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Dear Reader,


Do you like surprises? The older I get, the more I seem to like them! By nature I’m a fairly steady person. I usually follow rules, I like to know what to expect, and I basically do the same things every day—write books and walk dogs. But every once in a while, something surprising happens that shakes things up and gets me out of my rut. Sometimes it’s news from my agent or fun family news—or even an unexpected snowstorm in September.


Just yesterday I received one of the most special “surprises” ever. Just an hour after I’d finished writing A Christmas Courtship and sent it to my editor, Sara, my husband, Tom, came up to my office and said he needed to show me something. I honestly thought a group of deer were back in our front yard! Rather reluctantly, I got up and followed him down to admire the deer, but then Tom turned me toward the dining room instead of the front door. I was completely confused—until I saw what had just arrived.


There, in the center of our dining room table, was the biggest bouquet of roses I’d ever seen in my life. My agent had sent me one hundred roses to celebrate the upcoming publication of my one hundredth book. I was so shocked, I burst into tears. Tom grinned and handed me a bunch of tissues. Of course, the rest of yesterday was spent admiring those roses and not doing too much else!


I hope you enjoy An Amish Surprise and the many unexpected surprises the characters experience in the novel. Some were wonderful, some almost heartbreaking, but all of them serve to remind the characters to keep their eyes and hearts open to the Lord’s many blessings.


Happy reading, and here’s wishing you have a wonderful surprise or two during this coming year.


Blessings,


Shelley Shepard Gray













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



THE BERLIN BOOKMOBILE SERIES


A PERFECT AMISH ROMANCE




“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





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 the many librarians I’ve gotten to know over the years. Thank you for touching so many lives in so many ways.











Open my eyes to see the wonderful truths in your instructions.


—Psalm 119:18


One of the most complicated tasks modern man faces is trying to figure out how to lead a simple life.


—Amish proverb
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SARAH ANNE MILLER’S GUIDE TO DATING AFTER AGE SIXTY


(I compiled these tips from both my experience and advice from friends.)


• TIP #1 •


If all else fails, remember this: It’s never too late to fall in love again.





Sarah Anne Miller often wished she had two more hands and another set of eyes. Well, that wasn’t exactly the truth. She only wished she had such things when Ruth Schmidt led her brood into the bookmobile.


Yes, whenever the Amish woman arrived with her six kinner, Sarah Anne wished she had those extra hands, more eyes, an unlimited supply of earplugs, and extensive experience in crowd control. Maybe even a degree in psychology as well. Honestly, anything would be more helpful than her twenty-eight years at PricewaterhouseCoopers followed by a two-year online course in library sciences.


One needed a great many tools in order to survive the Schmidt triplets and whatever assorted children dear Ruth happened to be fostering at the time.


But since wishes and dreams were for other people, at least in this case, Sarah Anne was on her own.


Summoning her best kindergarten-teacher voice, she clapped her hands. “Children, please. Do gather around me. And speak one at a time.”


Three out of six complied. A ten-year-old boy, a sweet little boy around seven, and a rather shy eight-year-old girl sat down immediately in front of Sarah Anne, their legs crossed like pretzels and their hands in their laps. “Ah, look at you three. Would you like to hear a story?”


The oldest boy nodded before gazing warily over his shoulder at the three remaining children. The five-year-olds didn’t seem to understand the concept of following directions. Mary, Jonas, and Ian, also known as the triplet terrors, were currently gallivanting around like they didn’t have a care in the world.


Sarah Anne didn’t even attempt to hold back a sigh.


“No worries, Sarah Anne!” Ruth called out merrily. “You go right ahead. I’ll tend to these wild kinner.”


Just then a triplet—Jonas, perhaps?—held up a picture book. It had a badly ripped cover page. “Lookit!” he yelled.


“Ah. Yes. I see that.” Sarah Anne smiled weakly before turning back to the three who were sitting down. Each was still patiently waiting for a story.


What to do? What to do? The children needed their story, but that book needed to be saved before Jonas began his next round of destruction.


When the door opened again, Sarah Anne felt like screaming… until she realized who had arrived. It was Calvin Gingerich.


