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Dear Reader,

Thank you so much for reading A Perfect Amish Romance! This series, which combines my love for libraries and the Amish, has been a dream of mine for quite some time, and I’m so grateful it has finally become a reality.

Do you remember your first visit to the library? My first library was made up of two double-wide trailers in the suburbs of Houston. It was a temporary building while a brand-new library was being built, and I thought it was the most magical place in the world. I especially loved how “my section” was in the second trailer, and my mom would let me stay there looking at books while she went to the adults’ section. It was cramped and hot (Houston in the summer, y’all!), and there were tons of picture books on shelves and in stacks on top of tables. It really was my favorite place in the world—especially after I found The Little Match Girl, the first book I found and checked out by myself.

Years later, I remember checking out stacks of Victoria Holt and Barbara Cartland romances and Agatha Christie mysteries in junior high and high school. I was the girl who had to count how many books I was holding so I wouldn’t exceed the checkout limit.

I guess you never know how something will make an impression on you. That first library inspired a love of reading that has never waned. Consequently, that love of reading encouraged me to write my first “Chapter 1” during a lunch break back when I was teaching elementary school. That moment led me down a whole new career path.

I hope you enjoy A Perfect Amish Romance as well as the rest of the books in the Berlin Bookmobile series. If you have time, write and tell me who inspired your love of books. I’d love to hear all about your story… after all, I think we might have a lot in common.

With blessings and my continued thanks,

Shelley Shepard Gray
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“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
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For my mother, Barbara, and my daughter, Lesley. I’ve been blessed to share my love of books—and bookstores—with them.





Now Faith is confidence in what we hope for and assurance about what we do not see.

—Hebrews 11:1

The trouble with reaching a crossroads in life is the lack of signposts.

—Amish proverb
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prologue

“Well now, that’s it,” Ron Holiday said as he led the way out of the bookmobile. “Good luck to you. I’m sure you’ll do just fine.”

Sarah Anne Miller froze in the doorway. “Wait. That’s it?”

He scratched his head. “Don’t think there’s anything more to say, Sarah Anne. You’ve got all the route information and times. What else would you need to know?”

“A lot more. A whole lot more.” This part-time job she’d signed up for on a lark was beginning to feel real. Really real and more than a bit foreboding.

Now that she was about to head out and service the literary needs of the whole community, she was starting to combat a whole army of worries and doubts. “Ron, I have no idea what to say to these people.”

“What do you mean, what to say? You give them the books they’ve requested and take their orders. You’ll help them get on the Internet, talk about books, maybe even let them look around for a spell.” He paused. “Smile. Chat. Some of our patrons are lonely, jah?”

Ron had grown up Amish. Now, even though he was Englisch enough to be wearing a pair of white leather tennis shoes, jeans, and a sweatshirt emblazoned with See Rock City across the front, he was as folksy as Mr. Rogers in his neighborhood. Sarah Anne had always found him to be mildly irritating, and right now she felt like he was being especially vague and unhelpful.

“Jah,” she echoed in a dry tone.

If Ron caught her sarcasm, he was polished enough not to let on. “There you go. That’s what you do.”

But it wasn’t that easy. People would no doubt have questions for her. Expectations. “Although I took a couple of online classes, you know I’m not actually a librarian, right?”

He stuffed his hands into his pockets. “To be sure, I haven’t forgotten that. But it seems to me that you don’t remember you’ve worked in a library before.”

“I volunteered.” She cleared her throat. “I volunteered in a brick-and-mortar building, Ron. There was a whole staff there to assist people. I was just there for support. There’s a difference between that and… this.” She gestured to the bookmobile.

“You volunteered a lot, though. A whole lot. Plus, you’ve received some very impressive recommendations. You’ll do fine.”

Even though he held out the key, Sarah Anne made no move to take it. “What if I miss someone? Or if can’t find some of my customers?” She lowered her voice as she at last voiced her greatest fear. “Ron, what if I let some of our customers down?”

He laughed. “You’re delivering books, not blood. You’re going to be just fine.” He jangled the key in front of him and motioned for her to lock the door. “Come on now. It must be thirty degrees out here, and the wind’s picking up.” He sniffed at the air. “I think we’re in for a bit of snow.”

She looked up at the sky but couldn’t see anything but a few fluffy clouds. How Ron was interpreting that as an approaching storm, she didn’t know. However, it was more than obvious that she’d just about used up the last of her new boss’s patience. Taking the key from him, she locked the door and turned back to Ron, but he was walking fast, as if the sidewalk was made of hot coals. She rushed to catch up with him.

