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    Some people say if you look at a map of Goshen, Indiana, you’d see almost all Amish Country roads lead into the town.


    But as Elizabeth stood waiting for her bus all she could think about was the road leading out of the town.


    The big bus lumbered into the station. Under her watchful eye, the driver put her suitcase in the storage area. She didn’t have much and wanted to make sure it made it to her next home.


    She winced at the word. Home. She was leaving everything and everybody she knew to go to a place she’d never visited in her life. It was exciting. It was terrifying.


    “You getting on?” the driver asked, studying her curiously as he waited for other passengers.


    Elizabeth nodded and taking a deep breath, she climbed up the steps into the bus. She walked toward the back of the half-empty bus and found a seat. She hoped she’d get a chance to sit by herself and not make conversation with a stranger. Especially an Englisch stranger. So many of them were curious about the Amish. She didn’t want to talk about why she was walking—riding?—away from a community many of them thought was idyllic.


    Oh, they liked the idea of a simpler life, but in the next breath they would shake their heads and say they couldn’t imagine living without electricity or television.


    She settled into her seat and tucked her small shoulder purse to her left between the seat and the window of the bus. Most of her money was pinned in a little pouch inside her dress but there were so many important things in her purse: a little address book, the resumé the job coordinator at the women’s center had helped her with—everything she’d need for this new town where she’d be making her home.


    Feeling a little self-conscious, she smoothed the skirt of her dark blue dress over her knees. Paula had said they could go clothes shopping at some thrift stores when she got there. Elizabeth had saved some money from her part-time job in Goshen, but things would be tight until she found a job. Paula hadn’t wanted to take any money from her for her share of the rent until she got a job but she really didn’t have any choice. Things were tight for her as well since she was attending college.


    Paula had sent her photos of the apartment she’d be sharing. Elizabeth drew them from her purse now and looked at them. So much space just for two people. Imagine. And imagine having a bedroom of her own. She hadn’t had one for . . . eight brothers and sisters. As the oldest of nine kinner in the family, she hadn’t had a room of her own or any peace and quiet in years and years.


    A baby cried at the back of the bus. It was a familiar sound to Elizabeth. Too familiar. She loved babies, but she became exhausted taking care of someone else’s. She’d read once the average Amish family had seven children, but she guessed her parents hadn’t heard it. Stop, she told herself. Children were a gift from God. But, oh, had He blessed her family.


    Exhausted, she leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes. She’d worked extra hours at the fabric shop this week to help the owner who hadn’t been happy she was leaving. Angela had said she thought she’d finally gotten someone dependable and now she was losing her. Someone else to make her feel guilty.


    Lately, she’d begun to feel like everyone depended on her and it was all too much. She’d tried to talk about it with her best friend, but Lydia was getting engaged and didn’t understand. With working during the day and spending so much time helping her mamm when she got home, Elizabeth didn’t get to go to singings or other youth activities. She knew she was hardly an old maid at twenty but she was beginning to despair of ever being able to date and get married. And who would help her mother then? Fourteen-year-old Mary, the next oldest, didn’t seem interested in helping as she should.


    Now, she would have to, thought Elizabeth. She opened her eyes as a woman in the next row of seats complained loudly about the bus being a few minutes late leaving the station. Elizabeth found herself biting her thumbnail as she pondered the selfishness of leaving home now.


    The driver climbed on board, closed the door, and started up the bus, but he didn’t immediately pull out. The woman in the next row who had been complaining turned to Elizabeth and shook her head.


    Elizabeth turned to stare out the window. Goshen was the only place she’d ever lived. She’d never left it. Never wanted to. Now she felt like the woman who complained. When were they going to leave?


    A thought suddenly struck her. Maybe it was a sign. Maybe she wasn’t supposed to leave. Maybe it wasn’t a part of God’s plan for her. Hadn’t one of the ministers at church once cautioned his listeners about fighting God, swimming upstream against His plan?


    Maybe He thought she was selfish, too. Maybe He thought she should stay here with her family.


    The bus began moving. Relief washed over Elizabeth. Dilemma solved.


    She turned away from the window. Everyone knew what had happened to Lot’s wife when she looked back . . .


    Instead, she glanced around at fellow passengers, feeling a little curious about them. Were they making big life changes like her? Going on vacation?


    She realized the woman who’d complained about the bus not leaving the station on time was watching her. Elizabeth pulled her gaze away and glanced out her window. She had always been shy. She didn’t want to talk about herself, answer questions about why she was on the bus. It might have been a good idea to change into Englisch clothes before she left home, but she didn’t have any, and she didn’t want to upset her parents more.


    “So where are you going?”


