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Dear Reader,


On December 22, 2020, I received an unexpected gift for Christmas—I tested positive for COVID-19. To be honest, I was pretty shocked! I didn’t feel terrible. I only had a little cough and a slight headache. I probably wouldn’t have even thought about getting tested if our daughter wasn’t pregnant. In any case, twelve hours after getting tested, I received a text with the news. Of course, that meant my husband, Tom, had to get a test, too… and we had to tell our kids we might have transmitted the virus to them.


Over the next two days, Tom awaited his results (he also tested positive), the kids got tested (they were negative), and I learned how to get groceries delivered to the house. Then reality set in. We were going to be quarantined for Christmas. I’m usually a pretty positive person, and I kept reminding myself that our children were okay, that neither Tom nor I were in the hospital, and that we had exchanged gifts with the kids a week before. I had even turned in my last manuscript that was due for the year (this very book!) a month previously. There were many things to be thankful for!


But I must admit that it was a hard holiday to get through. I was tired, I missed going to church, and I pouted when our neighbors left us Christmas goodies on our front porch but I didn’t have anything to give in return.


My husband made the best of things by watching movies and a couple of series on Netflix. I read. Oh my word, did I read a lot of books! I read hardcover books I’d bought but never started, Kindle books that looked fun and would hopefully provide three or four hours of escape, but most of all, I read books I had already read before. I probably have about thirty favorite books that I reread again and again. Their happy endings and uplifting messages never fail to provide me with comfort. Reading those treasured books felt like being reunited with good friends.


My love for books is the reason I enjoyed writing the Berlin Bookmobile series so much. I’ve always been grateful for the gift of reading. I’ve also been so thankful to the librarians and booksellers who make sure books get into readers’ hands.


I have a feeling I’ll one day look back on our COVID Christmas with a bit of fondness. Unlike some other Christmases, the day wasn’t hectic or exhausting. Instead, it was filled with gratitude, appreciation for our family and friends, and quiet moments spent in prayer. I’ll always remember the daily emails and texts from my siblings, the kind words of our neighbors and friends back in Ohio, and how content I was to simply sit on the couch with Tom and a dog or two.


Only the Lord knows what next year’s Christmas will bring. All I know is that no matter what new “unexpected gift” I receive, I’m going to remember to give thanks and treasure the memories.


Thank you for picking up this book. I hope you enjoy it, and I wish you the happiest of holidays.


Merry Christmas,


Shelley Shepard Gray













Praise for New York Times bestselling author Shelley Shepard Gray’s novels



THE BERLIN BOOKMOBILE SERIES A PERFECT AMISH ROMANCE





“Shelley Shepard Gray is beloved for her swoon-worthy Amish love stories, and her latest exudes charm and joy. Bookmobile librarian and amateur matchmaker Sarah Anne Miller is determined to help Aaron Coblentz pass his GED, so she arranges for Kayla Kauffman to be his tutor. Sparks soon fly between Aaron and Kayla, and they discover the true magic of unexpected love.”


—Woman’s World


“A book lover’s dream! In this charming series opener, Shelley Shepard Gray weaves a pair of sweet love stories, a likable inadvertent matchmaker, and a cast of quirky supporting characters into a story about the power of books to bring a community together. Fans of the genre as well as newcomers to Amish fiction are sure to make room for A Perfect Amish Romance on their keeper shelves.”


—Carla Laureano, RITA Award–winning author of Five Days in Skye and The Saturday Night Supper Club


“Shelley has another winner with A Perfect Amish Romance. I loved getting to know these well-written characters and reading about their romance and faith journeys. Shelley’s fans will be pleased with this sweet story, and without a doubt she will win over new readers, too!”


—Kathleen Fuller, bestselling author of The Innkeeper’s Bride


“Enjoyable… Readers will be delighted by Sarah Anne’s gentle matchmaking… Each of the main characters undergoes realistic personal evolutions as they are shaped by transformative powers of love, hope, and faith. Gray’s fans will love this quiet, endearing tale.”


—Publishers Weekly





AN AMISH SURPRISE




“Shelley Shepard Gray never shies away from tackling hard subjects in her novels, yet she does so with a winsome touch. In An Amish Surprise, Gray shows the effect of infertility on a young couple, adds in the strain of raising foster children, and finishes it off with a charming late-in-life romance. Don’t miss this gem of a book—it’s a story to remind us that happily ever afters can and do happen, at any age.”


