh, is Ivy around? I’d like to say a quick hello before we head over to the Petersheim farm.”

      “She’s upstairs getting ready.” Martha grins, but Henry’s expression is unreadable.

      I glance at the stairs. “Do you mind if I go up?”

      Henry frowns. “Be sure to knock first.”

      I nod, then head up the stairs. I have a feeling Henry’s eyes are following me until I reach Ivy’s room. I knock on her door.

      “Hey, Ivy, it’s me.” My voice is low as I speak through the door.

      “Jude?” Her door opens a crack, but something about her voice is off. Her normal excitement at seeing me is nonexistent.

      “Ives?” I study her, not missing the red tint underlining her eyes. “Is something wrong?”

      She grabs my arm and yanks me inside her room, then closes the door behind me. Tears run freely down her face now and she shakes her head.

      Unable to stop myself, I open my arms and, when she doesn't resist, draw her close to me in an embrace. “Something is wrong. Whatever it is, it’s going to be alright.” My voice is gentle.

      I rub her back, which seems to unleash a sob. I wish I knew how to comfort her. “Wanna talk about it?”

      “I—I don’t know if I can.” She sniffles.

      In all the years I’ve known Ivy, I’ve only seen her cry once, when her father passed away. Whatever this is, it has to be something major.

      “Come on, let’s sit.” I gesture to her bed, but she shakes her head. Propriety and all that, I suppose. “We can talk this out. Whatever it is, I want to help you.”

      “You can’t tell anyone, okay?” She brushes away a tear.

      “I wouldn’t think of it. You can trust me. I promise.”

      “Jude, I’m—I’m in the family way.”

      What? The news feels like a punch in the gut. Ivy. Pregnant. I don’t know what I was expecting but this isn’t it. “Are you sure?”

      She nods, distress once again filling her features. I pull her back into my arms, comforting her as best I know how. “We’ll figure this out, okay?”

      Her body shudders with a sob and my heart aches in response.

      Poor thing. She needs to know she’s not alone, and I aim to do everything in my power to help her. I lean back, studying her face. I lift her quivering chin and place the gentlest of kisses on her cheek.

      At the sound of what can only be a gasp, Ivy and I break apart and both turn our attention to the door.

      My eyes widen as I see Sage gawking at us through the slightly ajar door. “Sage? What are you—we didn’t know—I thought the door was closed.”

      Her cheeks turn bright pink. “It’s okay. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—I was just using the restroom.” Her face is distressed as she tries to explain.

      What all did she hear? Oh, no. Is she thinking Ivy’s expecting my baby? I attempt to recall the conversation she may have just overheard.

      Sage turns to go, but I step forward and stop her. “Sage,” I start, rubbing the back of my neck. “Listen, this isn’t what it looks like.”

      She lifts both of her hands. “Totally okay, Jude. It’s none of my business. I won’t say anything.”

      Then I watch helplessly as she flies down the stairs.

      I cover my eyes and groan, then shift my gaze back to Ivy, who seems even more distraught now.

      “I’m so sorry, Ivy. I don’t think Sage will tell anyone.” I’m not a hundred percent confident in that statement, but it’s what Ivy needs to hear right now.

      She sinks onto her bed and covers her face with her hands. “I don’t know what I’m going to do, Jude.”

      “Does the baby’s father know?”

      “Nee, I haven’t told anyone yet.”

      She told me before the baby’s father? I'm not sure what to think about that piece of information.

      “Okay, then that’s what should happen first. Your baby’s father deserves to know. Is he Amish?”

      She shakes her head. Oh, boy. That makes things a bit more complicated. No, not a bit. A thousand times more complicated. Poor Ivy.

      “Well, it doesn’t matter. He’s a father now and he needs to know.”

      “Okay.” She shakes her head, not seeming too sure.

      “Listen, Ivy. I mean it when I say that you’re not alone. I’m here for you. You have my number if you need to get ahold of me, okay?”

      She nods, looking a little more confident now.

      “If you need anything at all, don’t hesitate to call me. I mean it.” I repeat the words, because if things go awry with her boyfriend, she’s going to need all the support she can get. “Okay, we have a plan. What do you say we go watch your brother marry his lifelong crush?”

      And then she lifts the smile I’ve been wanting to see all day.

      God, please help Ivy.
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      JUDE

      As I travel to Mom’s place, so many thoughts vie for my attention.