    Elizabeth blinked at the sudden intrusion into her thoughts and looked over. The woman across the aisle was regarding her curiously.


    “Paradise.”


    The woman laughed and looked incredulous. “Paradise?”


    “Paradise, Pennsylvania.”


    “Oh, right, there is a city named that there. You know people there?”


    Elizabeth nodded.


    “I was wondering if you were in your rum—rum—” the woman flapped one hand. “I can’t remember what it’s called.”


    “Rumschpringe.”


    “Yeah, that’s it. When you get to be like a girl gone wild.”


    Elizabeth wondered where the Englisch got their ideas about rumschpringe. Like the mother of a friend had once said, “You think we suddenly let our kids run wild and don’t know where they are?”


    In reality, rumschpringe was something rather tame in her community. Oh, sure, she’d heard stories occasionally about some of the boys she’d gone to school with buying beer and having wild parties. But those stories were few and far between. And most Amish youth ended up becoming baptized into the church and stayed in the community.


    “I’m just going there to visit,” she said.


    It wasn’t the total truth, because she knew she was going to stay there longer than a visit. But she wasn’t sure how long she’d be there and besides, she’d been cautioned not to talk to strangers.


    A big yawn overcame her. She clapped her hand over her mouth. “I’m so sorry. I was up late last night getting packed. If you don’t mind, I think I’ll take a nap.”


    The woman nodded and didn’t seem offended. “We can talk later.”


    Elizabeth smiled and nodded. What else was there to say? She leaned back against her seat and closed her eyes.


    And when anxiety rolled over her like the tiredness in her body, she told herself to stop thinking about where she’d come from and instead forced herself to focus on where she was going.
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    Saul nodded at the driver, handing him his ticket before climbing onto the bus. He’d made the trip from Pennsylvania to Ohio and back many times and felt a little bored as he looked for a seat. Then he saw the attractive young Amish woman sitting with her eyes closed.


    Indiana, he mused as he walked down the aisle. The man ahead of him stopped at the woman’s row and leaned down.


    “Hey, pretty lady, dreaming of me?”


    Startled, she woke and stared at him. “Excuse me?”


    “How about I sit next to you?” he asked.


    Saul could tell from the way she recoiled from the man it was the last thing she wanted.


    On impulse, he stepped closer. “Gut, you saved me a seat,” he said loudly.


    The man turned and gave him a once-over. “Oh, you two together?”


    Saul looked at Elizabeth and lifted his brows.


    “Yes,” she said, her voice soft at first and then she said it louder: “Yes.”


    Shrugging, the man moved on and found a seat a few rows back.


    “Did you decide I was the lesser of two evils?” he asked her as he sat down.


    “Yes,” she said honestly, but the shy smile she gave him took away any sting he might have felt.


    He knew from a glance at her clothing, she was from Indiana. It was easy to distinguish one Amish community from another by the style of the kapp and the dress the women wore. The Lancaster County women wore prayer head coverings made of a thin material with a heart shape to the back of them. This woman wore a starched white kapp with pleats and a kind of barrel shape. The stark look of it suited her high cheekbones and delicate features.


    He studied her while she looked out the window. Her skin seemed almost alabaster. Her figure was small and slender in the modest dark blue cape dress she wore. She’d looked away before he saw the color of her eyes; he wondered if her eyes were blue—sometimes women wore dresses the color of their eyes.


    A baby cried at the back of the bus. Its mother tried to shush it, but it kept crying, its voice rising.


    The woman turned away from the window and frowned slightly as she glanced back toward the rear of the bus. Then, when she sensed him watching her, she looked at him and he saw her eyes were indeed blue—the blue of a lake in late summer.


    “Poor mother,” she murmured. “The baby’s been crying for hours.”


    “Poor us if it continues,” he said, frowning at the thought of listening to a baby cry for hours. Surely, the kid was tiring and would sleep soon? “So, you’re from Indiana?”


    “What?”


    “You’re from Indiana?”


    She nodded.


    “I’m from Pennsylvania. Paradise, Pennsylvania.”


    She turned those big blue eyes on him and he saw interest in them. “Really? How long have you lived there?”


    “My whole life. Is it where you’re going?”


    Her eyes narrowed. “How did you know that?”


    “The way you perked up when I said the name.” He moved in his seat so he could study her better and smiled at her. “There’s no need to be suspicious. My name’s Saul Miller.”


    When she hesitated, he smiled. “Just tell me your first name.”


    “Elizabeth.”


    “Are you called Beth? Liz? Lizzie?”


    “Elizabeth.”


    “Ever been to Pennsylvania?”


    “Once. For a cousin’s wedding.”