Calvin, the twenty-something-year-old Amish farmer who was so solemn, so kind, and so quiet. Who loved books and small children. Who visited every week to pick out a history book or a biography during his lunch break.


She knew he loved his few moments in the peaceful bookmobile. Probably looked forward to the time to do nothing but peruse her new titles. Unfortunately for him, this wasn’t one of those days. He was simply going to have to step in and help.


“Calvin, you are an answer to my prayers! Come here,” she commanded, just as Miles, the oldest child in the group, sighed.


After giving the seated children a wary smile, he faced her. “Jah, Sarah Anne?”


Sarah Anne handed him Mr. Brown’s Barnyard Friends, her go-to book in times of trouble. “Calvin, do me a favor and read to these children for a few minutes, would you, please?”


He took the book—not that she’d given him much choice—with obvious reluctance. “Well, now… Sarah Anne, I don’t have much time. Fact is—”


She interrupted. “It’s a short story. It won’t take you long. Please, Calvin?”


Whether it was the plaintive tone in her voice, the faces of the sweet children who were still sitting and waiting, or the way Jonas was grabbing at another poor, unsuspecting book, Calvin sat down on the floor with the three little ones. “Hiya,” he said. “I’m Calvin. What are your names?”


“I’m Miles. This here is Ethan and Minnie.”


“Nice to meet ya. Are you ready to hear about some farm animals?” After the three all nodded, Calvin opened the book and began to read.


And then, praise the Lord, a miracle happened.


His deep voice resonated around the room, presenting a calming influence like a big dose of lavender aromatherapy. By the time he got to page four, even the Schmidt triplets were sitting down and listening to him.


Calmed by his words, Sarah Anne quietly picked up Jonas’s injured book, taped the ripped page, and leaned against one of the bookshelves.


Even Ruth stopped inspecting cookbooks and listened.


The wonderful sense of peace lasted almost six more minutes. Six blessed, wonderful minutes. Until Calvin closed the book. “Well, now. That was a gut buch. Ain’t so?”


“Jah,” Miles said, smiling for the first time since he’d arrived. “It was a real good book.”


Sarah Anne was so pleased about that, she felt like her heart was about to burst.


Then chaos erupted yet again. In a flash, Mary shoved Ian, he pushed her back, and then, with a shrill squeal, she scrambled to her feet and ran to her mother.


When Jonas grabbed two more books off the shelf, Sarah Anne knew she couldn’t take another second. “Mrs. Schmidt, I’m sorry, but you all are going to need to check out your books and be on your way. I’ll need to be getting to my next stop soon.”


Ruth blinked. “Oh! Oh, jah. Of course.” Taking hold of one of her children’s hands, she smiled at them all. “I think it’s time we moved on, kinner. Everyone, take the buch you chose to Miss Sarah Anne and then come to the door.”


Wonder of wonders, the children began to do just that.


After glancing at Calvin and mouthing “Thank you,” Sarah Anne was busy again. But not too busy to notice that Miles seemed very taken with Calvin. He was gazing up at him with wide eyes.


Calvin bent down to speak with Miles, then walked him over to a section of chapter books and pulled out Charlotte’s Web. From the way Calvin was smiling at the boy, it seemed like the admiration was mutual.


Ten minutes later, Ruth guided all six of the children out the door. “See you next week, Sarah Anne!” she called out. “Goodbye!”


“Goodbye,” Sarah Anne replied with a half-hearted smile.


The door slammed.


And then, amongst the displaced books, a wad of discarded tissue, and what looked to be the remains of two pretzels, gratifying silence returned.


Calvin looked shell-shocked. “Is it like that every time Ruth Schmidt visits?”


“Oh, yes.” Looking through the window to where Ruth was still attempting to organize the six children and double that number of books, Sarah Anne chuckled. “Sometimes, things are even worse.”


He gaped. “How can that be?”


“Every once in a while, some of the children she’s fostering are as unruly as her own. It can be headache-inducing.”


“Wait. Those aren’t all hers?”


