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Dear Reader,

Thank you for reading The Protective One! I hope you enjoy E.A. and Will’s story. Though I liked a lot of things about this book, my favorite parts were the chapters that took place at a county fair. Ah, fairs! Have you ever been to one?

When I was a teenager, my father took me to the State Fair of Texas. Everything there was magical! I loved seeing and hearing “Big Tex,” the rides, all the baby animals, and, of course, all the food!

When it came time to write this book, I knew I wanted several scenes to take place at a much smaller venue, and I needed some help! That’s when I reached out to a group of about sixty women, all former members of my Buggy Bunch street team. After telling them that I needed small, tiny details about state fairs, we began a three- or four-day discussion filled with all things “fair.” These women were a wealth of knowledge and memories! It was so fun to read all about showing livestock, everyone’s favorite rides, the fair food, the dust, the cute boys … all of it made me smile. What started out as a rather urgent need to get some quick details so I could write a book ended up being an opportunity to get to know some ladies a little bit better.

I’ll always be grateful for their help and their stories.

If you’ve never been part of a writer’s street team, I hope you’ll consider joining one in the future. You’ll not only get some free books, you’ll help a very grateful author. And you might just meet some other reader buddies along the way, too!

I put out a call for interested people every fall on my Shelley Shepard Gray Author Page on Facebook. Join me there! I’ll look forward to getting to know you.

In the meantime, thank you for giving my books a try. It really does mean so much to me.

With blessings, Shelley


Praise for New York Times bestselling author Shelley Shepard Gray’s Walnut Creek series

“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

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

—Publishers Weekly

“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 of more than thirty novels

“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

“This is a four-star book that everyone should read.”

—Cover to Cover Café
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This book is dedicated to my BBA Facebook group—a large group of longtime readers who jumped in wholeheartedly when I needed some help for this book.






You have been my protection, like a strong tower against my enemies.

—Psalm 61:3

God adds to the beauty of His world by creating true friends.

—Amish Proverb
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MAY

Funerals and marriages. Elizabeth Anne had once heard her mother proclaim that these two events always brought people together.

As she stood off to the side in the vestibule of Marie Hartman’s—now Marie Byler’s—church, E.A. reckoned her mother had been right. She might have been standing by herself, but she wasn’t alone. The space was filled with longtime friends and both John’s and Marie’s families. And in the midst of all of them she could easily spy the rest of her best friends in the world, known as the Eight.

This time, they’d all come together for a wedding or two of their own. But not too long ago, they’d gathered together for a far more heart-wrenching occasion: Andy Warner’s funeral.

That day had been painful in so many ways. They’d each been grief-stricken by Andy’s sudden death and perhaps were feeling far more alone, because his funeral had accomplished what their best intentions never had: it had brought all of them together for the first time in years.

Still remembering that stark sense of loss like it was yesterday, E.A. shivered. It had been July. Scorching hot, and they’d all been wearing black. But as she’d stood with the rest of the Eight on Andy’s parents’ front lawn, she’d been chilled. Only seven of them stood together. They would never be a true “Eight” ever again.

It hadn’t surprised her that everyone else felt the same way. Standing there on that lawn, they’d all vowed to stay in better touch. Yes, a lot of those promises had stemmed from guilt, because Andy had committed suicide.

However, those promises had also come from someplace else. Someplace deep and true. A place that had as much to do with true long-lasting friendships as private losses. With the fact that their friendship had transcended everyone else’s expectations about how so many different people could remain so close for years and years.

It was during that moment on the lawn that they’d all promised to each other to be better friends. And, amazingly, in the past eighteen months, that had happened. Marie had moved back to Walnut Creek. John B. and Will had stopped putting their careers first and now never said no to group gatherings. All of them had let their guards down and shared secrets that they’d previously only kept to themselves.

And now, here they were, celebrating a wedding. Marie, their very own English homecoming queen, had just married John Byler, who’d grown up Amish.

It seemed that love really did conquer all.

Now E.A. was cooling her heels in the vestibule before it was time to go into the reception. Looking down at her pale pink bridesmaid dress, she couldn’t help but frown again. Though it was a pretty dress, and rather modest, she never would have picked it. No freckle-faced redhead would ever willingly choose to wear pink.

“What’s got you looking so irritated, E.A.?” Katie asked as she walked toward her with her husband, Harley. Harley was wearing a black coat and black trousers, looking like a slightly spiffier version of his usual self. Katie was wearing a dark blue dress that she’d sewn herself. Harley and Katie were both Amish, and while they were also in the bridal party, Marie had been respectful of their preferences for conservative dress.