    “Ah, I see. So, you were there in the fall.” When she just nodded, he tried not to smile. Getting her to talk was like pulling teeth.


    “Well, can’t be the reason this time. Not the season for weddings.”


    He watched her glance out the window at the passing scenery. There was a wistfulness in her expression.


    “So are you going to Pennsylvania for vacation?”


    “Vacation?”


    “You know, the thing people do to relax.”


    Her mouth quirked in a reluctant smile. She glanced around her, then whispered, “Now how many Amish do you know who go on vacation?”


    He shrugged. “There are some I know who go South for the winter for a few weeks.”


    “Daed would think you were crazy if you talked about a vacation,” she scoffed. “Why, when I—”


    “When you what?” he prompted when she didn’t go on.


    She frowned and shook her head. “Nothing.”


    Saul fell silent for a few minutes, waiting to see if she’d say anything else. It felt a little strange to be doing it all—to be carrying the conversational ball. But he’d had no trouble attracting the opposite sex. Usually, women let him know they were attracted, and then went out of their way to engage him in conversation.


    Elizabeth was being no more than polite.


    “So, Elizabeth, if you’re not on vacation, are you on your rumschpringe?”
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    Elizabeth was beginning to think maybe it wasn’t so bad back home—even if she’d seldom gotten out. But since she had now, it seemed everyone wanted to talk, talk, talk.


    Really, whether Amish or Englisch, people certainly were a nosy bunch. First, the Englisch woman had asked questions, then Saul had picked up where she left off.


    She immediately chided herself for being judgmental. People who judged others often were guilty of the same thing as the person they judged. And goodness knew, Elizabeth possessed a deep curiosity about other people. Her leaving home hadn’t just been because she was tired of her confining, unsatisfying life. She’d wanted to know what was out there—trapped as she’d felt being stuck at home as a caretaker of her brothers and sisters, she’d loved her time working at the fabric shop where she could interact with others.


    Personal decisions were just that . . . she didn’t want to discuss it with someone who was a stranger.


    The bus ate up the miles and she blessed the fact Saul had fallen silent and appeared to be watching the road. The woman across the aisle now sat, nodding, a magazine unread in her hands. Even the crying baby at the back of the bus fell silent.


    The weariness of body and mind, which caused her to drift off earlier, returned. Her eyelids felt weighted; her body seemed to melt into the comfort of the padded seat.


    “Give in,” Saul said softly. “You look exhausted.”


    She frowned at him. “How can I when you keep talking to me?” she asked and heard the tartness in her tone. When he chuckled, she glared at him. “You know, you’re acting like I’m here to entertain you.”


    “No,” he said, obviously trying not to smile. “I just find you refreshing.”


    Refreshing? Her? “Are you mocking me?”


    His smile faded. “No, Elizabeth, I wouldn’t do that. You’re just not like any of the women I know back home.”


    “I’m different from the women of Paradise? How?”


    “You’re not talking a lot. You’re not trying to impress me.”


    “So you’re used to being . . . pursued?”


    He had the grace to redden. “I wouldn’t say that.”


    Now it was her turn to try to hide a smile. There was no question he was attractive with mahogany-colored hair, strong, masculine features. And those dark brown eyes looking at her so intensely. She’d seldom gotten much interest from the young men in her community. It felt exhilarating. It felt a little scary. This was a very different experience for her, this enclosed, enforced intimacy of riding in a bus, conversing with a stranger and feeling he was expressing interest in her.


    Maybe she was dreaming. After all, she was so very tired. She’d been sleeping and then woken up to see him looking at her. It was entirely possible she was dreaming.


    So, when Saul wasn’t looking, she pinched herself and found she wasn’t dreaming.


    No, she wasn’t dreaming, but it was certain his interest was flattering. She drew herself up. Being Amish didn’t mean you didn’t know what went on in the world, you were aware of bad people, and knew bad things could happen.


    It was entirely possible this Saul wasn’t even Amish . . .


    “What?”


    She blinked. “Excuse me?”


    “Suddenly you’re looking at me like I’m the Big Bad Wolf.”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” But Elizabeth had never been able to hide what she was thinking.


    “Schur,” he drawled.


    She focused on the billboards on the side of the road. They were quite entertaining to someone who mostly traveled in a buggy on roads not big and crowded like this highway. Most of the signs advertised restaurants and shopping, but there were a few to raise her eyebrows. It took her a moment to understand what an adult store was, but once she did she averted her eyes quickly at the next one they passed.


    Her stomach growled. She reached for the lunch tote she’d carried on board, pulled out a sandwich and unwrapped it. She’d packed several sandwiches with her mother’s grudging permission—her daed had been out—but she didn’t know how long they would last and she had to be careful with her money.