—Suzanne Woods Fisher, bestselling author of Mending Fences





THE WALNUT CREEK SERIES THE PATIENT ONE





“Gray tells a beautiful story of friendship, love, and truth born out of pain and grief. This story reminds us to hold those we love close.”


—Rachel Hauck, New York Times bestselling author of The Wedding Dress


“Gray has created an endearing cast of characters… that both delights and surprises—and kept me thinking about the story long after I turned the last page. Bravo!”


—Leslie Gould, #1 bestselling and Christy Award–winning author


“A pleasing story about recovering from grief and a solid beginning for a new series.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Like sunshine breaking through clouds… readers who love Amish stories and/or Christian fiction are sure to take pleasure in following the saga of this wonderful group of friends [who] learn to support each other and follow their hearts as they attempt to discern God’s will in their lives.”


—Fresh Fiction





THE PROTECTIVE ONE




“A slow-burning, enjoyable romance… Embedded in this quaint story is a poignant message about the importance of community, compassion, and doing what’s right rather than what’s easy.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Gray deftly weaves the threads of abuse, friendship, love, and faith into a thought-provoking, emotional story.”


—Patricia Davids, USA Today bestselling author of The Wish


“Filled with heartbreaking and uplifting moments, this love story stars Elizabeth Anne, or ‘E.A.,’ as she reevaluates her life… Now, E.A. must go on a heart-opening journey that may lead her to everything she’s been searching for.”


—Woman’s World





THE TRUSTWORTHY ONE




“Gray’s biblical themes are nuanced and well integrated into the narrative.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Hope is found in unexpected places as this sweet Amish love story unfolds.”


—Woman’s World
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For my lovely editor, Sara Quaranta, for her encouragement and support.











Fear not: for, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy.


—Luke 2:10


The smallest deed is better than the greatest intention.


—Amish Proverb
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one


If Sarah Anne Miller Canon ever decided to write down a list of things she thought would never happen, being a newlywed at age sixty-two would be at the top. Of course, after a twenty-eight-year career at a major accounting firm, she never would have imagined that she’d have a whole new career as a bookmobile driver, either.


It seemed the Lord was giving her surprises when she least expected them.


After she and Pete had had their small ceremony, they’d gone to Niagara Falls for their honeymoon. Pete’s daughter had been appalled and had even come up with other options for them. But while both Paris and Mackinac Island did sound lovely, Sarah Anne and Pete had decided months ago to stop listening to everyone’s well-intentioned advice and make their choice based on what they wanted. Sixty years of living meant they’d earned that right.


Their honeymoon had been wonderful, and they were settling into married life. To Sarah Anne’s surprise, they’d also experienced a few bumps along the way. It turned out that when two independent people decided to move in together, a period of adjustment had to take place. She hadn’t known that her new husband loved to watch so much football, and Pete hadn’t known that she was such a messy cook. She was slowly learning that marriage the second time around meant even more compromises than it had with the first.


When the door of the bookmobile clicked open for the first time since she’d parked on Mill Street forty minutes ago, all thoughts of her life evaporated.


Because Atle Petersheim had just arrived, bringing in a burst of cold air with him.


Pleased to see the shy, stalwart, handsome man for the second time in two weeks, Sarah Anne walked over to greet him.


“Gut meiyah, Atle. How are you on this chilly morning?”


As it often happened, his cheeks turned pink when he turned to face her. “I’m all right. And you, Miss Miller?”


That reply was typical Atle. His voice was always controlled, and he always spoke to her in a formal way. She’d given up attempting to make their conversations more personal. But she couldn’t resist teasing him a little bit, either. “I’m all right as well. Though I am Mrs. Canon now, remember?”


“Ack!” He rubbed a hand across his scruffy jaw. “Jah. Forgive me. I don’t know why I keep forgetting you got married.”


“You know I’m just joking. Is there anything I may help you with?”


“Nee. I just came in to look around for a spell.”


“That sounds like a nice plan. Would you care for a cup of coffee?” She pointed to her trusty Keurig machine. “It is a bit chilly out this morning, you know.”


It was now near the end of November, and the brisk mornings never failed to make her yearn for a second or third cup of coffee.