She was almost out of breath by the time they entered the administration building for the whole library system. The sudden warmth against her skin felt almost uncomfortable. She pressed a hand on the wall to steady herself. It was time to get in better shape, that was a fact.

“I’ll check in with you in a week or so, Sarah Anne. Good luck tomorrow. I wish you God’s blessings, too.”

“Thank you, Ron.” As irritating as he was, she knew he was also sincere, so she softened her voice and added, “I am grateful for your belief in me.”

He waved her off. “No need for that. Now, don’t forget to have fun, Sarah Anne. There’s no reason to fret, I can promise you that. Just go out there and get to know our patrons. Remember, you’re providing them a valuable service. They’ll be pleased to see you. I’m sure of it. And when they’re pleased to see ya, they’ll forgive most anything.”

But Sarah Anne wasn’t used to getting things wrong. She’d demanded perfection from herself, and everyone else did, too. She’d just retired from her position as an accountant after putting in almost twenty-eight years on the eighth floor of a big firm. In that capacity, anything less than perfect wasn’t even an option.

“I know I’ll make mistakes.” And yes, she sounded frightened.

“No one expects perfection, Sarah Anne. Not even our Lord. Ain’t so?”

She nodded, though she was still worried. Even though the Lord might not expect perfection, she did.

After taking a deep breath, she smiled weakly. “I hope I’ll have a good report for you.”

“I’m sure you will.” Then, to her surprise, Ron chuckled softly. “After all, what could go wrong?” He strode down the gray-carpeted hallway before she had a chance to reply.

But perhaps that was a good thing. Driving a bookmobile along country roads by herself? Receiving orders, picking up books, taking care of all of the paperwork? She had a feeling it wasn’t going to be a matter of what could go wrong… but rather what in the world was going to go right?
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one


SARAH ANNE MILLER’S BEST BOOKMOBILING RULES

(I’ve started this log in order to allow myself to see my professional growth and learn from my mistakes.)

• RULE #1 •

Make sure there’s enough gas in your bookmobile’s gas tank.



ONE YEAR LATER

It was the second Friday of the month, Aaron Coblentz’s favorite day. On this day, the bookmobile would park down in the empty lot near Zeiset’s Furniture Store for three hours. The librarian, a very friendly Englischer named Sarah Anne Miller, would greet everyone with a bright smile. Then, she’d lean up against her small circulation desk and trade gossip from around the county and ask everyone how their families and pets were. She was, more or less, their link to the outside world.

Most importantly, though, she’d check out the books everyone discovered and deliver any books that had been previously ordered. And she did it all in the most pleasing way.

Aaron was slightly amazed that Sarah Anne had such a knack for understanding what everyone needed from her. With some folks, she hardly talked at all. With others, she was a regular chatterbox. And with old Mr. Sol? Well, she practically yelled, since he was nearly deaf but vain about not wanting to wear a hearing aid.

Aaron figured all of those things were good qualities to have as a librarian. However, what he cared most about was that she never, ever commented on what people chose to read. He liked that Sarah Anne Miller could keep a secret.

In the year since she’d started coming around to his part of Holmes County, Aaron had never once heard Sarah Anne judge anyone for what they asked her to bring them—not even the English lady who always requested a stack of romances, each with a half-naked man on the cover.

Aaron didn’t care about any of that, though. As far as he was concerned, sixty-something-year-old Sarah Anne was an answer to his prayers. If she hadn’t brought the bookmobile out to his neck of the woods, he might never have the chance to do what he wanted.

And he wanted his GED.

It was taking some time, but if all went well, he would finish his coursework by June, right around his twenty-second birthday. All he had to do was keep his secret a little longer. Then he could put this quest behind him and finally get up the nerve to ask Mr. Dwight Zeiset, his boss at the furniture store, to give him a promotion.

Zeiset’s was the largest furniture store in town. Aaron delivered furniture and moved it all around in the warehouse, helped customers, entered information in Mr. Zeiset’s ledgers, and arranged stock a pleasing way. Mr. Zeiset said he was indispensable, and Aaron intended to stay that way.

Mr. Zeiset really valued education, and Aaron feared that if he didn’t have a GED, he was going to be overlooked. And he didn’t want that. After all, he had big goals. He hoped that one day, if he did a real good job, Mr. Zeiset, who was getting on in years, would ask him to be the manager of the whole store. That was a possibility, Aaron was sure of it.

Feeling pleased with himself, and almost optimistic about his future, Aaron gathered his notes, pencils, and the library books that were scattered all over his room and stuffed them into his army-green backpack.

“Aaron, how soon are you going?” his younger brother, Jack, called out from down the hall. As usual, he was in a dither.