    As she did, she felt, rather than saw Saul come to attention. She glanced at him, saw he was looking at her sandwich and not at her. Well, she thought, I found a way to make him stop asking questions.


    She took a bite and chewed and tried not to notice his attention then shifted to her mouth.


    Manners kicked in. “Would you like half?”


    “I wouldn’t want to take your food.”


    “I have more,” she said, handing him half the roast beef sandwich and a paper napkin.


    She watched him take a bite and his eyes closed with pleasure as he chewed. “Terrific bread,” he said. “Nothing better than Amish bread.”


    “It’s just bread,” she told him mildly. But she felt an unaccustomed bit of pride, since she’d made it.


    “Almost don’t need the meat,” he said, his strong white teeth finishing the sandwich in several big bites.


    Elizabeth ate a little faster when she noticed he was eyeing her sandwich. She popped the last bite into her mouth and wiped her fingers on her own napkin. Then she reached into the tote, pulled out a thermos and poured coffee into the plastic cap. She handed it to him, pulled a cup from her tote, and poured some coffee for herself.


    When she’d tucked the cup into the tote earlier, it hadn’t been because she’d anticipated offering some of the coffee to a stranger. She’d simply brought it because the cap didn’t hold much coffee and could get hot.


    “Coffee? You brought coffee?” He inhaled the steam rising from the cap and sighed. “Elizabeth, will you marry me?”


    She laughed and sipped. “Don’t be ridiculous.”


    “You’re right. It has to be good coffee to get a proposal.” He took a sip, closed his eyes as if in ecstasy, then opened them. “Well, let’s set a date.”


    Elizabeth pressed her lips together. “Are you always this way?”


    “Romantic?”


    “Ridiculous.”


    “You have no idea how wonderful this coffee is, do you?”


    “I do. But it’s not worth a marriage proposal.”


    “Let me be the judge.”


    She finished her coffee and before she tucked the thermos back into the tote topped off Saul’s cup.


    “I’m thinking this is a blessed day,” he told her.


    Elizabeth thought the coffee would help her wake up, but a big yawn overcame her. She covered her mouth and felt color creep up into her cheeks.


    “Sorry.”


    He just chuckled.


    “What’s so funny?”


    “You,” he said.


    “How am I funny?”


    “You’re being so polite, but you’re going to drop off any minute.”


    “I know. I was up late getting ready for the trip last night.”


    “Be my guest,” he said. “Would you like a shoulder to rest your head on?” It was then, in that moment, he fully understood the saying, If looks could kill when she glared at him.


    She turned farther away from him, placing her purse under her cheek for a pillow. It couldn’t have been very comfortable, but in a few minutes her breathing became slow and even and she slept.


    Her cool manner toward him should have served to dampen his enthusiasm for getting to know her but perversely, he found himself wanting to know her better. He knew a few people in Goshen. Pulling out his cell phone, he texted a friend of his and asked if he knew an Elizabeth.


    Lamar responded he knew only one Elizabeth. “Is it Elizabeth Bontrager?” he texted. “Mary and Jacob Bontrager’s oldest kind?”


    “Don’t know,” he texted back. He thought about snapping a photo but told himself it was a bigger invasion of privacy than watching her sleep. Besides, she was turned too much away from him . . .


    “Odd you should ask,” Lamar texted. “Heard Elizabeth left town today. Where are you?”


    “Headed home.”


    “How’s Lavina?”


    “Fine. Why?”


    “Wondered if it was over since you’re asking about another woman.”


    “Curiosity,” Saul texted. “And confidential.”


    “Got it,” Lamar wrote back.


    “Talk to you soon.” He put his phone back in his jacket.


    Elizabeth stirred in her sleep and turned toward him. He studied her while she slept and chided himself for the invasion of privacy. But he was a man, after all, and she was an attractive woman.


    She moved closer, murmuring something unintelligible, then she sighed and put her cheek on his shoulder. Saul bit back a smile and tried not to move and wake her.


    But the baby cried again and she whispered, “Give him to me” and her eyes opened. Struggling to focus, she stared at Saul, then she pulled back and sat up. “What did you do? I didn’t put my head on your shoulder!”

  


  
    2


    Elizabeth had never felt so mortified.


    She reached for her kapp, straightening it, and drew back into her own seat until she was shoved into the metal of the interior bus wall.


    “I didn’t touch you,” Saul was saying. “You just turned and put your cheek on my shoulder while you slept.”


    “Why didn’t you wake me up?”


    “I don’t know what you’re so upset about,” he said. “It was no problem.”


    “No problem,” she muttered. He’d probably enjoyed having a strange woman putting her head on his shoulder. A good-looking man like him probably had women finding a way to get close to him all the time.