“Oh, no. Only the three youngest. Those are her triplets.”


“One would think three would be enough.”


Sarah Anne smiled. “I’ve never been blessed with children, so I can’t say for sure, but I would have thought that, too.” Realizing she wasn’t sounding very kind at all, she added, “As unruly as the children are, I know the foster kids are in good hands. Ruth and her husband have been foster parents for years. Do you not know Ruth and James Schmidt? I thought you would, since they’re Amish as well.”


“I know who they are, but we’re in different church districts.”


“Ah. Well, it may not seem the case, but Ruth has a knack for fostering. She’s a very caring woman… with a high tolerance for noise.”


Calvin folded his arms over his chest. “Sarah Anne, what will happen to the foster kids after they leave the Schmidts? Will they get adopted?”


“If I’m not mistaken, I believe each case is different. Some of the boys and girls will go back to their parents. Others will go to another foster home. And, God willing, hopefully some of the children will get adopted. I, for one, would love to hear that each goes to a place where they feel wanted and loved.”


“ ‘Wanted and loved,’ ” he murmured.


“Calvin, thank you again for helping me today. If not for you… Well, I don’t even want to think what could have happened!”


“You caught me off guard, I tell you that. But I liked reading the book. I enjoy kinner.”


A shadow appeared in his eyes. Sarah Anne wondered what made him so sad but didn’t dare pry. She’d already intruded upon him enough. “Do you need any help finding books?”


“Nee. I came in for a couple history books I’ve been thinking about. I’ll go see if any are available.”


She pointed to the computer station. “You can always order books, and I’ll bring them next time. That way you won’t have to read to children. You’ll be on your way.”


“I know it might be quicker, but I didn’t mind reading to them. It was kind of fun.” Obviously still thinking about the foster children, he turned to face her again. “Sarah Anne, about how long does Ruth keep each foster child?”


“How long? Oh, I don’t know. Usually a couple of months. Sometimes longer. Why?”


“No reason.”


He smiled in a distracted way before walking to the small nonfiction section.


She watched him, wondering what was on his mind. Anxious to not be caught staring, Sarah Anne sprayed some hand sanitizer on her hands—really, those kids were a messy lot—then busied herself by putting the picture books back to rights.


She was going to need to get on her way in thirty minutes’ time.


Glancing at Calvin again, she slowed her pace. She might be a little late departing after all. Calvin seemed to really need this visit today. Since her goal was to serve her patrons and their needs, Sarah Anne was happy to give Calvin as much time as he wanted. After all, he’d just saved her day.
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• TIP #2 •


Your smile is your best feature. Don’t forget to use it. No one wants to date a grumpy senior suitor.





TWO WEEKS LATER


Calvin was late for lunch. Again. Standing at the kitchen window, Miriam searched the garden and adjoining fields for him. When Calvin had first started designing their house, he’d asked her where she wanted the kitchen window. She’d known the exact spot. It looked out at the front of their thirty-acre farm. From that spot, she could see her flower garden, currently abloom with daffodils, irises, and a profusion of petunias and marigolds she’d just planted last weekend.


Also in view was the gravel path to the barn, the paved road leading to the state highway heading to the center of Berlin, and the small pond where box turtles liked to sunbathe in August.


She’d loved this window to the world. From this one spot, she could do dishes and watch the world go by. Four years ago, when Calvin, his father, and his uncle had built their three-bedroom home, Miriam had been sure she’d soon be standing at the sink and watching her family. She’d imagined lifting the pane to call for their children to come inside for supper. Or watching them play a game of tag in the field.


Or sitting at the kitchen table, feeding a baby while the day’s first rays of sunlight streamed through sparkling windows.


But, of course, none of that had happened.


They hadn’t been blessed with any children. Despite four very long and difficult years of trying, an ectopic pregnancy, and two miscarriages. Miriam wasn’t sure why the Lord had been so cruel. When they’d been courting, she and Calvin had often talked about their love of children and big families. Calvin, especially, had been excited to be a father. Each time she’d shared that she was pregnant, he’d been over the moon. Each time she’d lost a babe, his pain had been so acute, it had been hard for her watch, even though her disappointment had been just as strong. She’d begun to feel like a failure.