Aaron looked at his pocket watch. “I don’t know. Ten minutes?”

“Can you make it fifteen? I can’t find one of my books.”

“Jah, sure. Fifteen minutes is fine.” Though, it would be a true miracle if Jack found what he was looking for by then.

Aaron peeked into Jack’s room, only to see his brother’s backside sticking out from under the bed. “Where’s Tiny?”

“Not here, though I’m starting to think she’s the only thing that’s not lurking under this bed.”

Aaron felt like cringing. Ever since their mother had stopped cleaning under Jack’s bed, the mess had gotten much, much worse. Now, Aaron reckoned, there were any number of crawling creatures living down there. “Any idea where she might be?”

“Jah, helping Mamm in the kitchen with Rebecca.”

“Okay, I’ll go see if she’s ready.” After throwing his backpack over his shoulders, Aaron headed down the old wooden stairs of their farmhouse, taking special care to avoid steps number three and six. Neither was in good shape. Their father always said he was going to fix them, but so far—like many things in the house—the repair had never happened. Aaron had an idea that his dawdi had often told his grandmother the same thing a time or two.

The noise coming from the kitchen grew louder with each step. Not only was the singing a surprise, but the voices were rather difficult on his eardrums, too. His mother couldn’t carry a tune if it was stuffed in her purse.

All three quieted when he entered.

“Hiya. Uh, what were you singing?”

“Mamm and me are teaching Rebecca her ABCs,” Tiny said.

So far, he hadn’t heard a recognizable letter spout out of his baby sister’s mouth. “Sorry, but I don’t reckon it’s going too well.”

“It ain’t. But it could be going worse,” Tiny murmured. “I could be trying to get Mamm to sing in tune.”

“I heard that,” Mamm said from her perch in front of Rebecca’s booster chair. Glancing at Aaron, she straightened. “Well, my stars! You already have on your backpack.” She glanced at the beautiful cuckoo clock that her parents had given her and Daed on their wedding day. “Are you heading to the bookmobile already?”

“Jah. Hopefully, I’ll be on my way in fifteen minutes or so. Jack is searching for one of his books.”

Tiny smirked. “You might as well sit down and have a cup of kaffi. That could take all day.”

“It better not.” He only had ninety more minutes until Sarah Anne left the parking lot.

“Tiny isn’t wrong,” Mamm said. “Jack couldn’t find his head if it wasn’t attached so good. He’s going to be a while.”

“I don’t have time for that. Miss Miller is only going to be there for three hours today and she’s already been there half the time.”

“You need to calm down, bruder.” Tiny pointed to her neat stack of books. “I have Becca’s books in my tote bag. We’ll wait a bit, and if Jack doesn’t come down soon, we’ll go without him. And jah, before you ask. I’m ready. I’ve been ready.”

“That makes two of us, then.” After tossing his backpack on the floor, he flopped into the chair next to Rebecca. When the three-year-old grinned at him, he smiled back. “You’re getting smart today, Becca.”

“Jah!” She smiled.

Their mother wiped her hands on the apron she’d tied around the front of her dress. “She’s getting smarter, but she’s also making a real mess of me. I don’t know how this little thing always manages to get so much peanut butter off her graham crackers and onto her clothes. I don’t recall any of you being such messy eaters.”

“I’m sure we were. Anyway, she’s only three, aren’t you, Becca?” Tiny cooed.

Becca smiled and held up three fingers.

“Perhaps, though I don’t recall.” Their mamm picked up a dishrag. “Are you going to be checking out another one of your history books, Aaron?”

“Maybe. I don’t know.”

“I’ve never known a boy so interested in history and geography. I’m proud of you.”

“Danke, Mamm.” He felt vaguely guilty, since his parents had no idea he was studying for the high school equivalency test, but not guilty enough to spill his secret. There was no way they could find out, either. They were too afraid about anything that might pull him away from them, too afraid of anything that would take him down Timothy’s path of being permanently shunned from both their community and their conversation.

Just as he looked at the kitchen clock yet again, Jack came running down the stairs.

“Aaron, I found it!”

“Don’t yell, Jack!” Mamm called out.

“Sorry.” He held up his stack. “See?”

“I see.” Aaron opened up his backpack and stuffed them inside. “Am I supposed to pick any up?”

“Yep. Sarah Anne has two mysteries for me. Can’t recall the titles offhand, but they’re filled with murder and mayhem.” He grinned. “I’m sure of it.”

“I’ll get them for you. Bye now.”

“Hold on, Aaron. Are you working today?” Mamm called out.

“Jah. I’ll be at Zeiset’s until dark.”