    She glanced around furtively, but none of the bus passengers was watching them. They were too busy napping, reading, or staring out their window. Elizabeth sent up silent thanks the nosy woman from earlier in the trip had gotten off the bus. She wouldn’t have wanted to deal with comments from her about Saul . . .


    “Honestly, no harm done,” he said, spreading his hands.


    She glanced out the window, but it was dark and she couldn’t see anything. “How long did I sleep?”


    “Only about an hour.”


    Gathering her sweater closer, she tried to relax.


    “Cold?”


    “I’m fine. It won’t be much longer.”


    “Someone meeting you?”


    She nodded. “My new roommate.”


    “So you’re going to stay for a while?”


    “Yes,” she said reluctantly. “What do you do?” she asked politely, more to deflect him from asking about her.


    “You mean besides ride buses and get women to rest their heads on my shoulder?” he asked, a glint of mischief in his eyes.


    She frowned at him. “Yes.”


    “I work in a store. We sell Amish crafts.”


    It was so tempting to ask him about a job at the store where he worked. After all, she needed one and it wasn’t such a stretch in imagination to go from selling fabric to selling things like crafts. Yes, it was so, so tempting. But how would it be to work in a place with someone who acted attracted to her?


    Attracted. It was a stretch. He’d just been friendly to her, saving her from the man she didn’t want sitting beside her. Maybe Saul had flirted a little. Guys did it. He might not even realize how he came off. And she was pathetic, so lonely for contact with someone her own age, because she never got out but for work.


    But still, she felt some attraction and wondered if he did, too.


    Well, didn’t matter. They’d be in Paradise very soon. They would probably never see each other again. And maybe it was best. She needed to settle into her new home, find a job, and learn to take care of herself—when all she’d ever done was take care of others.


    A list. She needed to make a list of everything she had to do. She’d been in such a rush to leave she hadn’t done much planning. And if she was honest with herself, she knew it was also because she was scared—scared of finding there was so much to do to have a break, she’d frighten herself into staying. She pulled a pad of paper and a pencil from her purse.


    “Folks, we’ll be making an unscheduled stop for a few minutes,” the bus driver came on the intercom to say. “You can get off and stretch your legs, get some coffee if you like.”


    He pulled into the parking lot of a fast-food restaurant.


    “You’re not getting off?” Saul asked her.


    She shook her head.


    “Want anything?”


    “I’m fine.”


    She watched him disembark and thought about eating the last sandwich she’d packed but decided to save it since she wasn’t real hungry yet. She wasn’t sure of exactly when they’d arrive in Paradise and she might need to stretch her food. Then she happened to glance out the window and found herself watching several birds pecking at some crumbs from the restaurant.


    His eye is on the sparrow.


    She blinked. Where had the thought come from? They weren’t even sparrows.


    But it was an intriguing thought. She wasn’t sure where it had come from—she hadn’t been consciously thinking about it.


    Look at the birds of the air, for they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns; yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they?


    The book of Matthew. She’d always found comfort in it. Sparrows didn’t worry about their next meal. God provided for them. Why wouldn’t He provide for her? It didn’t mean she could just lie around and not work, but she didn’t intend to do that. God would help His child to find a job to feed herself, wouldn’t He? Everything she’d had growing up hadn’t really come from her parents, but from her heavenly Father.


    Feeling a little relieved, she found herself doodling on the paper. She was so busy sketching when she felt movement beside her she was startled to see Saul was sitting down, and in fact, the bus had filled again.


    “I know you said you didn’t want anything, but I thought you might when you saw what I got,” he told her as he held out a paper sack.


    She tucked the pencil behind her ear and laid the pad of paper on her lap. “You didn’t have to do that.”


    “You gave me part of your sandwich,” he said, shaking the bag.


    Elizabeth opened the bag and found a Big Mac and French fries. “Oh, a favorite of mine,” she breathed.


    “Good. Diet Coke okay?” he asked, holding out a drink carrier. “I don’t think you need to save the calories, but every woman I know drinks diet instead of regular.”


    She had to admit he was right.


    He set the drink carrier on the floor between his feet and pulled his own Big Mac from his bag.


    She felt him lean over and look at the pad of paper before she could juggle things in her hands to cover it.


    “Nice,” he said. “How long have you been sketching?”


    She shrugged. “Couple of years. Not much time for it.”


    “You’re good.”


    Elizabeth blinked. Very few people had seen her sketching, but she’d never had anyone actually compliment it. Her teacher had done so years ago, but it didn’t count. Besides, Lydia had told her she had to stop sketching in class and concentrate on her lessons.