Atle gazed at the coffee maker for a long moment before nodding. “Danke. I will take you up on your offer this morning.”


“You will?” She tried to cover up her shock, since this was truly a first. “I’m so glad. Do you take it black or with cream and sugar?”


“Black, with one cube of sugar, please.”


“I’ll bring it to you as soon as it’s ready.”


“That’s kind of you.”


“It’s no bother,” she said as she watched Atle wander around the bookmobile, every so often running a finger along the title of one of the books. She wondered what was on his mind. Atle seemed to be thinking really hard today, which was saying a lot, given that he wasn’t the type of man to say much about anything.


When the machine clicked off and she had added his cube of sugar, she handed the cup to him. “Here you go.”


“Hmm?”


“Your cup of coffee. Remember?” she asked.


“Oh. Jah. Forgive me.” He smiled sheepishly. “I’m afraid my mind was out walking.”


“Atle, is there something you’d like to talk about?” She tried to smile in an encouraging way. “Anything at all?”


He blew on his cup, then took a tentative sip. “Nee. I am finding the state of the bookmobile to be in good shape and the selection of books to be… adequate.”


Adequate? She was a little miffed by the descriptor but shrugged it off for the moment. “I’m glad you’re pleased with the bookmobile, but I wasn’t actually talking about books and the condition of the vehicle. I was wondering if there is something you’d like to get off your chest. People say I’m a really good listener.”


Atle sputtered a bit on the sip of coffee he’d just taken. “Nee. I mean, I have no worries to share.”


“Oh. Of course not.” She backed up a step. “I’m sorry if I offended you.”


“I only came in here for books.”


“I understand. I’ll go sit down and leave you to your browsing.”


This time, he didn’t even bless her with a reply. Instead, he kind of harrumphed before turning away.


Sarah Anne felt like harrumphing herself. She usually got along with all of her patrons. She was chatty by nature and found most of the folks who stopped by enjoyed visiting with her or discussing books. Atle was a bit different, however. He was continually guarded and pensive. Oh well; she should have been prepared for that. After all, one couldn’t expect to win over every patron.


Sitting back down at her desk, she checked her phone, then pulled up the library’s database. With Christmas coming, she was going to need to order lots of holiday-themed picture books, cookbooks, novels… and even some DVDs for her English patrons. Immediately her spirits brightened. It really was going to be such a fun Christmas season this year. She had so much to celebrate with Pete.


Humming to herself, she started writing down lists of materials to order, all while envisioning Pete’s expression when she presented him with her special gift—a trip to see his daughter’s family. They’d recently moved to Colorado, and Pete missed them terribly. Now they could plan a Colorado Christmas vacation. Snow, sleds, and lots of fun family time. She couldn’t wait.


“Hmph.”


Glancing up, she realized Atle was standing in front of her. His hands were empty, and he had a disgruntled look on his face. “I’m sorry, Atle. Have you been standing there very long?”


“Only a minute or two.” He was gazing intently at her list. “What is that?”


“I’m making a list of Christmas and Hanukkah books and materials to order.”


He pointed to one of the titles she’d just jotted down. Love’s Christmas Courtship. “What is that?”


“That one? Oh. Well, it’s a romance novel. Some of my patrons really enjoy them.” She did, too.


He narrowed his eyes. “What are they about?”


She would have thought that was obvious. She shrugged. “Usually boy meets girl, there is an attraction, then a reason the couple can’t get together, so they have to work through it.”


“Then what happens?”


“There’s a happy ending. The couple resolves their problems, gets engaged or married, and lives happily ever after.” She braced herself for another grunt or maybe a derisive comment. Some folks, especially some of her male patrons, just didn’t understand the appeal of romance novels.


“Do any of those books take place at other times of the year?”


She pointed to a row of short paperback romances from a popular publisher. “Oh, sure. We’ve got lots of them here.”


Atle stared at the novels for a long time. At the title written on her notepad. At her. Then, at long last, he seemed to come to a decision. “I think I might be needing one of those books to help me with my courting.”


“Pardon?” It was taking everything she had not to gape at him.


Looking even more serious, he nodded. “I’ve decided it’s time I took a wife, Sarah Anne.”


“Do you have a special lady in mind?”


“Jah. She’s… she’s someone special.” He frowned. “The problem is that I don’t know much about courting. I don’t know much at all.” He paused before lowering his voice. “I think I need to figure out how to add romance into my life.”