She frowned. “He runs you ragged, he does. Remind him that you are needed here at home, too. With your family.”

That’s what she always said. It was another veiled reference to Tim, and how he’d gone out into the Englisch world in spite of their parents’ best efforts. “I’m fine, Mudder.”

“See you later,” Jack called out as he poured a large mug of hot coffee. “I’d best get back out to the barn.”

Aaron knew that Jack had already been in the barn since five that morning. For all his disorganized mess, Jack was a hard worker. He helped their father farm their land in the spring, summer, and fall, and did woodworking in the barn in the winter.

“Ready, Aaron?” Tiny asked. “As you can see, I have on my boots and cloak.”

He stuffed his feet into his heavy winter boots. “I am. Bye, everyone.”

Five minutes later, he and Tiny were on their way to the bookmobile. Tiny’s real name was Elizabeth, but Aaron couldn’t recall anyone ever calling her that. Their father started calling her “Tiny” soon after she was born, since she’d been born early and was so much smaller than he, Tim, and Jack had been. Though she was normal size, now, the name had stuck.

She was seventeen to Jack’s eighteen and his twenty-one. At one time, they’d all walked to school together, but now that they were older, their days were as different as the three of them were.

Tiny was the most dependable. She flitted around, helping them all with one thing or another. Lately, she spent much of her time helping their mother can and sell their jams and jellies.

Tim had been handsome and loud. He’d also always questioned everything: their parents’ rules, their church district’s customs, the adherence to tradition. For a time it had seemed that he’d settled down. He’d gotten baptized and was even courting Suzanne down the street. But then they’d broken up, and he’d declared he wanted to leave everything they were behind. Their parents had threated to shun him. It had all happened so quickly, and he was lost to them forever.

Jack was the most easygoing and helped their father around the farm. He’d also been the best student, much to Aaron’s dismay when they were younger. Jack had taken his good grades for granted, never thinking too much about school; he’d always preferred to be outside by their father’s side.

Aaron, though he was now the oldest, was in many ways the odd duck. He’d been a dreamer, always thinking about his studies late into the night. He’d been the one making up stories he would have loved to one day publish and the one with all the questions about history. He hadn’t just wanted to know about Lewis and Clark and their journey out west; he had wanted to know what everyone was wearing, what they ate, how they prepared for such an adventure, and even how they made their maps. Now, though? Well, now his dreams were of the more concrete nature. He wanted to be smart enough to manage Zeiset’s.

Rounding out their family was little Rebecca, his parents’ surprise babe. It had taken them all off guard when their parents had announced that their mother was with child. But little Rebecca had been a blessing. He had no idea what her gifts were going to be, though perhaps it was her sunny disposition. Becca had brought all of them so much joy.

Tiny was perhaps the closest to Aaron. In a lot of ways, they were like two peas in a pod. Well, that’s what their mother always said.

“Do you ever wonder how the five of us ever got into this family?” he mused, voicing his thoughts out loud. “We’re quite the varied lot.”

Tiny nodded. “It has crossed my mind a time or two. But I’m glad we’re different. I like our differences. I kind of like that our haus isn’t like everyone else’s.”

Aaron knew what she meant. Their family was anything but a stereotypical Amish household. They were loud, disorganized, and rather messy. Their mother took the mess in stride and never thought to complain about her inability to keep a clean house, often thanking the Lord instead for giving her a pair of good eyes and a love of reading, cooking, and sewing.

A few minutes later, they reached the crest of the hill, and Aaron could see the bookmobile parked in the empty lot, just like always. He breathed a sigh of relief. They were going to make it there on time after all.

“Are you ever going to tell me what is really going on with you?” Tiny blurted.

He was not, but he played dumb. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Sure you do. Sarah Anne practically sneaks the books you order to you under a shelf. It’s obvious you’re studying something you don’t want the rest of us to know about.”

“It is private, but it’s nothing bad.”

“I didn’t think it would be.” She gave him a curious look. “Aaron, if you ever want to talk about it, I can keep a secret, you know.”

“I know.”

“But?”

He smiled. “But I’m afraid I don’t want to share right now.”

She groaned. “Fine. But you’re going to have to tell us all what you’re really up to sooner or later.”

“I understand.” He just hoped it would be far later than sooner. “Just give me time, okay?”

“Jah. Sure.” She smiled at him before waving to her friend Virginia.

Aaron breathed a sigh of relief. Virginia would distract Tiny from thinking about him for a while. Which was perfect because Sarah Anne said she was going to have some news for him today.