Now they had essentially given up. The fancy Englischer doctor specialist in Columbus that Calvin had taken her to had said that while there was a slim chance she could conceive again, the chances were even slimmer for her to carry a baby to term. The news had been so dire, neither she nor her husband had even wanted to think about going to other doctors for second opinions or trying any of the scary procedures that held only the smallest rays of hope. Especially when the price tag for that one visit had been hundreds of dollars.


Instead, with heavy hearts, she and Calvin had decided to leave their chances up to the Lord and tried to put their dreams of parenthood out of their minds. Or at least they pretended to do that.


So far, Miriam wasn’t doing very well. She’d attempted to take up quilting, but she found it boring. Making jams and preserves and canning quarts of applesauce and tomatoes only served to remind her that she was just filling a pantry for two people.


Calvin had tried to move on by throwing himself into work: laboring out in the fields until it was near dark or helping out some of their friends and family with their machinery. But that meant he was gone a lot. And as the months passed, it was becoming harder and harder to believe that Calvin wasn’t disappointed in her… and that maybe, one day, he’d fall out of love with her, too.


So now the only time she spent at that kitchen window was when she was waiting for her husband to come home.


Unfortunately, even that undertaking was beginning to feel futile. Calvin now seemed to arrive later and later for their noonday meal.


Especially on Thursdays.


Tired of looking for him, Miriam turned away. Paddy, their black and brown spaniel, lifted her head and gazed up at her with big brown eyes. Kneeling down to pet her, Miriam felt her heart melt. Three years ago, when she’d been in a particularly blue mood after far too many women at church had asked her about her childless state, Calvin had driven her in the buggy to a nearby farm.


He’d joked and teased when she’d tried to guess where they were going, reminded her over and over again that patience was a virtue. Just when she was threatening to not make his favorite banana pudding for dessert, he’d pulled into the Barretts’ yard and helped her down.


“Come on,” he’d said with a big smile.


She’d held his hand as they’d walked into the barn and then gasped when Jack Barrett stood up and motioned them over to a nearby pen. Inside that pen were six eight-week-old springer spaniel pups, each one cuter than the next. They’d frolicked and yipped and greeted her with the kind of exuberance only puppies seemed to be able to have. Not caring one whit about the dirty straw, she’d knelt down in the middle of their pen and played with them all.


She’d cooed and mooned over them and then had gotten tears in her eyes when Calvin told her to pick one out. Thinking that the little pup who’d been sitting in a corner by herself needed her as much as she’d needed it, Miriam had cradled her in her arms. When they’d gotten home, she’d promptly named her Paddy in honor of her favorite childhood toy bear.


Ever since, Paddy had helped her through any number of blue days and melancholy moments. But for once, even the dog’s devotion wasn’t going to help her overcome her newest set of worries—a husband who didn’t seem all that eager to come home.


“Miriam, where are ya?”


Startled, she jumped to her feet to find Calvin peeking into the kitchen from the laundry room right by the back door. “I’m here. I didn’t hear you come in.”


“No worries,” he said as he turned on the faucet and washed his hands. “I’m running a little late anyway.”


He was twenty-five minutes late. Struggling to keep silent about that, Miriam attempted to adopt a nonchalant demeanor. “Where did you go this morning?”


“Hmm?”


When he turned off the faucet, picked up one of her dish towels, and rubbed it against his face, she was once again struck by how very handsome her husband was. Even in early May, his face and arms had begun to bronze, and his usually dark blond hair was beginning to lighten. His beard, like his arms and chest muscles, was filling out, too. Yes, at twenty-eight years of age, her Calvin was a mighty fine-looking man. Everyone had noticed and taken to teasing her about having such a handsome husband.


Maybe too many people had noticed.


She leaned against the doorway and tried to sound only slightly curious. “Where were you? Did you go to the Olsons’ to help with their generator?”


He tossed down the towel. “At the Olsons’? Oh, no. Sarah Anne and her bookmobile were down the road. I went to get a book.”