“Add romance.”


“Jah. I mean, women like flowery things. Ain’t so?”


Sarah Anne found herself nodding before she thought the better of it.


“I started thinking that it ain’t like one can take lessons on wooing and such.” He looked at her intently. “Have you heard of men going to courting classes or the like?”


Atle might as well have just asked if she believed in UFOs. She really was that caught off guard. It took a minute, but she found her voice. “No, no, I have not ever heard of classes like that.”


“Well, then.” He rolled back on his heels. “A book is what I need. A courting book for middle-aged men. Can you find me something like that?”


“Yes—I mean, I’ll do my best to find you a suitable book.” When his eyebrows rose, she fumbled through another explanation. “I mean, I’ll do my best to select a book that you might find helpful.”


Breathing a sigh of relief, Atle nodded. “Gut. I’ll be in next week, if that suits you?”


“It suits me just fine.”


He finished his coffee, carefully disposed of the paper cup, then, with a nod, exited the vehicle.


Only then did Sarah Anne realize she’d been standing there with her mouth wide open. It was a wonder she hadn’t let in flies!


She had been driving the bookmobile for a while now and she’d thought she’d seen and heard everything.


It turned out she had been very wrong.


Returning to her desk, she leaned back in her chair and started thinking about self-help books that focused on relationships. None of them seemed like the right fit for Atle, though.


Just as she was about to fire up the search engine, she remembered a different sort of book altogether. It was an older novel, originally published in the mid-1970s, featuring a dashing businessman and his lovely secretary. It was all before cell phones and computers, definitely old-fashioned compared to today’s dating apps. But, though everything was rather over the top, the hero was truly romantic, and the heroine did give him a run for his money.


Making a sudden decision, she clicked through the library’s database and ordered Finding Love’s Fortune to be sent to her right away. Now all she had to do was figure out how to get a man like Atle to open up an old romance novel.


She had a week to figure that one out.
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There was something about Jane Cousins that intrigued Carson Marks. She was nothing like all the other women he’d dated. But maybe that was the exact reason he couldn’t stop thinking about her.


—Finding Love’s Fortune, page 32





It was the kind of morning that made a person exhausted before noon. Standing in her kitchen in front of the stove, Sadie wished she could simply go back to bed and pull the covers over her head.


Especially when her fourteen-year-old daughter, Viola, was in a mood. And lately, she was always in a mood.


“Mamm, I don’t understand why we have to pick up Samuel every morning. It takes so long.”


“I’ve told ya. Samuel is too young to walk to school on his own. Neighbors help each other.”


“He whines a lot,” Jason said. “I mean, all the time.”


“He’s only six.”


“He turned seven last week, Mamm,” Viola said, as if that made all the difference in the world. “Yet, he still whines.”


“Well, I guess he’s your cross to bear, then. Now eat your porridge before it gets cold or you run out of time.”


“Why can’t we ever have pancakes? Samuel gets them all the time,” Jason said. Her youngest was eleven and already acting like a teenager. “Half the time Samuel still has sticky syrup on his face when we pick him up.” He shuddered. “Last time he got syrup on my new shirt, and I smelled like it all day.”


“I know why Samuel eats pancakes and we don’t,” Viola answered. “It’s because Samuel doesn’t have to leave the house ten minutes early in order to pick up a little boy.”


“He never even thanks us for our trouble, either,” Jason grumbled.


Taking advantage of the fact that she was standing in front of the stove, Sadie rolled her eyes. She’d learned to ignore her children’s grumpy mornings, but hearing them complain about not being thanked was stretching her patience thin. She would like to be thanked from time to time for anything she did for her children. But, as her mother used to say, one’s children having children is a grandmother’s revenge. Perhaps one day Sadie would get her revenge at last.


Of course, since she was not even forty yet, and her oldest only sixteen, she hoped that grandmother part was still a while away. For now, all Sadie knew was that there were moments when she felt completely outnumbered.


“Mamm? Mamm, did you hear me?” Jason asked.


“Hmm? Nee, son. What did you ask?”


“What time is it?”


“Jason, there’s a clock on the wall.”


“I know, but you are right there. I would have to get up.”