      It’s still hard to believe that Henry Yoder, my childhood next-door neighbor and good friend, finally got the girl of his dreams to say, “I do.” I don’t know how many times over the years I’ve heard him pining over Ellie Petersheim.

      I hope they’ll be happy.

      I’ve never considered marriage for myself. After seeing the kind of man my father was—correction—is, and what my mother and I have endured over the years, marriage has never been an attractive option. Sure, I date around for fun and enjoy taking a plus-one to public hockey events, but I’ve never pursued anything serious for that very reason.

      I think of the ridiculous news article Sage read aloud earlier that alluded to me having a “mysterious Amish girlfriend” after Ivy came to see one of my games and we were photographed, and the predicament Henry’s older sister Ivy is in. Poor Ivy.

      I’ve always had a soft spot for her. She and I are similar in age, so when Henry was younger, the two of us would sometimes hang out together. A walk along the property line, games in the barn, fishing in the pond in summer. During our time together, we formed a special bond, although if her Amish community knew, they would not have approved.

      My heart dropped a little when she confessed the news—she’s expecting a baby. Her non-Amish boyfriend’s baby. I admit it was a hard pill to swallow, although I gave Ivy no indication. I only wanted to be supportive.

      The truth is, every time I’ve come home in the off-season or on holidays, I’ve looked forward to seeing Ivy. Something about her has always lifted my spirits. And now that she’ll probably go off and marry this guy, she’ll no longer be around. The squeezing sensation in my heart returns.

      My phone pings and I glance down at the text just as I’m pulling to a stop in front of Mom’s house.

      It’s Eli.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m looking forward to our date tomorrow night.

      

      

      

      

      

      I shake my head and laugh. One day, my Amish friend is going to learn how to use his new cellphone properly.

      I text him back, but before my message goes through, several of the guys on the team respond.

      First, Valentine

      
        
          
            
              
        Ooh, I can’t wait either. Where are we going?[image: smiling face with heart-eyes][image: winking face]

      

      

      

      

      

      Frank

      
        
          
            
              
        It’s a good thing you sent that to us and not to Coach Graves.

      

      

      

      

      

      Dawson

      
        
          
            
              
        Dude, you’re going to get me in trouble with my wife if you keep sending me texts like that. Last time she mistook Eli for Elli and thought I had a woman on the side.

      

      

      

      

      

      Gagnon

      
        
          
            
              
        I didn’t even know we had a date. JK [image: winking face with tongue]

      

      

      

      

      

      My text finally comes through.

      
        
          
            
              
        Elijah, this is the team group text. You really need to make sure you’re texting SAGE before you hit send.

      

      

      

      

      

      O’Connell

      
        
          
            
              
        Uh, does Coach know you’re still dating his daughter?

      

      

      

      

      

      Dawson

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m just glad he hasn’t sent anything sexy yet.

      

      

      

      

      

      Ericsson

      
        
          
            
              
        That could get awkward.

      

      

      

      

      

      Dawson

      
        
          
            
              
        Right?

      

      

      

      

      

      Lewis

      
        
          
            
              
        Do the Amish even know what sexy means?

      

      

      

      

      

      Perry

      
        
          
            
              
        I think so. They’ve got all those kids.[image: face with tears of joy]

      

      

      

      

      

      Sometimes, I think these guys could go on for hours.

      Eli texts again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Uh, sorry. That was supposed to be for Sage.

      

      

      

      

      

      Dawson

      
        
          
            
              
        Yeah, we kind of figured that out.

      

      

      

      

      

      I text.

      
        
          
            
              
        I thought you were with Sage right now?

      

      

      

      

      

      Eli

      
        
          
            
              
        Yeah, but I had to go help Dad with something. I was missing her.

      

      

      

      

      

      Gagnon

      
        
          
            
              
        You should aim better. [image: bow and arrow]

      

      

      

      

      

      Eli

      
        
          
            
              
        What does that mean?

      

      

      

      

      

      Gagnon

      
        
          
            
              
        LOL it was a joke. You know, I missed her. You should aim better. Nvm, it isn’t funny when you have to explain it.

      

      

      

      

      

      Lewis

      
        
          
            
              
        It wasn’t funny in the first place.

      

      

      

      

      

      Gagnon

      
        
          
            
              
        Shut up, Damien.

      

      

      

      

      

      Eli

      
        
          
            
              
        What does JK and Nvm mean?