Though it was vain and selfish, E.A. couldn’t help but look at Katie’s gown with longing. The blue dress matched Katie’s eyes. It would have matched her eyes, too.

“Oh, nee. Was I truly looking that irritated?” She really hoped Marie’s mother hadn’t seen her looking like that. Mrs. Hartman had a lot of expectations about this day, and that included how her daughter’s bridesmaids acted.

“A little bit,” Harley murmured. His lips twitched—it was obvious he was fighting off a smile.

“Sorry. It wasn’t about anything important. I was just thinking about how much I hate to wear pink.”

Katie gave her a sympathetic look. “You look nice in that color.” When E.A. raised her eyebrows, Katie blushed. “I mean, it ain’t that bad.”

“Come on. This color is somehow managing to make me look both washed-out and sunburned at the same time.”

“It could’ve been worse. It could’ve been orange.”

And just like that, all of E.A.’s sudden worries about being on Mrs. Hartman’s radar vanished. She burst out laughing. “You’ve got me there. An orange dress would have looked worse.” Folding her arms over her chest, she asked, “So, what’s going on? Does Mrs. Hartman need us to do something?” Marie’s mother hadn’t been shy about telling the bridal party what to do.

“Oh, nee. Nothing like that.” After sharing a small smile with her husband, Katie said, “Harley and I came over here to ask you something.”

“What is it?”

Harley answered, “Elizabeth Anne, me and the guys were just talking about who was going to give a proper wedding toast for John and Marie.” He paused.

When he didn’t say anything more, E.A. looked at Harley curiously. “All right … that makes sense. So, who is going to speak?”

“Well, now … ” He cleared his throat. “You see, we started talking. After a bit, we came to a decision.”

“Yes?”

He folded his hands behind his back. “We think you should do the honors.”

Her? No way. She was good at organizing things. But standing up in front of everyone and giving a speech? It honestly made her feel a little ill. Hoping to keep her expression neutral, E.A. said, “Katie, you are Marie’s matron of honor. Plus, everyone knows how good you are at telling stories. Shouldn’t you do it?”

Katie looked sympathetic but stayed unwavering. “I would, but everyone is thinking of a specific tale to tell, you see.”

“A specific story? Wow. So, um, which one are you all thinking of?” she asked, though it was all an act. There was only one really good story she could tell about Marie and John.

Harley grinned. “You know which one I’m referring to. The night Marie got her crown.”

She’d been afraid of that. That episode didn’t exactly put her in the best light. Sometimes she didn’t think it put any of them in the best light. However, it really was a perfect tale to highlight Marie’s and John’s longtime affection for each other.

“Do you really think it’s the best story to share on their wedding day?”

“Yep.”

Even though she was dallying, E.A. added, “Even in front of their parents?”

Make that “in front of all the Eights’ parents.” Oh, her mom was going to be so mad.

“Come on. You know we’re right.” Katie, all five foot two inches of her, looked up at E.A. “Please?”

What could she do?

“All right.”

Katie started to smile. “Really?”

“Really.” Thinking about standing in front of two hundred people, telling an embarrassing story while also wearing an unflattering pink dress, didn’t exactly make her feel good, but this day wasn’t about her, anyway. It was about Marie and John. And the Eights’ long-standing friendship. “I can’t promise that I’ll do a great job, but I’ll try my best.”

“You’ll do fine, E.A.,” Harley said.

Katie grabbed her hand. “Come on. Let’s go tell the others.”

E.A. let herself be tugged. But even though her feet were moving, the rest of her wanted to hedge a bit. “Do we really need to go right this minute?”

“Oh, for sure.” Harley nodded. “Sorry, E.A. The reception is about to start.”

Elizabeth Anne let herself be dragged down the narrow hallway to the large fellowship hall where the reception was being held. Catching sight of Logan and Will, she gave them a little thumbs-up.

Logan grinned and put both of his thumbs in the air. Throwing one arm around Logan’s shoulders, Will smiled broadly at her.

Suddenly, all her doubts and fears drifted away.

It didn’t matter what she was wearing, or how good she was at speaking in front of large groups of people.

All that mattered was the memory of one night, almost eight years ago, when she’d gotten a frantic phone call from Marie. And how she, in turn, had done something that turned one quiet night into an adventure none of them would ever forget.

Now she simply had to hope that she wouldn’t leave a single part of it out. If she was going to tell this story, one thing was certain: she had to do it right.
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“Hi, everyone. My name is Elizabeth Anne Schmidt, but most everybody calls me E.A. I thought I’d share a favorite story with you about Marie and John B.