“I wish I would’ve known you were going. I would’ve gone with you.”


“Sorry. I guess I should’ve told you.” He straightened. “Is lunch ready?”


She remained where she was, essentially blocking his way. “Where is it?”


“Where is what?”


“The book you got. Where is it?”


Calvin looked around, as if he was hoping a book was going to magically appear. “Um, I didn’t find anything I liked.”


“You spent your morning at the bookmobile but didn’t find a thing?” She knew her voice was brittle, but she couldn’t seem to help herself. “I find that hard to believe.”


Calvin’s usual easygoing demeanor tightened. “Miriam, what is the point of this? You’re acting like I’ve done something wrong.”


“I’m not acting like that at all.” Which, of course, was a fib.


“Nee?” His brown eyes darkened as he folded his arms over his chest. “If you have something to say, you should just tell me. I have no time for games, you know.”


His comment stung, though she wasn’t exactly sure why. “Since you don’t have much time to spare, we should go eat. Lunch has been ready for some time, and it’s getting cold.”


“Of course.” He strode to their table, pulled out a chair with enough force that two of the legs scraped the floor, and sat.


Miriam took the chair across from him, pushing out of her mind memories of sitting to his left so she could be closer to him. That was back when he’d come home ten minutes early because he couldn’t wait another minute for a kiss.


And sometimes just one kiss wouldn’t be enough. Remembering those days, those marvelous, middle-of-the-day stolen moments, she felt her cheeks heat.


“Miriam?”


“Hmm?” She turned to him.


Everything in his expression signaled his impatience. “Are you ready to bow your head in prayer?”


“Oh. Jah. Yes, of course.” She bent her head and gave thanks for their blessings before adding another prayer, asking for patience and strength.


By the time she raised her head, Calvin was already eating.


She’d made roast beef sandwiches on toast with gravy and potato salad. It was a hearty meal, a good meal for Calvin, who farmed all day and usually ate breakfast before the sun rose.


She’d taken special care to put spicy mustard and a good amount of crunchy celery in the salad. Since it was already half gone, she assumed he was enjoying it very much.


As the silence wore on, she cleared her throat. “So, how was Sarah Anne?”


“Who?”


“Sarah Anne,” she repeated, this time with a bit of a bite in her tone. “How was she today?”


“Ah, fine, I think.”


He thought? “Did she ever get the lift on the side of the bookmobile repaired for the wheelchair customers? Last time I saw her, she was complaining about how much the company was charging to even take a look at it. Is it working again?”


“I couldn’t say. I didn’t ask her about the lift.” He shoveled another bite into his mouth.


“You know, that does remind me. I didn’t know she was going to be near us today. How did you know?”


“I didn’t. I just happened to see her when—” He stopped, obviously caught in his lie.


“When…?” Miriam raised her eyebrows, impatiently waiting for him to explain himself.


But all he did was set down his napkin. “I’ve gotta go check on the corn.”


“Already?” He hadn’t even been at the table for fifteen minutes. His sandwich was only half gone, too.


“The corn is what keeps us fed, Miriam. You know that.” He didn’t wait for a reply before he walked out the back door.


Remaining frozen where she was, Miriam stared at his empty chair. Calvin had been anxious to leave, and she knew in her heart that it wasn’t because he wanted to spend more time among the cornstalks. No, he hadn’t wanted to talk to her.


He hadn’t wanted to be with her.


Tears filled her eyes as she forced herself to acknowledge something else as well—her husband had absolutely not been at the bookmobile. If he had, he would’ve shared news about Sarah Anne. He would have known about the lift because he was interested in things like that. And, at the very least, he would have picked up two or three books because he was like a child in a candy store whenever he was inside that bookmobile.


Calvin had been someplace else, someplace he hadn’t wanted her to know about.


Maybe it was time she stopped pretending and admitted that her worst fear could very well be happening. Her husband could have his sights on another woman. And who could blame him? There were likely lots of women who could give him what he wanted so desperately. A family. A son of his own.


All she could give Calvin was her love.