      

      

      

      

      

      Gagnon

      
        
          
            
              
        Just kidding and never mind

      

      

      

      

      

      Eli

      
        
          
            
              
        Okay, I’m going to write that down.

      

      

      

      

      

      Frank

      
        
          
            
              
        Good idea, Pete.

      

      

      

      

      

      Brahm

      
        
          
            
              
        How long have you been away from her?

      

      

      

      

      

      Eli

      
        
          
            
              
        It’s been an hour.

      

      

      

      

      

      Valentine

      
        
          
            
              
        Oh boy, you’re in way too deep, friend.

      

      

      

      

      

      Dawson

      
        
          
            
              
        We’ll be attending HIS wedding next.

      

      

      

      

      

      Girard

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m pretty sure Coach will have something to say about that.

      

      

      

      

      

      O’Connell

      
        
          
            
              
        Coach always has something to say.

      

      

      

      

      

      Gagnon

      
        
          
            
              
        Notice Petersheim isn’t denying the wedding comment.

      

      

      

      

      

      Lewis

      
        
          
            
              
        He’s probably still trying to figure out how to work his phone. [image: rolling on the floor laughing]

      

      

      

      

      

      Valentine

      
        
          
            
              
        What I’m wondering is how much time Jude’s spending with his Amish filly.

      

      

      

      

      

      Oh, boy. Here we go.

      I shoot a text back.

      
        
          
            
              
        There is no woman for me. Amish or otherwise.

      

      

      

      

      

      Lewis

      
        
          
            
              
        That’s not what I’ve been reading in the tabloids.

      

      

      

      

      

      Valentine

      
        
          
            
              
        Me either. It’s all over social media.

      

      

      

      

      

      I text back.

      
        
          
            
              
        You shouldn’t be reading the tabloids or believe everything you read on social media. You know better than that.

      

      

      

      

      

      Frank

      
        
          
            
              
        I think it’s supposed to be neither, Enzo.

      

      

      

      

      

      Valentine

      
        
          
            
              
        Whatever. Either. Neither. It’s all the same to me.

      

      

      

      

      

      Frank

      
        
          
            
              
        They’re not the same.

      

      

      

      

      

      Gagnon

      
        
          
            
              
        So, who WAS the Amish woman in your arms?

      

      

      

      

      

      I text.

      
        
          
            
              
        A friend.

      

      

      

      

      

      Lewis

      
        
          
            
              
        Didn’t look like a friend to me.

      

      

      

      

      

      Valentine

      
        
          
            
              
        Me either. Just sayin’, cap’.

      

      

      

      

      

      Frank

      
        
          
            
              
        Neither.

      

      

      

      

      

      I shake my head. My teammates are more like brothers than mere coworkers. Of course, we’re together so much, we pretty much are. Until someone gets traded. That’s always tough.

      I send another text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey, I’d love to chat all day, but I’ve got things to do, guys. Eli, I’ll pick you and Sage up day after tomorrow after breakfast, then we’ll head back to the city.

      

      

      

      

      

      Eli

      
        
          
            
              
        Okay.

      

      

      

      

      

      Valentine

      
        
          
            
              
        Ooh, he’s going to see his Amish filly.

      

      

      

      

      

      I grunt, then I pocket my phone.

      If only I was going to see Ivy. No such luck.

      I open my truck door, grab my duffle off the seat and sling it over my shoulder. Coming home has always been somewhat torturous for me. I enjoy seeing Mom, but the sour childhood memories with my father sometimes outweigh my pleasure. I shouldn’t let that happen. I should just try to enjoy my time with Mom without my father’s memory clouding everything.

      Well, I’m just glad he moved out years ago. Mom doesn’t need him around causing trouble.

      I knock on the door but there’s no answer, so I let myself in. It sounds like Mom might be in the laundry room.

      “Mom, I’m home,” I call out.

      I frown when I hear footsteps in the hallway, because I’m pretty sure Mom is in the laundry room. I head toward my room to investigate. As I walk down the hall, I say, “Is someone here?”

      The door to Mom’s room swings open.

      “Hey, Jude.” I stiffen when an unwelcome, yet painfully familiar figure appears in the doorway, his bulky frame causing my heart rate to skyrocket.

      My father. My father is here and he was in Mom’s room. What in the world?

      I clench my fists and fight for calm, steady breaths. I force my lips together to avoid saying what I want to say but shouldn’t. “What are you doing here?”