“I think the first thing you ought to know is that our Marie here was named homecoming queen her junior year of high school. You should also probably know that until that evening, John B. had no idea that such things even happened.”



JULY

There were more fireflies dotting the fields around her house than Elizabeth Anne could count. But still she tried. She’d once read that people believed wishing on them, like on the stars, might make dreams come true. She’d always thought such a notion was foolish.

But lately?

Well, lately, Elizabeth Anne was beginning to think she’d been going through life a little too resolutely. Perhaps she would be happier if she took more time to daydream and wish on fireflies.

She was a twenty-four-year-old Mennonite, had a job at the fabric store that was rather boring, and was anticipating a proposal from a man who had never made her pulse race or her heart sing.

Though having both employment and a beau should have given her a feeling of fulfillment, she felt empty. Like a firefly that had no light.

But maybe, just maybe, she wasn’t the kind of woman destined for fierce longings or challenging jobs. Were some women simply more romantic and apt to blush and fuss more than others? Perhaps the problem was that she’d never felt such things. Perhaps she wasn’t capable of such.

She sighed. The action rocked the swing a bit, jarring the man sitting next to her.

“Elizabeth Anne, you’ve sure been quiet for a while,” David blurted from her side. Looking her over like a doctor might look at a sprained ankle, he continued, “Is everything all right? Are you ill?”

“Am I ill? Oh, nee.” She was simply bored.

Folding his hands over his chest, David sighed. “Well, then … what have you been thinking about?” Impatience was in his voice now. “You know it’s only proper for us to sit together on the porch swing for thirty minutes. We should make the most of our time.”

Elizabeth Anne almost rolled her eyes. Because that, she feared, was the problem. Here they were, a courting couple sitting alone on a porch swing on an early summer evening. The air was warm and comfortable, fireflies were twinkling in the distance, and the faint scent of honeysuckle floated in the breeze.

No one else was around, and even if someone were, no one in her family would so much as blink if David had his arm around her shoulders. Not even if they were kissing. They’d been courting a long time now.

But they weren’t doing any of that. Nothing even close to it. And they never had.

“I’m sorry.” Looking at handsome, wholesome David, with his brown hair, brown eyes, full cheeks, and rather thin lips, E.A. wished yet again that there was some kind of spark between them. “I was just looking at the fireflies.”

“What about them?” He turned his head to stare out at the soybean field that seemed to go for miles on either side of them. As if they were pleased to have his attention, the hundreds of fireflies danced and sparked. The sight was mesmerizing.

“I read once that people used to make wishes on them,” she said softly, hoping to instill a bit of whimsy in their conversation.

He looked back at her and wrinkled his nose. “Wishes?”

“Jah. You know, like on stars.” When he still gaped at her, she cleared her throat. “Do you think that’s true?”

Turning to the field again, he shrugged. “I have no idea. Honestly, Elizabeth Anne, I’ve given up trying to understand why other people do the things they do.”

Elizabeth Anne. David always called her by her full name. Never E.A. like her best friends. Or her parents, or her sister, Annie. Even her teachers had called her E.A. on occasion.

She didn’t think calling her any sort of pet name had ever entered David’s mind. Ever.

Thinking about that, about how David didn’t see anything in the distance but a bunch of bugs, she pressed her lips together. “Hmm.”

His voice sharpened. “Come now. You know I’m right. Why, lots of folks do strange things, things that people like you and me couldn’t even begin to contemplate.”

“I guess that’s true,” she replied, though she wasn’t sure if his statement actually was true. Especially since she was contemplating all sorts of things at the moment.

Staring back at the dancing fireflies, she ventured, “You know what? Maybe we should play a game.”

“Out here in the dark?”

“It’s not all that dark.”

“It’s too dark to play any sort of game.” He sounded shocked. So shocked she couldn’t help but egg him on a bit.

“David, how about the two of us make some wishes right now?”

“Um …”

“Come on, it will be fun. I mean, look at all those lights! Why, it looks like Christmas in July. Don’t you think it’s the perfect night to make a wish or two?”

“Nee.”

“No?” That was it?

“Elizabeth Anne, you and I both know that no good ever comes from making wishes that won’t come true. It’s best to concentrate on what is possible.” Before she could comment, he continued, “That’s what I’ve always admired about you. You don’t waste your time dreaming about things that could never happen to a girl like you.”

“A girl like me?” Why did that sound extremely unflattering?

“Jah.” He waved a hand. “You are smart.”

She knew she was. She’d been smart enough to graduate at the top of her high school class. Yes, the Lord had truly blessed her with a good mind.

But being smart wasn’t only what she was. Did he see that?