[image: ] three





• TIP #3 •


Look for that someone special wherever you happen to be—even at the library.





Calvin didn’t know how much longer he was going to be able to continue visiting Sarah Anne’s bookmobile on the sly. Lying to Miriam was not only a sin, but it also made him feel nauseous. For a moment, he had feared he was going to lose his lunch right there at the table. Something needed to be done.


What was sad was that if he’d just gone ahead and told Miriam the truth, she would’ve likely responded better. At the very least, she wouldn’t have looked as disappointed in him as she had fifteen minutes ago. Miriam was smart, and she had an innate sense about things. She knew he had avoided her questions.


Yes, Miriam absolutely knew he was being sneaky, and he could tell she wasn’t pleased about that in the slightest.


Which made two of them.


Carrying the large, sturdy canvas bag across his shoulders, like always, he walked down the rows of corn and inspected each stalk like a proud parent. They were coming along nicely—almost knee high, as they should be. When he found a stray weed or an ear that needed pruning, he tossed it in his sack. Just the way his father had taught him years ago.


However, unlike in years past, the success of his corn crop brought him no feeling of satisfaction. All it brought was a nagging feeling from the Lord that he was still not doing His will. Which was, of course, figuring out what he was going to do about Miles.


Unable to stop thinking about the boy, Calvin had been going out to the bookmobile a lot. No doubt too often. Today, after waiting around for almost an hour, he’d spied Miles tagging along listlessly behind five other kinner. He’d looked so completely alone that Calvin hadn’t even bothered hiding his dismay. Sarah Anne had noticed, and that’s when she’d whispered that Miles had been in the foster system for several years already and that she’d noticed he usually kept a bit apart from the other kids in the Schmidts’ care.


She’d also mentioned that Miles had already been in a number of foster homes. And, because of his age, his chances of being adopted were becoming less and less promising as each year went by.


The boy sure looked defeated. Why, he looked as somber and wary as an old mare. Calvin couldn’t even begin to compare the boy’s demeanor with his own self at age ten. He’d been happy, curious, and even a bit full of himself—all because he’d grown up secure. Miles’s situation had clutched his heart and held on tight.


Today, the boy had grinned when he’d spotted Calvin. And, after getting a nod from Ruth, he’d walked right over to him.


“Hiya,” Calvin had said.


The boy’s smile had been so good to see, Calvin had felt like the ten-year-old had just given him a hug. But, knowing how skittish Miles could be, he’d tried to temper his reaction. “How are you today?”


He’d shrugged. “Gut.”


Calvin told him about how hard he’d been working in the field, while Miles relayed how he’d been glad that last weekend’s storm had cooled things off. In the grand scheme of things, none of it really mattered. But to Calvin it did. Honestly, every word the boy spoke meant the world to him.


Later, while Sarah Anne was reading a story to the kinner, Ruth had walked to Calvin’s side.


“I noticed that you and Miles are getting along real well,” she murmured.


“We are. He’s a nice child.” Worried that Ruth might be wondering why he’d been giving Miles so much attention, Calvin added, “I hope you don’t mind me speaking to him.”


“Not at all.” After peeking at the children, she said, “You’re making a difference in the boy’s life, Calvin. Today, Miles actually seemed happy to go on our long walk to the bookmobile. I know it’s because of you.”


“Well, now… I don’t know about that.”


“Nee, it’s true. Miles likes you a lot. He talks about you often.”


Not sure where the conversation was going, Calvin cleared his throat. “Ruth, I hope you don’t mind. I don’t mean him no harm.”


Her expression softened. “Calvin, James and me have been fostering children for years and years. We like giving children a solid home when they are in need. And, if I’ve learned anything, it’s that there’s never too much love or attention. If you like spending time with him, I hope you will.” She paused. “Why, you could even stop by our house to see Miles from time to time.”


“That’s allowed?”


“Jah. It is.” With a smile, she added, “It might be easier on you, as well. I mean, then you won’t be having to stand around the bookmobile wondering if we’re going to show up.”


He smiled back. “Sarah Anne probably doesn’t know what to do with me.”