      He eyes me with the same arrogant ease I recall so well. His hand rests on his chest. “I live here. This is my house.”

      My nostrils flare and heat consumes my entire face. “Oh, no. No. Way.”

      A gentle hand rests tentatively on my shoulder from behind. “Jude.” I turn at Mom’s voice.

      I search her face, trying to understand exactly what is going on. “What is he doing here?”

      She shrugs and I squeeze my eyes closed. This cannot be happening.

      I pin my father with a glare, daring him to challenge me. “I need a private word with Mom.”

      He folds his arms over his chest, ready for a fight. “There’s nothing you can’t say with me here.” I knew he’d contest my words. He always has.

      I grind my teeth. “Fine.” I turn to Mom, my eyes imploring hers. “I thought we agreed he wasn’t coming back.”

      Mom nods, but I see the tiniest spark of hope in her gaze. “We did. He said he’s been attending AA meetings. And he’s out of a job right now.”

      My jaw clenches. How does this man hold this power over her? “That’s not your problem, Mom. And how many times has he claimed that in the past? You know you can’t trust him.”

      “I told him he couldn’t stay long.” Her nervous look over my shoulder tells me she wants him to leave, and I’m more than happy to help make that happen.

      I turn and pin him with a stare that means business. “You. Need. To. Leave.”

      My order is firm, but I’m not expecting him to heed my words. I know my father; he will not leave willingly.

      “Would you listen to Judy here, Maureen?” His arm slings around my shoulder and squeezes. My body tenses, but I resist the urge to shove him away. Instead, I step to the side and his arm falls. “He thinks he knows it all now that he’s a famous hockey player. Has all that extra cash he can throw around.”

      I snort. How did I know this would come back around to money? The truth is, I don’t even care about the money. And I’d happily send him away with a wallet full if I thought it would help get him out of Mom’s hair for good. Been there. Tried that. He ended up wasting it on alcohol. Never again.

      He continues, “How about giving your ol’ dad some of that money? Buy me a nice little condo in the city like my boy’s.” His tone is mocking.

      He’s never been to my apartment, so he must’ve been stalking me. But I won’t address that issue right now. I need to know Mom will be safe when I’m not here. And that will not happen if my father’s living in the house.

      “Mom, he hasn’t changed.” I turn to my father. “I said you need to leave.”

      He folds his arms across his chest. “Oh, I won’t be the one leaving.”

      “I’m giving you five minutes to grab your things and get out of here.” I pull out my cellphone.

      “Or else, what?” He waves a taunting hand in my face, and I fight to keep from reacting. I don’t know how Mom has lived with this belligerent behavior. “You will not order your father around and tell me what to do just because you’re some big-shot hockey star.”

      “That’s it. I’m calling the cops.” I’m about to tap the second number when my phone flies out of my hands. My gaze shoots up and I see a fist heading right for my chin. I dodge just in time to escape the blow. If I get my teeth knocked out, I’d rather it be on the ice. “This is not going to happen.”

      I whip him around in two seconds flat and hold his arms behind his back. Adrenaline pumps through my veins as I do my best to secure my hold. “Mom, call the police. Now!”

      Though Dad and I are similar in size, he’s no match for me. His height and bulk have gone to waste with years of drinking and lack of care, but my body is in the best shape it’s ever been. I’ve never been so thankful for my physical strength. This one moment is worth all the conditioning and training I’ve endured over the years.

      Mom picks up my phone and begins dialing.

      “I’ll go. I’ll go.” My father mumbles.

      “Don’t hang up, Mom.” I shoot over my shoulder.

      I haul my father to the door and push him outside. “Leave. And don’t come back if you know what’s good for you.”

      I shut the door and lock it, then move to the window to make sure he’s walking toward the garage. Then I hurry to the other end of the house to secure the back door in case my father gets any ideas.

      Blessedly, his taillights disappear into the distance a moment later.
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      IVY

      “You have to tell him, Ivy. He deserves to know.” Jude’s words from earlier repeat in my head, spinning around and around like an album on a record player I saw at an antique shop once.

      I know Jude is right. Cameron should know that he is a father.

      What will he say?

      My Englisch friend and I have been casually dating for six months now. But I never intended to make a boppli—a baby—with him. I never intended to do anything more with him than have a good time.

      Ach, what a mess I have gotten myself into!