He kept talking. “You are also strong. Jah, you have fortitude.”

She was at sea. “I don’t know what you are talking about.”

“Sure you do.” While she gaped at him, he nodded. “You never contemplate selfish acts.”

Everything he was saying sounded awfully old-fashioned. “David, what is on your mind?”

He crossed one leg over another, like a proper old man from the Victorian age. “Come now, you know who I’m thinking of.”

His look, even in the dim light, was pointed. She shifted uncomfortably. “I’m sorry, but I don’t think I know what you are referring to.”

David pushed off the swing and stood in front of her. “Not what. Who.”

“Hmm?”

“Of course, I’m talking about that man.”

“What man?” She was becoming exasperated.

“That man you used to know,” he said impatiently.

She decided to match his tone. “Stop speaking in riddles.”

“Fine. I’m talking about Andy Warner.”

He was speaking of Andy? A chill entered her body and settled in. Wrapping her arms around her middle, E.A. took a deep, fortifying breath. Anything to stop the sudden rush of tears that had just filled her eyes.

“David, Andy was my friend, not just some man I used to know.” Actually, he’d been so much more than that. He’d been the Eights’ leader, and their instigator. More than once he’d been her protector.

He’d been that way with everyone.

Sadness filled her as she thought of the boy he’d been. Oh, he’d been so many things. Loud and handsome and caustic. Yet, so very kind, too. He’d been a jumble of emotions and personality traits. He’d been complicated.

Just like she was.

Propping his hands on his hips, David looked at her directly. “Well, Andy Warner might have been your friend—”

“No, he was my friend,” she said firmly. “Andy was one of my best friends.”

He grunted. “All I’m trying to say is that he must not have felt the same way about you.”

Elizabeth Anne gaped at him, shocked. “Of course he did. Why would you say that?” What she meant to say was How could you say such a thing to me?

“Come now. He killed himself. That’s the most selfish, weak act a person can do.”

“Don’t say that.” One, two tears slid down her cheeks. “You don’t know.”

“All I’m saying is that no man who cares about his friends, who really cares about his friends, would take his own life.”

Her temper flared. “You need to stop,” she ordered, her voice thick with emotion. “You didn’t know Andy at all. You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

He stood up straighter, almost as if he were a parent delivering a lecture to a recalcitrant child. “I’m sorry if my words made you upset, but you know I’m right, Elizabeth Anne. All I’m doing is pointing out the truth.”

“No, you’re spouting off your wrong opinions like you have a right to say them.”

“I do. I have every right.”

Not about Andy. Looking at him directly, E.A. wondered why she’d ever thought David could be the man for her. Getting to her feet, she said, “I think it’s time for you to go.”

But he didn’t budge an inch. “Are you really going to get upset with me about this?”

Yes. Yes, she was. She was finally going to get upset with him about a lot of things. About the way he timed his visits. How he only called her by her full name. And never tried to get to know her other friends. Or held her hand.

But most of all, she was going to make him leave because she was finally admitting to herself that she deserved better. Someone much better.

“Yes, I am,” she said finally. “I do believe I’m going to be very upset with you.”

He sighed, like he thought she was being overly dramatic and would soon collapse in a fit of vapors or something. “I see. Well, then, I guess I should be going.” He stood and walked down the front steps. “I certainly hope you will be in better spirits when I come calling next Saturday night.”

A quick vision entered her head—a vision of the two of them sitting on this blasted front porch swing again and again. Never doing anything but talking about the weather and their jobs. Never noticing the fireflies. Never being anything more.

She couldn’t do it.

“David, don’t come back next Saturday night.”

He turned around. “Say again?”

“I said for you not to come calling on me next Saturday.” Feeling relieved that the decision was made, she continued, “In fact, I think it would be best if you didn’t come back here again.”

His eyebrows rose so high, they hid under the brim of his hat. “You’re going to stay mad at me for that long?”

“No. I’m going to finally move on. We’re done.”

He looked incredulous. Went so far as to reach out a hand to almost touch her. “We can’t be done, Elizabeth Anne. What about all the time we’ve put into this?”

“This isn’t about time spent courting, David. This is about the fact that we are too different. I mean, you don’t even understand how much Andy meant to me.” And how hard it had been to lose him.

His expression hardened. “What will our parents say? They’re counting on this match.”

But she didn’t want to be in a “match.” She wanted to be in love. Realizing that David would never understand that, she muttered, “They will have to be disappointed then.” Just as she was.

“But—”

“Good night and goodbye,” she said over her shoulder.

Even though he was still staring at her in shock, practically frozen, she strode inside.