And that was the straw that broke the camel’s back. Glancing at the clock above the range, she turned to both of her cantankerous children. “I’ll tell you what time it is. It’s time you two stopped complaining, rinsed off your dishes, and left for Samuel’s house. You’re going to be late otherwise.”


Both chairs slid back, and to her relief, they went to the sink and started rinsing their bowls and gathering their lunches from the refrigerator.


Turning off the stove, she hurried to the mudroom to help them pack their lunches in backpacks and collect their boots, coats, hats, and mittens.


“Where is Cale?” Viola asked.


“He went to work at the Overholts’ haus like always. You know that.”


“I didn’t hear him get up this morning,” Jason said. “He must have been really quiet.”


“You didn’t hear him because he slept on the couch last night.”


“How come he did that?”


“I didn’t think to ask.” Sadie shrugged. “He told me he likes sleeping on the couch from time to time.”


“And you let him?” Viola frowned. “He gets to do everything.”


Sadie very much doubted that Cale would call sleeping on an old, lumpy couch “everything,” but she saved that thought for another day. “You may tell Cale that when you see him tonight, Viola,” Sadie said as she helped Viola put on her mittens. “I’m sure he’ll have lots to say about that.”


Looking embarrassed, Viola averted her eyes. “Never mind. Jason, are you ready?”


After Sadie buttoned his coat and handed him his backpack, he nodded. “Jah. We better go get Samuel.”


“Try to be nice to him. It’s not his fault he’s the oldest of four kinner. You two had Cale to walk you to school when you were small, remember?”


“I remember. I just hope he’s not covered in syrup again,” Jason mumbled as he hurried out the door.


“Bye, Mamm. I love you,” Viola said.


And that, Sadie reflected, was why mothers had children. There was nothing like a child’s love. “I love you, too, dear.” Raising her voice, she said, “I love you as well, Jason!”


Jason waved, showing he acknowledged her but was now far too old to be shouting his love across the yard. After watching them trudge down the cleared path that Cale had shoveled three hours earlier, Sadie closed the door.


They’d made it through another hectic morning. Her children had been fed and were off with their lunches and homework in tow.


Now she had seven blessed hours to herself before the noise returned. Even better, since her small business was doing so well, she’d recently quit her part-time job at the clinic. Now that she didn’t have to worry about that, she’d be able to continue making her caramel corn and granola today. She adored whipping up tasty snacks, putting them in pretty jars and tins, and sending them out into the world.


They did rather well, too. So well, in fact, that Mrs. Anderson at the Berlin Junction had offered to pay her in advance for as many jars of her granola and corn as she could deliver. It seemed they were selling like hotcakes. And that money was surely going to come in handy, since she intended to get a queen-size bed for Cale this Christmas.


Though he hadn’t complained about his sleeping arrangements, she knew it was bothering him something awful. Her eldest was now several inches taller than she was and would likely be even taller than his father had been. His feet were literally hanging off the end of his twin bed now. That was why Cale was sleeping on the couch. That, and the fact that he desperately needed a break from his little brother at times.


Sadie didn’t fault him for that. Cale was sixteen now, which was in many ways a world apart from eleven-year-old Jason. Those five years created a gap in experiences and responsibilities that Jason wouldn’t fully understand for years to come.


She, on the other hand, well remembered her life at sixteen. Marcus had just started taking notice of her. He’d been so handsome and strong and confident. She’d considered herself the luckiest girl of all her friends. It was only later, after they were married and she’d given him three children, that his eye started straying and she’d realized Marcus was as full of faults as anyone else.


Sometimes, maybe even more so.


He’d died of sepsis of all things. A bad cut that he’d ignored and refused to get help for had let an infection seep into his bloodstream. By the time he allowed her to take him to the clinic—he’d refused to go to the hospital—it had been too late. He died soon after.


Shaking her head in the hope of forgetting the memory, Sadie pulled out a large plastic container of popped corn and heated up the caramel again.


She had one hour before Atle Petersheim came over to give her a quote for fixing up the storage room in the barn for Cale. Atle was known to be very fair, and she hoped the price would be something she could afford.


Hopefully, by Christmas Day, her boy would have both a bed and a room of his own. Neither would be fancy, but they would give him his own space and privacy. It was the least she could do for her hardworking son.
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Carson Marks, Jane’s debonair, millionaire boss, was starting to act very strangely. Even though he was always busy, on Monday he spent five whole minutes standing in front of her desk, talking about the weather.