He just hoped it was the news he’d been praying for.
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two


• RULE #2 •

Be friendly and helpful. Also, never offer an opinion if you can help it. Take it from me, lots of advice eventually comes back to haunt you.



Sarah Anne had known it was going to be a good day the moment she spied the likable Coblentz kids through the window. “Aaron and Tiny! It’s good to see you,” she said as she walked to the door to meet them. “I was beginning to worry that you wouldn’t be in today.”

While Tiny laughed and went to join her friend near the stack of new releases, the handsome, quiet boy nodded. “I was a little worried myself. At first, my brother couldn’t find his books for you.” He handed over two popular mysteries.

She took them with a grin. She’d come to appreciate all the members of the Coblentz household, and indeed they were a varied lot. Aaron’s brother particularly amused her, often reminding her of a human pinball, constantly zipping from one activity to another. “At least Jack found them. That’s something.”

He smiled back. “Jah.” After looking out the open doorway, he lowered his voice. “Did you have any luck finding me some help?”

After making sure no one was around, she replied, “I did. I found you a tutor.”

He couldn’t believe she’d found him one so fast. “Really? When can I meet him?”

“First of all, she is a woman, and I took the liberty of setting something up for you tomorrow at four in the afternoon. If memory serves, that’s when you get off work, yes?”

“Yes.” He nodded, but he didn’t look nearly as excited as she’d hoped. “Sarah Anne, I appreciate your help, but I don’t know how I’m going to be able to meet this woman right after work. The furniture store is downtown, you know.”

“I know. But guess what? Kayla just happens to work at the little sewing shop across the street from Zeiset’s. You won’t have to worry about not getting along with her, either. She confided in me that she almost left the faith, and while she was making her decision, she took the GED.”

“Really?” He’d honestly thought he was the only Amish person around who wanted to take the notoriously difficult test.

“That’s what she told me.” Sarah Anne shrugged. “You’ll have to ask her more about that, if you’re curious.”

“How old is Kayla?”

“Hmm. Twenty-five or twenty-six, perhaps?”

So she was a little older. “What’s her last name?”

“Kauffman. Kayla Kauffman. That has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”

“I suppose.”

“Well? What do you say?”

He was desperate, and though he was a little uneasy to share his secret with a woman close to his age, he knew he was being silly. “I guess we could meet to see how it goes.”

“I think you could, indeed, Aaron. I think it was meant to be. I feel like the Lord has helped us set everything in the right direction. You need the help, and she needs the extra money. And her aunt is willing to let her tutor you in the back room of her shop.”

“There?”

“Her aunt runs the place and has a real good work area in the back. You two will be able to work in relative privacy.” Feeling awfully good about her efforts, Sarah Anne patted him on the shoulder. “That’s why I’ve been so excited to see you today, Aaron. If you didn’t show up, I was going to have to tell Kayla that the job wasn’t going to happen after all.”

“Thank you for helping me.”

“I’m happy to help you.” Deciding to comment on the worry lines she noticed, Sarah Anne added, “Aaron, sorry, but you don’t seem very pleased.”

“I guess I just realized that this is really going to happen. If my parents find out, I don’t know what I’m going to tell them. They’re going to be mighty upset with me.”

Sarah Anne had met his parents, and they’d seemed nice enough. Rather easygoing, too. But perhaps they weren’t always that way, or maybe not that way when it came to their oldest son. She’d certainly met more than a few people who had expectations for their children that caused nothing but pain and eventually failure for all of them.

“It’s up to you, but I’ve always been fond of the truth myself.”

“I reckon you’re right, but this time I know what the truth will get me.”

He still looked like he was about to meet the guillotine, but since more people had just walked inside, Sarah Anne decided to give Aaron some space.

“When you’re ready to leave, I have the book you ordered and all of Kayla’s information paper clipped to the inside of the front cover.”

“Sounds gut. I am going to look around a bit.”

“I’m glad.” She pointed to a display of books just to the right of them. “Go check out the newest arrivals. There’s a couple of good ones there.”

“I will, danke.”

“Of course, Aaron. That’s why I’m here.”

He smiled and, watching him turn away, Sarah Anne made a mental note to pray extra hard for him that afternoon. She’d begun to pray for eight or ten of her customers every day that she worked. She’d soon realized it was impossible to remain detached from the patrons she served. Almost immediately, she’d begun to notice all sorts of little things about them. They were slowly becoming her extended family.

Not a bad thing at all, especially considering that she’d been worried about taking the job in the first place. Besides, it was always easier to focus on all of them instead of her own troubles and worries.