      Cameron and I met at a party for a mutual friend. I was in my Englisch clothes then, jeans and a cute top like the other girls. We hit it off right away. Cameron loves all things adventure—hiking, whitewater rafting, bungee jumping. And I love to listen to his tales. He has dozens of stories to tell, and there is always a bright spark in his eyes when he tells them.

      He is fascinating and wild and fun. He once took me on a day trip out to Monroe Lake, where we rented a jet ski and glided across the water. Another time, we drove up to Indiana Dunes. We climbed the giant mounds of sand and raced down them, running into the chilly waters of Lake Michigan.

      Cameron is always ready for adventure, and I am too. I never expected our relationship to last as long as it has, but it’s been easy. We get along well. We each have our own lives. He hasn’t asked much from me and I haven’t asked much from him.

      Until now.

      It was never supposed to get this serious.

      I look down at my stomach and rest my hand on my mostly flat belly. “You just made this awfully serious,” I whisper to the boppli.

      I can’t quite wrap my mind around there being a baby growing inside of me. But after seven pregnancy tests—I had to be sure and certain—and a visit to the doctor confirming that I am three months along, I’m finally beginning to accept the truth.

      Now the question is, will Cameron accept the truth?

      Will he accept this boppli?

      Do I want him to?

      The trouble is...I don’t know.

      The right thing to do would be for Cameron and me to get married and raise this boppli together. At least, I think that would be the right thing.

      But would it? I don’t love him and I’m quite sure he doesn’t love me. At least, not in the way two people should love each other when they marry. Like my bruder Henry and his schatzi Ellie Petersheim—correction, Ellie Yoder now.

      Should I really leave the Amish to marry an Englischer?

      Despite the last few years I’ve sporadically spent with my Englisch friends, straddling the fence between my world and theirs, I never really intended to become Englisch for gut. Jah, it’s been fun getting a taste of a different world. But being Amish is all I truly know.

      Could I give up this life I know so well?

      I squeeze my eyes tight, and a tear slips out.

      God, I could use some guidance right now.

      Regardless of whether Cameron and I should marry, one thing is certain. Jude is right. I need to tell him.

      I release a sigh and head downstairs.

      The house is empty again, not an unusual occurrence of late.

      For the last few months, my brother Henry has been spending every waking moment with his fiancée, Ellie, who is now his wife. Their wedding was only yesterday, and the lovebirds are on cloud nine. Ellie moved into our home just this morning, but now she and Henry are nowhere to be found. I’m certain they’re off on one of their long buggy rides. Where they go and what they do is a mystery to me, and I have a sneaking suspicion it should stay that way.

      Maybe it would be good for me to marry Cameron and move out. Give Henry and Ellie the chance to enjoy their new life together without an alt maedel schweschder hanging around. A pregnant old maid sister.

      Ach! What is my life?

      The only other alternative I can consider is moving to Ohio with Mamm. Now that Henry’s married, Mamm moved back to her childhood home to take care of her elderly parents for the foreseeable future. Mamm doesn’t need a pregnant daughter, and soon a grossboppli, to burden her as well.

      Jah, marrying Cameron will be best for everyone.

      I trudge out to the barn and find the mounted phone and dial the numbers I know by heart.

      “Cameron?”

      He answers with his usual enthusiasm. “Hey, Ivy-girl! What’s up?”

      “Can you come pick me up tonight? We need to talk.”

      Thirty minutes later, Cameron is grinning as we drive toward his apartment. “Missed me, huh?”

      “Uh, jah.” Somehow, I thought sharing the news with him would be easy. Simple. But the more I think about this, the more I realize this will drastically alter his lifestyle. He’s so carefree. What would a baby mean to him?

      “So, what did you want to talk about?” He winks at me.

      I hesitate.

      “Oh, hey, before I forget. Remember that hiking trip in Europe I’ve been going on and on about?” Cameron’s eyes light up like they always do when he talks about his adventures. “Well, I talked to my contact, and he said it’s a go. So, I’ll be out of the country for about a month. I leave in a couple of weeks. I’ve already cleared it with my boss. Oh, and get this. He says he’ll help me when I’m ready to open my own sporting goods store. Isn’t that awesome?”

      I nod numbly. How on earth is he going to fit me and a baby into his impossibly busy schedule? He has so many plans and dreams that don’t include me or a baby. Maybe I shouldn’t tell him yet.

      “Sorry, I know I’ve been talking nonstop, but I’m so floored right now.” He shakes his head. “Your turn. You had something to say?”