She was fuming. She was so mad, her skin felt clammy and a bead of sweat was running down her brow.

“Has it been thirty minutes already?” Daed asked as Elizabeth closed the door firmly.

She took a deep breath and attempted to answer her sweet father in a calm tone of voice. “Jah.”

“Ah. Well, yes. I guess it has, indeed, been David’s allotted thirty minutes.” Her father, who everyone said looked a bit like Santa Claus, smiled at her.

Reluctantly, she smiled back at him.

After folding the latest issue of the Budget on his lap, he looked at her over the rims of his reading glasses. “Well, how was your beau tonight?”

For a moment, E.A. contemplated sharing with her father what had happened. Thought about explaining her feelings and how she knew there had to be someone better suited for her than David.

But if she did that, Daed would call for her mother, Mamm would rush in, and then the three of them would have a “cozy discussion” that would last for at least an hour. There was no way she was up for that.

“He was the same as always,” she finally said as she started up the stairs.

“Elizabeth?”

“I’m sorry, Daed, I’ve got to, um, go to the bathroom.” He looked taken aback, but nodded, leaving her alone with her thoughts as she climbed the steep stairs to her attic bedroom.

Yes, David had been the same. Not very romantic, not very perceptive. It wasn’t even the first time he’d mentioned how mystified he was about Andy’s death and her continued mourning of him.

She was the one who’d become different. Someone who wanted more, someone who felt she deserved more.

Or, maybe, just maybe, she’d at last become her real self. The person she’d meant to be all along.
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“Anyway, from what I understand, Marie was given her crown during the middle of a football game, then she got to wear it when she went to the dance.

“She’d been supposed to go to the dance with our friend Andy, but he’d been pressured to take a daughter of one of his parents’ neighbors. So she ended up going with another boy, who basically abandoned her after the dance, which left her without a ride home.

“Well, you can imagine how that must have felt. Marie got on the phone and started calling all of us in order to get a ride.

“I was the only one who picked up.”



JULY

“Some days, it’s hard to believe we work at the same place, Will,” John Byler said as they walked out of the trailer factory. “It’s been two days since we’ve said much more than good morning to each other.”

A number of thoughts flew through Will’s head—most of them sounding rather critical even to his own ears. Though they’d been friends for most of their lives, their relationship had shifted, thanks to John’s recent marriage and recent promotion.

But it wasn’t like he could bring up such a thing, it would only sound selfish. “We’ve been blessed to have so much work. Ain’t so?”

Falling into step next to him, John B. glanced at him in surprise. “Didn’t expect to hear that from you.”

The comment didn’t sit well. “How come? You don’t think I’m a hard worker?”

“Nee … I was thinking more along the lines that it isn’t like you to fall back onto trite phrases.”

Trite? “It ain’t trite if the saying is true. Work is a good thing, for sure and for certain.”

John rolled his eyes. “Come on, Will. It’s you and me are talking here, not you and the bishop.”

“I’m aware of that.” He was also aware that John wouldn’t likely be talking to the bishop after church ever again. He’d recently married his longtime crush, Marie Hartman. And while Will was glad for both of them—they really were meant for each other—he also couldn’t deny that John’s becoming English for Marie and their life together had been hard for him.

In some ways, Will had felt like he’d just lost his best friend.

“You’re acting like there’s something wrong,” John said. “What is it? Is this about my new job?”

“Of course not.” John was a talented artist and had recently been given a promotion of sorts. Now he worked in the offices near their boss. He also met with clients and at times even traveled for work. It was a far cry from working on the assembly line like Will did.

“Is it Marie?”

“Don’t be daft. You know I love Marie.” She was as much a part of the Eight as any of them.

“What is it, then?” Frustration laced John’s words. “You know you can trust me, Will.”

“Of course I can. But there is nothing to talk about.”

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely.” And he was telling the truth. Though he was feeling restless and out of sorts, it surely wasn’t anything for John to worry about. Hoping to end their awkward discussion, Will pulled out his sunglasses and placed them on his eyes.

“All right … but if you want to talk about things, I’m always available.”

“Danke.”

“Have you heard from anyone lately? Marie saw Katie at the store last week, but that’s about it.”

“I sat with Logan at church. Tricia, too,” he added with a smile.

John grinned. “Who would’ve ever thought that Andy’s little sister would not only end up with Logan but also become Amish?”

“Not I.”

“Me, neither. Is she doing any better with her Deutsch?”

“That would be no.” Thinking of the many ways Tricia Warner could mangle even the simplest words, Will chuckled. “If we ever doubted Logan’s love for her, those doubts would be erased now. He’s as patient with her lessons as a mother hen with new chicks.”