    She knew she had a problem with staying focused and it hadn’t gone away when she got older. Hadn’t she just taken out her pad of paper to make a list and then started sketching birds? But as she munched happily on her hamburger and fries, she refused to chide herself for her inattention.


    Hadn’t she just been given a sign all would be all right? His eye was on the sparrow . . . He was already showing He was taking care of her by bringing her a meal she hadn’t had to pay for. She smiled. He’d brought her a Big Mac just like He’d brought the sparrows—er, pigeons—their crumbs.
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    Saul ate his Big Mac and was glad he’d bought one for Elizabeth when he saw how happy she was to get it. He got the impression she didn’t go to McDonald’s often.


    The unexpected stop there had been welcome. Usually Lavina packed him food for his trip home on the bus, but he’d decided to leave a day early and she’d acted a little upset with him over it. Which was strange because things hadn’t gone well with this last visit. He was beginning to think absence hadn’t made the heart grow fonder—the physical distance between them since her parents had moved the family to Indiana had caused an emotional gulf as well.


    There had been a way to fix it. He could have asked her to marry him. They’d been headed down that road for a long time now. But something had held him back.


    She hadn’t said anything even though the visit before this one she’d hinted so broadly he began to wonder if she’d ask him to marry her, reversing the usual role. But then she didn’t.


    He’d brought the subject up with his father just before he left this time. “How do you know if the woman is the one God set aside for your wife?”


    His father had stopped stocking a shelf and turned to study him, stroking his beard thoughtfully, as his eyes seemed to gaze inward.


    “It’s just a feeling you get,” he’d said finally. “You just know. And if you’re not certain, well, she’s probably not the right one.”


    His father had thumped him on the shoulder in an awkward gesture of support and urged him to make another trip north. He’d insisted he could get along without Saul.


    “No one’s indispensable,” he’d said gruffly.


    Saul felt a mixture of gratitude and consternation. “You’ll miss me when I’m gone,” he’d called after his father’s back as the older man headed for the stockroom.


    But he grinned as he turned back to the order form he’d been working on. Thank goodness his father wasn’t insisting his duty lay here helping run the store. Each time Saul had left, there had been no pressure about only staying a few days.


    It was likely his father would be surprised to see him when he walked into the store tomorrow.


    He’d cut his visit short, making an excuse to Lavina, and returning to Paradise a day ahead of the date he’d told his parents.


    Elizabeth made a noise with her straw, draining the last of the Diet Coke. She wriggled her nose and grinned when she realized what she’d done. “Sorry! It was so good. I don’t drink them often.”


    “Glad you enjoyed it.” He watched her put the empty hamburger wrapper back in the bag. “Maybe we could go get lunch there sometime after you get settled?”


    She paused and stared at him. “I—guess.”


    “You don’t have to feel like it’s a date,” he rushed to say as silence stretched between them. “Just friends.”


    Elizabeth nodded.


    “How long do you think you’ll be here?”


    “I don’t know.” She looked away from him, folding down the top of the bag.


    He frowned, hearing a curious mix of sadness and indecision in her voice. What was it about? he wondered. Was this really a visit or had she left her home in Indiana for some reason?


    “How much longer will it be before we get to Paradise?” she asked him.


    Saul glanced out the window and calculated. “About a half hour,” he told her.


    Elizabeth sat up straighter and her eyes sparkled. “I can’t wait.”


    There it was again, he thought. The mix of emotions. She looked excited, sounded excited. But her hands shook as she put her pad of paper back in her purse.


    


    As much as Saul was ready to get off the bus, inhale some good fresh air, and climb into his own bed, he wanted more time to figure this woman out. She was a mystery he wanted to solve.


    “Where will you be staying?” he asked, trying to sound cool and polite since she’d been wary of him asking personal questions earlier. “I need to know where to call for you. When we go for that Big Mac.”


    “Maybe you could give me your number,” she said.


    He nodded. “Good idea.” He pulled a business card from his jacket. “May I?” he asked, gesturing to the pencil behind her ear.


    She looked surprised it was still there and handed it to him. He wrote his cell phone number on the back of the card with the store address and phone number on it. He gave it to her, she looked at it for a moment, and tucked it safely into her purse.


    “So tomorrow you have to work?”


    Startled she had initiated conversation, he nodded.


    “A job’s a good thing.”


    “True.” He inclined his head and studied her. There was a wistful note in her voice. “What did you say you did in Goshen?”


    She smiled. “I didn’t.” After a moment, she said, “I worked in a fabric store.”


    Too bad she was just visiting, Saul thought. They could use someone like her since Miriam was taking maternity leave soon. Then he realized what she’d just said.


    “Worked? Does that mean you left your job?”