      Ach, I need to get this conversation over with before I lose my nerve. “I’m having a baby!” I blurt out the words without restraint. “Your baby.”

      Cameron glances my way, his eyes wide, his mouth open.

      “What?” He chuckles but there’s a tinge of nervousness present. “You’re pulling my leg, right?”

      “No. I’m…we’re going to have a baby. In about six months.”

      “Whoa.” Cameron veers the car onto a country road, brakes to a stop, then shuts off the engine. He stares at me, then blinks like he’s attempting to register the words. “Six months? You’re—you’re serious? You’re for real right now?”

      I nod, attempting to determine his thoughts as he lets this new information process.

      He blows out a long breath, then opens the car door.

      I touch his forearm but instead of looking my way, he stares off into space.

      “I just need a few minutes. To process.” With that, he steps out of the vehicle.

      I watch as he paces in front of the car, seemingly having a conversation with himself. His hands plow through his hair and he shakes his head. Ten minutes later, he opens the door and slides in.

      He takes my hand, and his eyes meet mine. “I’m sorry, Ivy-girl. I’m just a little shocked right now.”

      “I understand.”

      “It’s just that I didn’t have plans for any of this.” His hand sinks into his hair again. He releases a nervous laugh. “Wow. Me, a dad? It’s a little unreal, you know? I mean, I like kids. I just never imagined having one of my own. Not yet, anyhow.”

      Relief fills me and I blow out a breath. Honestly, I didn’t know what to expect from Cameron. I’ve always known him to be what he calls a “chill” guy, but I’m grateful he isn’t upset. Like everything else, he seems to take this news in stride.

      “This will change my plans. Unless…?” There’s a question in his tone.

      “I’m fine if you still want to go on your hiking trip. We have six months until the baby comes.”

      He nods several times. “Okay, six months. One last big trip. I better make it count.”

      “When will we get married?” The words tumble out of my mouth, and I can’t believe my boldness.

      “Married? Oh…um…” He frowns and his fingers tap a cadence on the steering wheel. I wish I knew what he was thinking.

      “It’s just that my brother Henry and my mom will take this a lot better if I’m married. He’s going to be so upset. He’ll probably blame himself for not watching over me the way Dad would have if he were still alive. Especially since Mom’s been gone taking care of her folks.” Not that Cameron knows Henry other than what I’ve told him, which isn’t much. I hadn’t planned on introducing the two of them, but now it seems inevitable.

      “Okay. Uh, how about after my trip?”

      I look down at my midsection. When does pregnancy start showing on a woman? If I wear my Amish cape dress, I should be able to hide my condition for a while. Many times, I don’t know someone in the community is in the familye way until right before the boppli comes. “I think that would be alright.”

      He gives the steering wheel a light tap with his fist, then he grins. “Well, Ivy-girl. It looks like we’re doing life together, then. Our greatest adventure yet, eh?”

      Not exactly a declaration of love. But if I’m honest with myself, I’ve only ever seen Cameron as a fun and wild friend. But friendship could grow into more, right?

      “I guess we’ll do the whole ring thing and engagement after I get back, if you’re okay with that. I don’t have a whole lot of cash, so it won’t be anything fancy.”

      I nod. I hadn’t thought about a ring. But I suppose that is how the Englischers do things. Any ring would feel fancy to me.

      “So, um, I guess you’ll move into my place after we’re married?” He shakes his head. “Married. This is…it’s crazy, really.”

      “I won’t mention anything to my brother until after that.”

      “Tell him now or later. Whatever you want, Ivy-girl.” Cameron shrugs. “I guess I won’t mention anything to anyone yet, either. It’ll be our secret.” He winks.

      Either way, when Henry does find out, he’s going to flip. Especially when he realizes I won’t be Amish anymore.

      Gott, I’m going to need Your help.
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      JUDE

      “Driving a little fast there, don’t you think?” Sage’s voice shakes me out of my daydreams, and I glance up at the rear-view mirror to see her in the back seat. I catch the look she shares with Eli, who is riding shotgun.

      I glance down at the speedometer, then grimace. Seventy-seven in a fifty-five zone. I quickly decelerate.

      “Something on your mind?” Elijah asks.

      Now that is a loaded question. What isn’t on my mind?