The fact was, she was lonely. She was glad she’d accepted the early retirement her boss had offered at her accounting job, but when she’d left, she had also left behind a big network of friends and acquaintances there. Throughout the day, she’d have any number of conversations, even if just around the coffeepot in the morning or the watercooler in the afternoon.

Now, when she wasn’t out in the community, much of her work was done alone.

When she got home, it was worse. Her three-bedroom, two-story house was too big for one person, especially one person with memories of a husband who’d loved her dearly and had always looked out for her. Now, there were so many special items that evoked memories from vacations or holidays that they felt like traps at times.

But what else could she do? She was sixty-one. She wasn’t supposed to need excitement anymore. But it was hard to tell that to her heart.

“I think we’re ready, Miss Miller,” Tiny said, interrupting her thoughts. “Can we check out our books now?”

“Hmm? Oh. But of course.” Smiling at Tiny and Virginia, she held out her hands for the books. “Let’s get you checked out so you two can be on your way.”

“Danke,” Virginia said. “Tiny and me are going to stop by mei haus before we begin our chores for the day.”

“That sounds like an excellent plan. There’s nothing like a good visit with a good friend, is there?”

When the girls just giggled, Sarah Anne grinned. Yes, she just needed to concentrate on the good things in her life. Good things like books and Aaron needing her help and the sweet teenage girls who giggled.

Those were all good things. Very good indeed.
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• RULE #3 •

Don’t tell a patron you’ll find something if you have no idea where to look.



“I know you’re a grown woman, but I’m going to stick around during your lesson, Kayla,” Aunt Pat announced. “Something doesn’t feel quite right about this student of yours. All this secrecy never did anyone much good.”

Kayla smiled fondly at her aunt. Even though her aunt was as worldly and English as she could be, they’d always been thick as thieves. Kayla’s mother used to say that she was the daughter her sister had never been blessed to have. All Kayla knew was that ever since her life had fallen apart three years ago, she would have been lost without Pat. Her aunt had bent over backward to help her time and again—especially after her mother died and her father had ceased to care about much beyond his overwhelming grief.

“Thanks, Pat. I’ll feel better knowing you are around.” Kayla didn’t feel good about this secret meeting, either. Even though she knew Aaron Coblentz was Amish, she didn’t know him personally since she was New Order and he was Old Order. And though it was doubtful that he was going to be anything but polite, she also knew that some people did bad things. This man could be a secret ax murderer or something.

Immediately embarrassed that she was jumping to such conclusions, Kayla amended her fears.

Or, maybe not something as awful as that. There was a good chance he could just be plain odd. She did have experience with that.

Even though Sarah Anne had said Aaron was really nice and not at all weird, she was holding her judgment. She’d never heard of anyone wanting a secret tutor, and Levi, her former suitor, had made sure she’d never trust easily ever again.

Her aunt’s reassuring smile faltered. “Uh-oh. Now I’m really getting worried. Usually you tell me to stop fussing when I spout my opinions.”

Though she was pretty sure Aunt Pat was seeing right through her, Kayla lifted her chin. “I have a feeling that we’re both letting our imaginations get the best of us. Hopefully I’ll be able to tell you not to fuss at five o’clock.”

“Fingers crossed.” She held up two bejeweled fingers, crossed for emphasis.

Kayla was just about to tease Pat about her bright purple nails when the door to the shop opened and a serious-looking Amish man entered. She straightened. “Hello. May I help you find anything?”

After a second’s pause, he nodded. “I hope so. Are you Kayla?”

This was her student.

Oh my. He had a deep voice, a mop of dark blond hair, and hazel eyes. He was lanky but had wide shoulders and impressive muscles showing through the thin cotton of his gray shirt. He looked strong enough to lift the heaviest boxes that came in off the UPS truck on Monday mornings. In short, he was strikingly handsome, and she hated that she even noticed.

“Kay!” Aunt Pat whispered. “Say something.”

Looking back at the man, she spit out a reply. “Sorry. Jah. That’s me.”

“You’re Kayla? Kayla Kauffman?”

“I am. And I’m guessing you’re Aaron Coblentz.”

“Jah. I came here to be tutored,” he explained. As if he still wasn’t sure her mind was clicking along correctly, he said, “I assume that is still all right with you?”

“It is. I haven’t forgotten.”

Still staring at her intently, he nodded before glancing at her aunt. “I hope I’m not too late? It took me a little longer than I imagined to get off work.”

It was only five minutes past the hour. “You’re not late at all. We were just standing around talking. This is my aunt, Pat Rivers.”

“Hello,” he said before meeting her gaze again.

Pat smiled. “I’m pleased to meet you, Aaron.”

He nodded, then turned to face Kayla again.