    She touched her mouth with her fingers and looked chagrined. Then she nodded. “I needed a break.”


    “I guess so,” he said gravely. “I mean, you must have been there forever.”


    “You’re laughing at me.” But she said it tentatively, as if she was unsure if he was teasing.


    “No. You just make it sound like you’ve been doing it for so long you had to retire or something.”


    “I just need a break. Vacation. Whatever you call it.” She frowned. “Rumschpringe.” She paused and glanced around. “I hate to use the word. Englischers seem to think we turn into wild things and run around getting drunk.”


    He winced. “Well, some guys I was friends with did, but I know what you mean.”


    The bus slowed and moved into the lane to the exit ramp. Passengers who were getting off at the next stop began shifting in their seats, looking out the windows.


    Saul watched Elizabeth pull on her jacket and loop the strap of her purse over her shoulder. He’d seen her tucking her purse on one side of her between her body and the bus wall, guarding it carefully. She lifted her tote bag and put it on her lap.


    “Thanks again for the sandwich and the coffee.”


    “Thank you for the Big Mac.”


    They were turning into strangers again now the enforced intimacy of the bus ride was nearly over.


    “Don’t forget we’re meeting for another once you get settled.”


    She nodded but her attention was riveted on the front of the bus as it came to a stop.


    Saul remembered his mother once complaining his father, anxious to be on his way for a hunting trip, had already left them before he walked out the door. Now he knew what she meant; he felt the same way about Elizabeth. She was already mentally out the bus door, so eager to be at her destination.


    He stood and gestured for her to precede him, and they joined passengers in the line to disembark from the bus.


    “Who’s meeting you?” he asked her when they were standing by the side of the bus where the driver was getting their luggage.


    “My new roommate.” She scanned the crowd of those waiting for bus passengers. “Oh, there she is!”


    “I’ll see you soon, Elizabeth No Last Name.”


    She smiled at him. “Yes, Saul Miller. Have a good night.”


    He watched her wend her way to a woman her age waiting for her and then turned to look for the driver who waited for him.


    “Good trip?” Phil asked, as he loaded Saul’s suitcase into the van.


    “It was okay,” Saul said. “What’s been happening here?” he asked, knowing the man would fill the drive with chatter about the latest goings-on and he wouldn’t have to contribute anything.


    He didn’t feel much like talking now that Elizabeth wasn’t near. He wondered if he’d see her again or if she’d forget about him once she was settled.


    And he wondered why he was thinking about her instead of Lavina . . .
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    Elizabeth held onto the armrest on the passenger side of the car and prayed as she caught a glimpse of the speedometer while Paula chattered a mile a minute.


    “Did you have a good trip? I got a little worried when the bus ran a half an hour late.”


    “I’m sorry if you had to wait—”


    “Didn’t! I checked before I drove to the bus station.”


    “Oh. That’s good.”


    Elizabeth studied Paula. They were so different in looks and personality: Paula’s chin-length blond hair curled madly all over her head, she wore bright lipstick and jeans with holes at the knee and a big blue men’s chambray shirt. They’d met when Paula’s family had visited Goshen earlier in the year. They’d written dozens of letters since then—Paula had once called them pen pals. Elizabeth had grown to feel safe enough to feel she could talk about her frustrations and dreams, and when she had, Paula had invited her to visit.


    She’d accepted the offer immediately, hoping Paula was sincere. Paula had written back and invited her to come as soon as she wanted. Elizabeth was on a bus to Paradise a month later.


    “You’re sure it’s not a problem to stay with you for a while?”


    “I told you it isn’t! My parents wanted me to get a roommate.”


    “I don’t know how long I need to stay.”


    Paula reached over and patted her hand. “Don’t worry about it. When you decide, I’ll just advertise at the college for a roommate.”


    They couldn’t have been more different: Elizabeth was Amish, Paula was Englisch. Elizabeth had dark hair. Paula’s hair was a streaky blond mass that made Elizabeth think the sun had run its rays through it. Paula had laughed and said the streaks came from a bottle.


    It was another way they were so different. Elizabeth was shy and quiet. Paula fairly bubbled with exuberance.


    “You’re being quiet.”


    Elizabeth smiled. “That’s me. Quiet.”


    “The deep ones are always quiet.”


    A laugh escaped before Elizabeth could stop it. “I’m not deep. You’re the one who’s going to college.”


    “Yeah, well, I’m not doing so well,” Paula said.


    It suddenly got very quiet in the car.


    “Why?”


    Paula shrugged. “I’m having trouble with my English class. Math, no problem. But if I have to do any writing like I have to do in English and history, I’m in trouble. College is harder than high school. A lot harder than I thought it would be.”