      Not only did the time I spent with Mom stink, but I’m disappointed that Ivy hadn’t been home so I could ask her how things went with her boyfriend and say goodbye to her. Did she spend the night with her boyfriend? Something about that thought makes my blood run hotter than it already is.

      Why this sudden protectiveness of my neighbor? It’s not like Ivy and I have ever been an item. No, this has to be just a big brother instinct. Although, I’ve never thought of her in a sisterly way and I’ll admit I’ve always thought she was pretty.

      It’s none of my business what Ivy does with her time. I just hope this jerk will do right by her. Okay, so maybe the guy isn’t a jerk, but if he⁠—

      Ugh, what is wrong with me? It’s not like me to think the worst of people. Seeing my dad must be affecting me more than I thought.

      I shake my head then realize Eli’s still waiting for an answer.

      “I’m just…” My voice trails off. How much of my home life do I want to share with my roommate? Elijah already knows a little about my father, just from the few times it’s come up in conversation. But now hardly seems like the right time to bare my soul. Especially in the presence of Coach’s daughter.

      I drum my fingers on the steering wheel and shoot my friend a sideways glance. “When I arrived at my mom’s yesterday, he was there.”

      “Ach, I see.” Eli nods in understanding. “Your vatter.”

      “He’s not a father.” I spit out the bitter word. “Biologically, maybe, but that’s about where it ends.”

      “Is everything okay with your mom?” I appreciate the concern in Elijah’s voice. I’ve always had good experiences with my Amish friends and neighbors. I know they wouldn’t hesitate to jump in and help out if the need arose. Henry and Elijah’s support is as reliable as the sunrise.

      I consider his question. It better be okay with my mother. The truth is, I hate leaving Mom knowing he might be lurking about. Mom hadn’t wanted to, but I’d insisted on filing a report with the police. They suggested it would be helpful in securing a restraining order through the court system. But honestly, even if we do secure a restraining order, how beneficial would it be if my father was at the front door? A piece of paper could only do so much.

      So, instead of the relaxing visit I had been looking forward to with Mom, the air had been thick with tension from the moment I realized he had finagled his way back into Mom’s house. I’ve been on edge ever since. My father has always had that effect on me and I hate it. Even though he’d been blessedly absent the remainder of my stay, my nerves couldn’t seem to calm.

      What I really need is a good, hard workout and ice time. That was always my saving grace growing up. My escape from reality. My safe haven.

      But what frustrates me most about the situation is that Mom didn’t contact me the moment he showed up. Mom said she didn’t want to bother me. Bother me? I don’t care how busy I am. Even if I was in Indy at a game, or out of the country, I would have sent Henry over to check on her.

      Eli’s phone blares out an inappropriate tune at the same time my phone vibrates in my pocket, and he shakes his head. Sage’s eyes widen.

      “What was that?” I laugh, and it feels good to release some of the tension that’s been building up inside of me.

      “The guys thought it would be funny to put that on my phone. It happens every time they text.” Elijah groans. “I usually have my volume down so it doesn’t play.”

      Poor Eli. Our teammates have been getting a kick out of exploiting his technological ignorance. It’s all in fun, of course, but I do feel the tiniest bit sorry for my ex-Amish friend. It looks like either Sage or I will have to sit him down with his phone to teach him how to properly use it.

      “Well, why didn’t you ask me to change it for you, silly?” Sage giggles. “Here. Give it to me.”

      She taps on the screen for a few seconds, then hands his phone back. “There. Now you don’t have to worry about that playing while you’re in the grocery store. Those guys are going to hear it from me.”

      And I don’t doubt that they will.

      “Denki. I didn’t know I could change it.” Eli stares down at his phone. “Valentine texted.”

      “What did he say?” I ask, knowing I might regret it. I never know what some of these guys will come up with next.

      “He asked if you’re bringing your Amish filly back to Indy with you.” Eli chuckles.

      I grunt.

      “There is no Amish filly,” I mumble.

      My gaze travels to the rear-view mirror again, and Sage shoots a knowing glance my way. I shake my head.

      I can’t share the truth with her because it isn’t my story to tell. But it was really inconvenient that she happened to overhear the very private conversation between Ivy and me. Ivy was in tears explaining her predicament, and I offered her my shoulder to cry on. My only intention had been to let Ivy know she isn’t alone. But someone who hadn’t been privy to the entire conversation could easily misconstrue it as Ivy confessing that she is expecting my baby. Now, wouldn’t that be wild?