That was her signal to get started, she supposed. After giving Aunt Pat a look that said a silent “wish me luck,” she walked toward the door of Pat’s office. “We’re going to meet in here. It will give us more privacy.”

“All right.”

Once they were alone in the room, Kayla started to feel even more awkward. This guy wasn’t like anything she’d imagined, which made her kind of embarrassed. She’d taken a lot of guesses and questions and spun them up in her mind to make him into someone really strange.

She knew better than to let her imagination run rampant, too. Mamm always said it was better to give people the benefit of the doubt. She should have remembered that.

“Have a seat,” she said, then took her aunt’s wheelie chair. “So, you intend to take the GED?”

“I do.”

“I heard you want to work on math?”

“Jah. And vocabulary. When I skimmed through a study guide at the library, I realized that there are a lot of English words I’ve never even heard of.”

“I felt the same way.” She wrote that down. “Back when I was preparing for the test, I made up a schedule. We might want to do the same thing. When is your test?”

“I’m not sure.”

That drew her up short. “No?”

“I’m not in a real big hurry to learn everything. I thought we’d take it one step at a time.”

“Are you sure you want to prepare that way? You might pay for lessons you don’t need otherwise.”

“I’m not worried about that.”

“Really?” She was shocked. Does he really have unlimited funds?

He frowned. “I don’t see how my financial situation matters to you.”

“It doesn’t. I was just surprised, that’s all.” Hoping to ease the tension that was brewing between them, she joked, “I forget that everyone isn’t on a tight budget like I am. My mother used to say I never met a penny on the ground that I didn’t pick up.”

He didn’t smile at her comment. If anything, he looked even more uncomfortable.

Starting to worry that they were never going to find a connection, she said, “Before we get started, maybe we could talk for a few minutes?”

He made a show of checking the time, which was a bit irritating since he had arrived five minutes late.

“Jah. We can talk. Um, what would you like to talk about?”

“You. Me.”

His hazel eyes flared. “You want to discuss us?”

“Jah. I mean, nee Nee, I do not.” She felt her cheeks heat. “I mean, I have some questions.”

“All right. Sure. What do you want to know?” He looked even more uneasy.

What is his deal? “Okay. I’m going to start with the most obvious. Did you read my fees? Are they all right with you?” Though he wasn’t very forthcoming, there was something about him that she wanted to know more about. She found herself on pins and needles while she waited for his answer.

He patted a pocket. “Jah. I have your twenty dollars ready. Do you want it first? Is that how you like to handle your classes?”

“No. I just wanted to make sure you understood my fees.”

“I understood them fine. Anything else?”

She wanted to ask why he was being so distant and prickly. After all, she was only trying to do him a favor. But because that seemed kind of harsh, she murmured the first other thing that came to her head. “Do you intend to stay Amish?”

His whole body stiffened. “I do.”

For some reason, she’d offended him, but she wasn’t sure why. Was asking such a thing really that intrusive, given the circumstances? She felt her cheeks heat. “I guess what I’m getting at is: Why are you studying for the GED on the sly? Aren’t you done with school?”

“Is it any of your business?”

He could try the patience of a saint. “Uh, yeah,” she blurted, giving his rudeness right back to him. “I might be getting paid for this, but I still need to help you. I can’t help you study if I don’t know what you’re studying for.”

He stared at her a long second. “Fine. I’m going to take the GED for a specific reason.”

“Which is?” she asked before she could take it back.

“Beg pardon, but—”

“Sorry, but if we’re going to be spending so much time together, I really do think knowing the reason will help me help you. So, are you going to try to go to college?” He was already stretching things by educating himself on his own, but to enter a college? Well, she seriously doubted there was a group of elders in any church district around here that would allow him to keep his faith and attend college.

“Nee.”

For a second, it had looked like he was going to add something, but he didn’t. That pause felt like he was keeping something important from her, as if he were speaking in riddles. She found it annoying. Though a bunch of questions were running through her head, she tamped them down.

If she pried into his life much more, she could be accused of acting exactly like he was—rude and intrusive. “Okay, I’ll get some GED study guides from the library and help you with the math and vocabulary they suggest.”

“What about today?”

“Let’s work on vocabulary words.” She had been going to work on math with him, but she wasn’t sure what he knew. And he was so prickly that she didn’t want to risk offending him even more by asking. However, she had stuck a list of SAT words in her tote bag that morning, a list from back when she’d been studying so hard. She’d had big plans then, plans to score so highly on the GED that she might even get a scholarship to college.

Of course, that was before she’d realized she had to make different plans.

Pulling out the list, she asked, “Did you bring a notebook?”