—Finding Love’s Fortune, page 41





Cale was fairly sure there was no dumber animal on the Lord’s earth than sheep. Coaxing them into the large pen outside was both a test of his patience and his cunning. Sheep didn’t follow his directions too good and they really didn’t enjoy standing around in the snow and cold for a few hours every day.


He’d soon learned that his only hope was to convince Prudence, their designated leader, to go out to the corral. If she decided to go, then the rest would follow.


“Come on, Pru,” he said, pulling on her lead. “It’s sunny out. You won’t hate it.”


Prudence bleated and tried to move away.


“Prudence, get on with ya now. There’s feed out there and plenty of it.”


At the mention of feed, old Prudence stopped fighting him, and her beady black eyes sharpened. Then, as if it had been her idea all along, she walked outside.


The other twenty sheep looked at him. “See? She thinks it’s a fine idea.” He waved a hand, shooing them onward. “Follow her, if you please.”


Ten minutes later, they were out of their barn and contentedly milling about.


“I need a shepherd,” he said with a sigh. At this point, he didn’t even care if it was a shepherd from the Bible or a dog. He was eager for any and all help with those silly, aggravating sheep.


“Come now, Cale. If you had a shepherd do all the work, you’d spoil my fun,” Hope called out.


Great. His boss’s daughter had been watching him talk to the sheep. And complain about his job. He didn’t know which he was more embarrassed about.


“How long have you been standing there?”


She stepped out of the small hallway that led to the tack room. “Only long enough to hear you grumble about your lack of canine support.”


Which meant she’d been there long enough for him to wish he’d acted at least a little more on the ball.


As Hope daintily made her way to his side, her rubber boots stepping lightly over the packed dirt ground, he took a moment to appreciate just how pretty she was.


To him, at least.


Hope wasn’t exactly what a lot of his friends would call pretty. She was a little on the heavy side, but she wasn’t fat or anything. She just wasn’t as thin as a lot of the other girls their age. He didn’t mind the weight, though. He’d always thought it suited her. She was the type of girl who was full of life and fun. He’d always thought she was real pretty just the way she was.


She also had really pretty cheeks and blue eyes. And even prettier dark brown hair. He’d seen it down once when she’d been sitting in front of the fireplace one morning drying it, and he’d thought there was nothing more beautiful. It was thick, wavy, and almost reached the middle of her back.


“What are you doing out here?” he asked. “I thought you had plans today.”


“I did. I was going to volunteer at the nursing home. But I guess the flu is going around, so they aren’t going to be making art projects today.”


“That’s too bad.”


“It is. I really like Miss Emma, but I don’t want to get the flu.” She sighed. “Mamm had me help with the cooking, then sent me out here to see if you needed a hand with anything.”


“I’m going to be cleaning the pen. You can’t do that.”


“I don’t know why not.”


“I do. You’ll get all dirty.”


“I know, but my mother said it would be good exercise.”


Her expression was a little bleak, which was hard to see. It was moments like this when Cale wished he could actually say what was on his mind. He knew there was nothing wrong with Hope and a whole lot that was right. Why her mother constantly brought up her weight confounded him.


However, he worked for her family and needed the money it brought to his house. Thinking quickly, he said, “After I clean up the straw, you can fill the troughs with fresh water.”


She frowned. “That isn’t helping you too much.”


“Sure it is,” he said. “I hate having to go fish out the hose, unravel it, and fill the troughs only to wind it up again.”


She popped a hand on her hip. “Jah, I can see how that would be mighty difficult.” Every word practically oozed sarcasm.


“It might not be a difficult chore, but I don’t care for it none.” Unable to keep a straight face, his lips twitched.


“I don’t know about that, but I’ll choose to believe it.” She sighed. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I don’t think I eat any more than Anna, but I’m twice her size.”


“Your sister might be smaller, but she’s not half your size. It wouldn’t matter to me if she was anyway. I think you’re real pretty, Hope. I always have.” When she still looked doubtful, he continued, “I’ve never seen a girl with prettier hair. Not ever. Plus, you’re really nice, too. Got just made you different than Anna, that’s all.”


Her blue eyes widened. “Cale, you sound so sincere, I almost believe you.”


“You should believe me because I’m telling you the truth.” He winked. “This time.”