“I never thought of Logan as being a motherly sort, but I imagine the comparison is apt. So, tell me how Eli’s been on the line.”

“As cantankerous as ever. And he’s still complaining about his wife to whoever will listen.”

“What’s the latest story? I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I kind of miss his complaints.”

Glad to have something else to talk about, Will shared Eli’s latest gripes, laughing with John at the older man’s penchant for finding fault with most anything. Even with his mighty patient wife.

As they walked, the sun on his shoulders and the faint breeze on his skin encouraged his worries to subside. Yes, their relationship might have shifted, but they were still gut friends. And the day had been a good one.

Twenty minutes later, they stood at the corner of Third and Maple to part ways. John would head left to his home with Marie, and Will would walk another mile and a half to his family’s farm.

“What hours do you work tomorrow?” Will asked.

John’s expression turned guarded. “Um, actually, I won’t be in for the next two days. I’m going with Mr. Kerrigan to deliver a trailer and to discuss designs for another with a potential client.”

“Where to?”

“Indianapolis.”

Will whistled low, trying not to feel a pang of jealousy. “That’s far.”

“Yeah, but not too bad. It will be quicker coming back than driving out.”

“Oh. Sure.” He smiled tightly. “Well, have a good trip. I’ll be seeing you.”

John clasped his arm. “Hey, Will?”

“Jah?”

“I know things have changed, but I don’t want us to drift further apart. Let’s try to do this walk at least once a week. It’s a good way for us to catch up, ain’t so?”

Will wasn’t sure if he agreed. A walk wasn’t going to bridge the gap that had grown between them. If anything, he reckoned it would emphasize it.

But if it made John happy to pretend that they could get back to how they used to be, Will could pretend to do that, too. “Anytime we’re both free, I’m game,” he said. Boy, he hoped he didn’t sound as lukewarm as he felt.

“Gut,” John replied. Looking straight ahead, he stuffed his hands into his pockets, something Will knew he didn’t usually do unless he was feeling uneasy or awkward. “You know what? Maybe I’ll ask Marie to round up everyone. We could have you guys over for supper or something. That would be great.”

John and Marie. Logan and Tricia. Harley and Katie. Finishing off the group would be Elizabeth Anne and Kendra. And him, the lone man. That didn’t hold a lot of appeal.

But still, Will nodded. “Jah,” he said. “That sounds gut. Danke.”

John slowed. “Are you sure? Because you sound kind of off all of a sudden.”

“I’m sure. Now, I’ve got to get going,” he said quickly, hoping to fend off any more questions. “I’ll be seeing ya.” He raised a hand. “Bye.”

John raised a hand, too, but it hung kind of limply in the air, looking just as taken aback as his expression. “Bye, Will.”

After he turned away, Will at last allowed his strained smile to fall. And because he was alone, he gave in to his burst of doldrums. It wasn’t good, but he couldn’t seem to help himself.

All around him, everyone was changing, moving forward, making decisions about their future while he, on the other hand, was stuck firmly in place. Worse, he’d been stuck there for quite some time.

He’d always been the caretaker, the good friend, the helpful member of the Eight. He’d looked out for his friends and family and tried to be there for them so they wouldn’t be alone. It was all good, and now he was seeing the product of all his efforts. His friends were happy and secure, but he’d spent so much time focusing on them that he’d forgotten about himself. Now he was at loose ends while everyone else was moving forward with their jobs and falling in love. Even his siblings seemed more settled than he was.

He was now afraid that if he didn’t do something different, he was going to be left behind, alone and forgotten.

Actually, he feared he already was.
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“I am Mennonite, so I could drive and had access to a car. I didn’t have a lot of experience driving it because I had just turned sixteen. Not that it mattered. When Marie called on the verge of tears, I didn’t hesitate. In no time at all, I snuck out my window, got in my mother’s car that was parked on the street, and was ready to pick up Marie and save the day.

“Well, me and Katie and John and Harley, that is.”



THURSDAY

Trying hard not to think about the odds of her being late for work, E.A. took three tentative steps, peeked to her right, and paused. Then, when she found no one about, she eased her bicycle down their driveway, and started peddling as fast as she could past David’s house.

This system, which she’d now been following for five days, was her new reality.

It had already gotten old, too.

Last Saturday, when she’d finally had enough of David and told him they were over, she hadn’t thought about the consequences of it. Well, not beyond no longer having to suffer through his weekly half-hour courting calls. However, she was learning that breaking up with David affected other people, too.