      But by the way Sage is staring at me right now, I know that’s exactly what she’s thinking. Oh, boy.

      I just hope I can trust her, because the alternative would be a nightmare.

      I make a mental note to give Ivy a call later. Because if things didn’t go well with her boyfriend, she’ll need a friend, someone to help her figure out this dilemma. Even if I can only support her over the phone, it’s something. The last thing I want is for her to think that she has to go through this alone. And now that Henry and Ellie are married and with her mother away, she might feel that way now more than ever.

      I’ll have to tread carefully, though. If Henry’s home, I can’t let him think that I’m calling for his sister. But I’m pretty sure I heard something about a honeymoon trip, so maybe I can catch her alone.

      “Hey, Eli. Are Henry and Ellie going on a honeymoon?”

      “Jah, in a week, I think. He had to finish up a construction job, then they’re going to the Smoky Mountains and to see the ocean, I think.”

      I nod. So, I’d heard right. I’ll just have to wait and call next week. I only hope Ivy will be okay until then.

      God, please be with Ivy. And my mom.
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      IVY

      “If I’m in your way, just tell me.” My sister-in-law, Ellie, has her arms elbow-deep in a large bowl mixing dough.

      “Are you making bread?” I yawn. It’s nearly eight in the morning, but I just got up for the day and I still feel exhausted. I’m not used to sleeping in like this, but it looks like this boppli is changing my schedule again. I have to restrain myself from touching my belly like I do when I’m alone in my room.

      “Jah, I’m so accustomed to baking enough for my family, I have to remind myself that it’s just you, me, and Henry here.” She looks down at the bowl and grimaces. “I might have made too much.”

      “It’ll keep in the icebox.” I shrug. “Besides, Henry loves to eat.”

      “Jah.” She giggles, and I’m reminded of our age difference. “I’m well aware of Henry’s appetite.”

      No, doubt Ellie’s remembering the time my bruder stole her lunch in school. It’s gut to see she’s been able to move past that, and she and Henry are happily married.

      Which wonders me…will I be happily married?

      Married, yes. But as far as happy goes…

      Well, it’s hard to imagine the rest of my life with Cameron. It’s not at all what I thought my future would look like. I expected to marry a nice Amish man someday and settle down, probably on a farm, have lots of babies, and live happily ever after. Will Cameron even be interested in visiting my Amish family? For sure and certain, it’s something we’ll have to discuss.

      I need to refocus my thoughts, so I turn to my new sister-in-law. “Are you excited about going to the Smoky Mountains and the beach? It sounds like you’ll have a blast.”

      Ellie nods. “We plan to go visit Henry’s grosseldern in Ohio first. He says it could be the last chance he gets.”

      I frown. “He might be right. Mamm said our grossdawdi isn’t doing so well. And neither is Mammi. It’s sad to think we won’t have them with us much longer. I’m just glad Mamm can be there to care for them.”

      “I’m sure it’s exhausting, but it’s probably good that she can spent extra time with them.” Ellie’s expression suddenly beams. “And about our trip, Henry says the cabin we’re renting has a TV, a pool table, and a hot tub. I’ll need to go shopping for a swimsuit, but I don’t know if they have them in the stores yet.”

      At the mention of a hot tub, Cameron and the fun times we had together pop into my mind. I’m just glad he agreed to marry me and didn’t drop me like a hot potato. His adventurous lifestyle isn’t exactly ideal for a boppli. It wonders me if he even realizes how much his habits will have to change.

      “Ivy?” Henry’s voice yanks me out of my internal monologue.

      “Ach, uh, jah?” I blink, clearing my head. Stay in the present, Ivy. I chide myself.

      Henry frowns. “You’re not thinking on Jude, are you?”

      “Jude?”

      “Our next-door neighbor, the fancy hockey player.”

      I want to roll my eyes. Like he needs to remind me who Jude is. I probably know him better than Henry does. Maybe.

      I shrug, leaving him guessing. My brother has always alluded to me and Jude having a thing for each other, and I’ve never set him straight on the matter. Let him imagine what he wants.

      Oh, don’t get me wrong, Jude is fantastic in just about every way. Any woman would be flattered to have his attention. But we’ve only ever been good friends. Not that I wouldn’t have gone out with him if he’d asked. Not only is the guy super “hot”, as my Englischer friends would say, but he’s the kindest person I’ve ever met. Jude doesn’t know it, but he’ll make a gut husband and father someday.
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