“Nee.”

“You’re going to need one soon,” she said as she flipped through her own and tore out a sheet. “But we can start on this.” She slid the paper and a pen toward him. “Okay, here’s the first word. Frugal.”

He picked up the pen but didn’t do anything. “What do you want me to do?”

“Write it down. Do you want me to spell it?”

She could practically see the muscles in his cheek work as he debated answering. Finally, he nodded. “Frugal F-R-U-G-A-L.”

He wrote down the letters in perfectly neat print. “Okay?”

“What do you think it means?”

“Not spending a lot?”

“Yep. Avoiding waste. Write either of those definitions down.”

It took him a minute, but he wrote down the definition she’d given him. “Now what?” he asked.

She paused. Up until now, all of her tutoring experience had been helping kids with their homework assignments. She had no experience making up study guides. But she knew how she studied. “Use it in a sentence.”

“Like how?”

“Like you were talking to me or one of your friends. Go.”

“I’m not going to use that word in a sentence to a friend.” He looked at her like she had two heads.

“How about a brother or sister?” What did it even matter? Why was he making it so hard? When he looked like he was about to argue again, she said, “Stop fighting me, Aaron. Believe it or not, I’m trying to help you. Now, please pretend!”

“Fine.” He took a moment, then said, “We act real frugal when we butcher chickens. We use every part, even the feet, in the stew.”

She felt like she was about to throw up, but just as she was about to grimace, she saw a look of amusement in Aaron’s eyes. “That’s good. Here’s the next word: ostentatious. I’ll spell it: O-S-T-E-N-T-A-T-I-O-U-S.”

After he wrote it down, she said, “It means ‘intended to attract notice or impress others.’ ” She felt a bit of satisfaction watching him write down the definition without her prompting.

Then he looked up. “Like one might wear ostentatious clothes to impress friends.”

She noticed he was giving her a funny look. “What?”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re looking at me like I’m ostentatious.”

“You’re the one wearing that necklace.”

She pressed her palm to her chest before even thinking about it. Years ago she’d seriously contemplated leaving the faith. She’d had a rocky rumspringa and had spent a lot of her days among the English.

One of the jobs she’d taken had been at a big super center, and when she quit, the lady who’d been her confidant and mentor had given her the gold charm with the scrollwork that now bit into her skin. She noticed Aaron was staring at her chest and immediately dropped her hand.

This time he looked away with a faint blush to his cheeks. “Next?”

“Next? Oh.” She scanned the page. “Um, tenacious.”

“I can’t even begin to spell that.”

“I never can spell it by myself, either.” After spelling it out loud, she said, “It means ‘to be stubbornly unyielding.’ ”

He narrowed his eyes. “I still don’t get it.”

“You know, like never giving up. Ah, like…” She thought fast. “That athlete is really tenacious. He keeps competing even though he’s bruised and sore.”

“I like that one,” he said.

She smiled at him. “Me, too.”

Something shifted between them, and before she knew it, her aunt Pat poked her head in.

“Sorry, you two, but your time is up.”

Aaron started. “That went by fast.”

“I thought so, too.” Kayla closed her notebook and stuffed it in her backpack. “Do you want to meet again next week?”

“Yeah.” He pulled out a twenty-dollar bill and handed it to her. “I’m sorry it took me a minute to get started.”

“You mean that you were rude?”

He rolled his eyes. “Uh-huh.”

“It’s no big deal.” Well, not anymore. Somehow she’d started appreciating his prickliness. “I just needed to know how to help you.”

“The truth is that my family doesn’t know about this.”

“Why not? Would they get mad at you?”

“They just wouldn’t understand.”

“Because you want to go to college?”

“I wasn’t lying. I don’t. I have no plans to leave my faith or go to college. I… I just want to do something hard, you know? I want to challenge myself to do something I didn’t think I could.”

“Jah. I get that.” Unfortunately, she really got that.

“Truly? Well, gut.” He stepped back. Now that their session was over, he looked a little more lost. “Well… thanks. I better go, and I guess you should, too.”

“See you next week, Aaron.” Just as he turned away, she remembered they didn’t have a way to communicate with each other. “Hey, wait a sec.”

“What?”

She ripped off a corner of one of her papers and scribbled down her name and two phone numbers. “The first one is my phone number here. The second is the phone in my kitchen.”

“Are you New Order?”

“I am. Do you have access to a phone?”

“We have a shanty down the road. I work at the furniture store, too.”

“Okay, we have a plan, then. We can call each other if one of us can’t make it or something.”

He looked at her writing and smiled. “You might be real smart, but you’ve got crappy handwriting.”
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