“ ‘This time’?” Looking triumphant, she pointed a finger at him. “Ha! I caught you in your lie.”


“You better be careful, or I’m going to make you help me round up the sheep.”


She lifted her chin. “Believe it or not, I’ve rounded up my fair share before.”


“I don’t know how. Prudence is as ornery as any critter I’ve ever met.”


“Now that, I fear, is a lie.”


“It isn’t. She never listens to me.”


“There’s a reason for that.”


“Which is?”


Hope stepped a little closer, her bright blue eyes shining almost as much as her smile. “Cale, your problem is that Prudence doesn’t like you.”


He could smell the faint scent of her shampoo or lotion or whatever it was. It smelled like honey and oranges. He tried hard not to notice it. Instead, he reached for her hand, then swung their clasped hands. “You ain’t lying about that,” he said. “If Prudence liked me, my life would be a whole lot easier.”


She giggled. “I guess it’s good I like you, then, Cale Mast.” She pulled her hand from his and turned away.


Which was a good thing, since he was pretty sure his cheeks were bright red. Not sure what was going on between them, he picked up the rake and started scooping up the soiled straw.


It was a relief when she walked around the corner to take care of the hose.
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four




“I hate to be mean,” Jane’s best friend, Gretchen, said, “but your gorgeous boss is never going to give you the time of day, Jane. Mr. Marks only dates models. No offense, but that isn’t you.”


Jane would usually agree, but she couldn’t forget how he’d seemed to touch her hand a little longer than necessary when he handed her a pile of paperwork that morning.


—Finding Love’s Fortune, page 53





Once again, Sadie’s black front door held a fresh green wreath adorned with red velvet ribbons. Even though it wasn’t necessarily in keeping with most Amish homes—Christmas wreaths weren’t exactly encouraged—Atle liked it.


He liked a lot of things about Sadie Mast. Especially her cheery disposition. Being around her made his world seem a little brighter.


“Thank you so much for coming over this morning,” Sadie told him mere seconds after he knocked on the door. “Come in and get warm!”


“Danke. We do have a bit of snow today, ain’t so?” he asked as he toed off his boots.


“More than a bit, I’d say. It’s already snowed three inches.”


He chuckled. “That’s December for ya.”


“I suppose, though I wouldn’t mind a bit of sun for a change.” She shrugged. “Well, at least I have company today.”


She meant him.


That was the thing about Sadie. She was always welcoming and had a smile for him. She’d been that way even when Marcus had been alive, which he’d privately thought had been a minor miracle, as he’d been a rather dour sort.


Belatedly, Atle realized she was holding out her hands for his heavy black coat. “No need for you to take it, Sadie. It’s heavy and now soaking wet. I’ll take care of it.”


“Want to set it over by the fire to dry off?”


“Jah.” Walking over to the hearth in wool socks, he felt self-conscious, like he was in her house half dressed. Shaking off his foolishness, he laid the coat on the blue-and-gray woven rug in front of the fire. “Is this okay?”


“You could put it on the arm of the sofa if you want. It might get dirty on the floor.”


“It already is dirty, or at least not all that clean. I haven’t taken it to the laundry since last March.”


“I could wash it for you. The laundry costs a fortune.”


“Not so much.” He opened his mouth again, trying to think of something witty or interesting to say, but nothing came to mind.


So he elected to get right into his reason for being there instead. “Should we go look at the storage room in the barn?”


“Maybe we could wait a moment, at least until your coat isn’t soaking. You could catch a chill. Would you like some coffee? Or coffee cake?”


He wasn’t sure if that was permissible or not. Was it better to say no and be respectful… or to say yes? This was the problem with being a bachelor. Things that should come easily to him didn’t. “Um, well…”


Slowly her happy smile faded. “I’m sorry. Of course. You are busy, and here I am, making you feel bad about saying no. We can go right out to the barn if you’d like.”


Now he’d made a mess of things. “I have the time. It’s just that I’m not sure if it is proper.”


She blinked, then her expression turned even more distant. “I understand,” she said in a far cooler voice. “I wouldn’t want you to do anything you would feel uncomfortable about.”


Feeling like his stomach had just plummeted, Atle watched Sadie turn away and walk to her mudroom to get a coat. His mouth opened, his heart wishing his brain had something to say that was meaningful, but it was inconveniently blank.