Her parents were now starting to ask questions about David’s absence. She was going to have to tell them the truth, and that wouldn’t be good.

Though they’d often teased her about David’s rather awkward courting habits, she’d known they’d been pleased about the two of them being a couple.

After all, they’d lived next door and been best friends with the Brennan family for years and years. When E.A. finally got up the nerve to admit that she had broken things off, the news wasn’t going to be welcomed.

Especially not by her mother, who E.A. feared was secretly planning their nuptials.

Just thinking about that conversation made her feel guilty. Hating the fact that she was letting her parents’ opinions affect her own—especially since she hadn’t even told them yet—E.A. pedaled the bike harder up the hill. When her thighs started burning, she wondered why she’d decided to ride her bike to work anyway. She always regretted it.

Usually, she walked. Every now and then, she drove one of their two cars. Because she was Mennonite, most people thought they were Englischers.

She wasn’t. Though she did have a computer and a cell phone and drove a car, she was still not “plugged in” twenty-four seven. And while she’d gone to high school and had even considered going to college, her high school had been a private one that had catered to Mennonites.

In addition, she had waited to be baptized until she’d been twenty, wore dresses instead of slacks, and also wore a small covering on her head. However, those dresses weren’t especially Plain. Instead, they were constructed of printed fabric. In addition, the covering on her head was really only a small piece of lace, nothing like the kapp her Amish friends wore.

She straddled two worlds, the English one and the Amish one, fitting into neither completely. Most of her Mennonite girlfriends relished the freedom.

She, on the other hand, felt like she was always in danger of toppling down one side or the other. When was she ever going to become more confident and satisfied with her decisions?

Maybe when she became more confident and satisfied with herself.

Tired of trying to pedal up the hill, she hopped off and walked her bicycle up the incline. Pulling it up the hill wasn’t especially difficult, but guiding the bike was certainly harder than simply walking—especially on a warm summer morning. Glaring at the bike, she contemplated leaving it on someone’s driveway until she got off work.

“E.A., what did that bicycle ever do to you?”

Startled, she turned to see Will Kurtz loping toward her, an amused expression on his face.

Boy, she was pleased to see him. Will could always make any day better. “What are you talking about?”

His long legs reached her easily. “Even from fifty yards away, I noticed you glaring at that bicycle like it had done something terrible to ya.”

Smiling up at him, she said, “I guess I was glaring at it. I hate riding up this hill.”

“It is a pretty steep hill. That is for sure.”

Actually, it wasn’t all that steep, but she knew Will would never say that. He always tried to make people feel better, not worse. “I was more upset with myself than anything,” she said. “It’s hot out. I should have known better than to ride it to Sew and Tell.”

He held out a hand. “You want me to guide it up the hill for ya?”

That was the thing. He absolutely would do that for her. That was his way. “Danke, but I’m okay. We could walk together, though, if you wanted.”

Will smiled easily. “I want.”

And just like that, she felt her body relax. That was Will in a nutshell, she realized. He was just so very nice.

She was blessed to have him in her life.

“Thanks again,” she said.

Some of the humor in his eyes faded to concern. “Hey, are you all right?”

“Oh, sure.” With anyone else, she would have dropped it there, but he was easy to talk to. And, maybe he would offer her some advice, too. “I mean, I think I am.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means I broke up with David.”

“Ah.” It was almost comical, the way Will was struggling to keep a straight face. “What happened? I mean, would you like to talk about it?”

She needed to. “It all started when we were sitting on my front porch on Saturday night.”

His lips twitched. “For his allotted thirty minutes?”

Ugh. Had everyone been snickering about it all this time? “Jah. And no, I have no idea why he decided on half-hour visits in the first place.”

His eyes sparkled. “Hmm.”

“You aren’t helping, Will.”

“I’m sorry. Forgive me. Continue,” he said, waving a hand in the air.

Since his other hand was still guiding her bike up the hill, she didn’t chastise him. “Anyway, there we were, sitting on my porch swing like always, when I pointed out how pretty the fireflies were.”

“Okay …”

“Then I mentioned something about making wishes, but he didn’t get what I was talking about at all.” She exhaled. “Somehow, all that turned into some weird conversation about people being selfish.”

Will’s dark eyebrows rose. “That must have been quite a conversation.”

Oh, yes, it was. Remembering just how hurt she’d felt, she exclaimed, “Will, that wasn’t even the worst part!”

“No?”

“Somehow we started talking about Andy. He told me that Andy’s death was a selfish act. That he must not have cared about me. About any of us.”

Will slowed to a stop, putting out his other hand to steady the bicycle. “He started talking badly about Andy?” When she nodded, his eyebrows pulled together. “E.A., how did you respond?”