    Elizabeth bit her lip. “English was my best subject in school. I’d love to help you, but we only go to school to the eighth grade and then we go to work.”


    “I appreciate the offer.” Paula sighed. “I just have to buckle down and work harder. Maybe go to the tutoring center at school.”


    Back home, Elizabeth had often helped the teacher with the younger students. Later, she helped her brothers and sisters with their homework while their mother cooked supper. But it wasn’t going to help Paula.


    “It doesn’t sound easy but you’ll be glad you did it. There aren’t many jobs for people without a college education. Not in your world and not even in mine.” She smoothed her skirt. “Several people in the shop I worked in had college educations. I’d never be promoted to senior clerk or manager there no matter how long I stayed.”


    “But I thought most Amish women worked at home.”


    “After they’re married.”


    “You’re too young to get married,” Paula said firmly. “Women shouldn’t get married until they’re at least in their middle twenties. You’re only twenty, right?”


    “Yes.”


    Paula pulled into the drive of an apartment building. “We’re here. Welcome home!”


    They got out of the car and Paula got Elizabeth’s suitcase out of the trunk. “I’ve got it,” she told Elizabeth. “You look tired.”


    “I shouldn’t be. All I did was sit on the bus.”


    “Traveling is tiring.”


    Elizabeth doubted Paula had ever traveled on a bus. When she and her family had visited Goshen, they’d come in an expensive looking SUV.


    “Hungry?”


    “I have a sandwich left,” Elizabeth said, holding up her tote.


    “I’m not sure it’s safe to eat anything you’ve been carrying around your whole trip.”


    “It’s insulated.”


    Paula reached for the bag. “C’mon, I’ll make us some soup and sandwiches.”


    “I don’t want you to go to any trouble.”


    “No trouble. My mom brought some stuff over as a welcome present. Does a turkey sandwich and homemade vegetable soup sound okay?”


    “Sounds great.”


    Paula warmed the soup in the microwave while she made them sandwiches. They sat at the kitchen island and ate while she peppered Elizabeth with questions.


    “Who was the cute Amish guy who got off with you? Do you know him?”


    Elizabeth nearly choked on her soup. She’d seen Saul?


    “He was just someone who was on the bus.”


    “Oh, so you didn’t know him? Seemed like you two knew each other when you were talking.”


    “We talked on the ride. He’s from here.”


    “Are you going to see him again?”


    Elizabeth felt her cheeks warming. “We might. It’s not a date or anything.”


    “Sounds promising, though,” Paula said. She spooned up some soup.


    “What about you?” Elizabeth asked shyly. “Are you dating?”


    “I’ve been going with Jason since we graduated from high school. But he wanted to serve in the military. He got shipped to Afghanistan and I have no idea if he’s signing up for another stint, when he’s coming home . . .”


    She sighed. “Everyone tells me I should look for another guy. But he’s the guy I love. We’ve been staying in touch by e-mail but it hasn’t been easy with Internet connections where he is. Besides, I don’t think anyone realizes there aren’t many guys like Jason. This guy in my Algebra class asked me out for coffee and I thought, hey, it’s just coffee. Turned out he just wanted me to let him cheat on the next test.”


    “Oh, my! How wrong!” Aghast, Elizabeth stared at her.


    Then, just as suddenly, it occurred to her she shouldn’t have said anything. What if Paula felt it was okay to let the man cheat from her test? What if she felt judged? What if she kicked her out? Would she tell her to get back on a bus and go back to Goshen? She couldn’t do that, she—


    “Well, of course, I told him to stuff it!” Paula said, sounding disgusted. “How dare he even ask such a thing. What kind of a person does he think I am, anyway?”


    Relieved, Elizabeth spooned up more soup. Why had she been worried? she chided herself. Paula had seemed to her to be a good person and she was seldom wrong about this sort of thing. Jumping to conclusions Paula would order her out . . . well, she was just plain silly. She was letting her fears get to her.


    It was a big step to leave her home, her life back in Goshen. She’d been so scared. But she’d packed her suitcase, walked on shaking legs out of the only home she’d ever known, and climbed aboard the bus to bring her here to a new life—for however long she stayed.


    She could do this with some faith and confidence or she could do it in fear. Warmed by the welcome she’d received from Paula, the soup she’d reheated, and now eager for the comfort of some rest in bed after trying to catch some sleep on the moving bus, Elizabeth stood. She gathered up her empty dishes and those in front of Paula.


    “This was so good,” she said. “I’ll wash up.”


    Paula got up and walked over to the kitchen counter. “Let me introduce you to my dishwasher,” she said, grinning. “I think you’re going to like it as much as I do.”
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