He was beyond hopeless.


Before he could make a bigger mess of the situation, he padded back to the living room, slipped on his damp coat, and then shoved his feet into his boots.


Sadie opened the front door. “After you,” she said.


He gritted his teeth as he strode through the door she held open for him. Even he knew he should’ve been the one doing that.


As snowflakes pelted their faces, he walked by her side to the barn. Finding it unlocked, he pulled it to the side and followed her in.


The animals in their stalls looked up at the two of them in annoyance. When they did things like that, it always amused him—it was as if they were unhappy to have their territory disturbed. If he wasn’t so sure he’d say the wrong thing yet again, he would have made a joke about them.


Instead, he ignored the mare who poked her head out of the stall, obviously hoping for an apple or at least a rub behind her ears.


“The storage room is over here, to the right,” Sadie said as she walked to the room.


He reckoned it was as good a room as any for a teenage boy, though it was a long way from being livable. By his estimation, at least. There was no insulation, and the wood that Marcus had used wasn’t the best quality. There were gaps between the boards and even some knotholes in the slats themselves. On a day like they were having today, it would be nearly as cold inside this room as it was outside. “Hmm,” he murmured.


Her eyebrows rose. “What does that mean?”


“Not a thing.”


She waved a hand around the room in an impatient way. “Atle, will it be possible to make this into a bedroom for Cale?”


“Jah, but it’s going to cost some. Some of the boards need to be replaced, and then I’ll have to put in insulation. I’ll need to patch the ceiling, too.” Looking around the room, he scratched his chin. “And you’ll want a good lock for the door.”


“I understand. Would you have time to do that?”


The room wasn’t all that big. Maybe eight-by-ten or -eleven feet. It also had a large bench taking up much of one side. “What do ya want to do with all that?”


“Move it, of course.”


“Jah, but to where?” He hadn’t noticed anything else in the barn besides the horse stalls.


Walking back out into the main part of the barn, Sadie frowned. “I don’t know.” She looked around the vast area, then pointed to where all the tack was kept. “Perhaps in the back?”


He led the way, but it was obvious there wasn’t any space for the workbench. “You might have to use one of the stalls, but I’m not sure how that would work.”


Looking more agitated, Sadie sighed. “I know you think it’s a lot of work and maybe not even the best use of my money, but I really want Cale to have a place of his own. And a decent bed. He’s already done so much and put up with so much… He needs this, I think.” Looking at him intently, she whispered, “Do you understand?”


Gazing into her eyes, he found himself nodding. “I suppose I do.”


“You suppose?” She frowned at him. “Atle, if you don’t believe I should make my son a room out here, then please just say it.”


“I haven’t thought that at all,” he said quickly. “I’m sorry. I… Well, you know I was an only child and then have been living on my own for years. I’ve never had a room anywhere other than in a house, you see. But that doesn’t mean I think you’re wrong.”


“So… will you be able to fix it up for him? And have time to make a bed… by Christmas?”


Making a cold storage room into a place a teenage boy could be proud of was going to take a lot of work. Finishing the room enough to feel good about it was going to take even more work. But making a place good enough for a mother like Sadie to give her son? That could take months.


He had just a little more than five weeks—and a half dozen other jobs he’d already promised to do.


But as he looked into her blue eyes and saw the hope reflected in them, he knew there was only one answer he was willing to give.


“I’ll be happy to do it, Sadie.”


She bit her bottom lip. “And the price? Do you have a rough idea?”


Oh yes, he did. It would cost several thousand dollars, given the current price of lumber. And he was a master carpenter for whom a lot of people in the area paid top dollar. His time, along with all the extras, like using top-of-the-line insulation and trim work, would hike the price up even more. And that wasn’t even taking into account the bed he needed to make.


Six thousand would be reasonable, especially for the rush job.


“Does fifteen hundred sound about right?” he asked instead.


She swallowed. “One thousand five hundred dollars?”


“Jah.”


She breathed a sigh of relief. “Oh, Atle, yes.” Tears suddenly filled her eyes. “Danke. That’s… that’s wunderbaar! I feared you were going to tell me a number far higher, like at least three thousand. I can do fifteen hundred.”


“We’re settled, then.”


“Would you like a deposit? I think I have four hundred in the cookie jar in the kitchen.”
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