“How do you think? I told David that Andy wasn’t selfish at all. That he was a good friend.” Remembering David’s smug expression and how impassioned she’d been, her voice thickened with emotion. “Actually, I told him that Andy had been a great friend, and that he shouldn’t be saying a critical word.”

“Gut. Good for you.”

He looked so impressed, she admitted, “I might not have been that eloquent, but it was along those lines.”

“Ah.”

“Will, you feel the same way about Andy, too, don’t you?”

“Of course I do. All of us feel that way, E.A.” His voice softened. “I think you said all the right things.”

“Danke.” Taking a deep breath, she added, “I ended up breaking up with him right then and there.”

“Really?”

“Oh, jah. There was no way I could ever marry someone who didn’t feel at least a little more compassionate about Andy.” Or, at the very least, more empathetic about her feelings.

“I’m proud of you, Elizabeth Anne,” he murmured. “That couldn’t have been easy.”

It hadn’t been.

But now, after speaking with him? She suddenly felt better. It was like she’d needed Will’s reassurance but hadn’t even realized it. “You know what? I’m really glad we ran into each other. I’ve been keeping that whole episode to myself, and it’s been eating my insides like a bad meal. You’ve helped a lot.”

He looked pleased. “Believe it or not, I think I needed this conversation almost as much as you did.”

“Why?”

After a brief hesitation, he said, “I don’t know what’s going on with me, but lately I’ve been feeling a little unsettled.” Looking straight ahead, he continued, “I don’t know if it’s all our friends getting married or the fact that I’m in my mid-twenties and I don’t feel like I thought I would.”

“Let me guess—you thought you’d have everything figured out by now?”

“Exactly.”

“I feel the same way, Will. And you know me—I like to have everything figured out.”

“At least you’ve taken care of the David issue.”

She chuckled.

“Sorry, but I never liked him. He was always far too full of himself.”

“You’re right. He was.” Sobering, she added, “I think I stayed with him for so long to make my parents proud. And that’s part of the problem! Why do I still feel the need to make them proud at twenty-four years of age?”

“Because you love them. I do the same.”

“You do that, too? Really?”

He nodded. “I’ve been feeling stuck in a rut more and more lately, like maybe I should be doing more with my life.” He opened his mouth, looking prepared to say something else, then shook his head. “Sorry. I hate sounding like I have anything to complain about. I’m blessed.”

Elizabeth Anne had heard so many people say that phrase, it felt rather trite. But it didn’t sound that way coming from him because she knew he truly meant it.

That’s the kind of man he is, she mused to herself as they reached the top of the hill. As always, so considerate. Because that was who he was. Even when he was just a boy, he’d been that way. So caring. Why, in all the years she’d known him, she’d rarely heard him complain.

She weighed her words carefully. “Will, even when we’re blessed, I don’t think the Lord minds when we decide to analyze our actions. Perhaps He’d say that taking stock was part of growing up.”

He grinned. “Is that what I’ve been doing? I don’t know.”

Maybe it was the vulnerability she spied in his eyes. Maybe it was the fact that she was feeling confused and a little alone, and needed a friend she could count on. Whatever the reason, she made a sudden decision. “I hope we spend more time together.”

“You do?” He looked a little taken aback as they came to a stop in front of Sew and Tell. Almost like he was trying to come to terms with her suddenly making a play for him. He knelt and put the bike stand down. “I mean, sure. We can do that.”

She was now officially embarrassed. “I promise. I’m not making a pass at you. I just mean that it would be nice to see you more often,” she said quickly as he got to his feet again and faced her. “Especially since everyone else …”

“Since everyone else has become a couple.” He finished, reading her mind once again.

“Yes.”

In typical Will fashion, he mulled it over for a few seconds then nodded. “Jah. I think that would be a good thing. I’ll stop by your haus soon.”

Her spirits lifted. “You will? Oh, great!” When his eyes widened again, she tried to stop sounding so much like an awkward thirteen-year-old. “I mean—”

“E.A., I’ve got to get to work, and your boss looks like she’s ready for you to come inside. Ain’t so?”

Surprised, she turned around and saw that he was exactly right. Lark was standing at the large picture window at the front of the shop and staring at her. At them. When their eyes met, Lark pointedly looked at her watch.

Ack! She was late.

“I’ve gotta go. Bye, Will.”

Grinning, he held up a hand. “Jah, see ya. Have a good day, E.A. And try not to worry about that David. You’re better off without him.”

Smiling at him before she turned around, she realized that he was right—she did feel better off now.
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