Ruth looked like she was ready to say something more, but she seemed to change her mind. “Ah. I think I better go save Sarah Anne before she kicks us out, jah?” she joked as she walked back to the squirming group of kids.


Now, remembering her offer to come by their house to visit Miles, Calvin couldn’t stop thinking about it.


And, what would happen if Miriam discovered what he was actually thinking.


They would argue something awful, no doubt. After all, they’d discussed their childless state many, many times. Each discussion had been full of hurt and tears, especially of late, ever since her last miscarriage and the fancy Englisch doctor’s warnings that she would likely never be able to carry a child to full term—if she happened to conceive in the first place.


Calvin had never felt so forlorn. He wanted to help his wife, wanted to encourage her, but there didn’t seem to be anything he could say that would make a difference. It was his fault, no doubt. He’d been so overwhelmed by their losses; he’d sometimes forget to hide his feelings around Miriam. His disappointment would make her feel worse—sometimes even guilty. He knew she was harboring a lot of guilty feelings, no matter how many times he’d told her he didn’t blame her one bit.


And sometimes, when Calvin couldn’t sleep in the middle of the night, he would find himself admitting that he would probably feel the same way if the shoe was on the other foot.


Which was why he’d recently been bringing up the idea of adoption again.


Unfortunately, his wife did not want to adopt a babe. They’d had this discussion many, many times before. Miriam still held out hope that they’d have a child of their own—one who was really theirs, a little boy or girl who looked like them—and she had made it clear that if they started thinking about adoption, she’d be giving up that dream.


Calvin hadn’t exactly agreed, but he had also begun to learn that it was different for women. After all, they had sole responsibility for the babe during pregnancy. One could only assume that holding another woman’s child would never feel the same.


But he was starting to wonder if the child they adopted needed to be a baby who was theirs from birth.


After all, the Lord had put Miles in Calvin’s world for a reason. Maybe it was so Calvin and Miriam could learn that all children were precious and that children could come into their life through many paths.


Unfortunately, Calvin had no idea how to share that thought with Miriam. He had no idea how to even begin.
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• TIP #4 •


One could meet a nice man in an exercise class, at the grocery store, or even out walking in a park. I’ve had the best luck at the library, however.





They’d eaten a silent breakfast. Calvin had kept sneaking looks at her, obviously trying to figure out what he could say to make things better.


She, on the other hand, had been trying not to throw up.


The moment he went to the barn, Miriam had run upstairs and deposited her whole breakfast into the toilet. Barely in time.


Then, just because it was starting to look like that kind of day, she’d burst into tears.


An hour later, she was sitting in their bedroom, staring at the unmade bed and attempting to focus on the source of her weepiness instead of how much she would rather be sleeping. Which was, of course, yet another source of confusion. She didn’t laze about. She never had. Even as a child, she’d refused to take naps.


So why was it sounding like the best idea in the world?


But perhaps a nap—her mother’s favorite remedy for a blue mood—wasn’t such a silly idea, after all. Back in those difficult years before she’d become a teenager, Miriam had had a terrible time with her best girlfriends. Some had already been looking forward to graduating eighth grade, flirting with boys and practically planning their weddings in hushed, giddy tones on their way to and from school. And some had wanted to stay firmly entrenched in childhood, by their mothers’ sides. Miriam’s problem had been that she’d floated somewhere in between. Anxious not to lose a friend, she had tried to fit in with everyone. But that plan had backfired all too quickly. For a time, she’d lost both sets of friends. That loss—and her confusion about who she should be—had propelled her into a depression. She’d cried, felt lethargic, and took as many naps as she could.


Was that what was happening now?


Was everything so bad with her marriage that she had returned to coping the way she had at twelve? The very idea that she was regressing like that scared her half to death.


Determined to get some help, she decided to walk to her parents’ house. It was an easy walk down a windy road, but because it was a far more difficult, uphill journey on the way back, she often asked Calvin to take her in the buggy. But the weather was nice, and maybe some exercise would help lift her spirits.


As she expected, the walk was relaxing. Though it had been a blustery, cold, wet April, May had brought many changes. Today was a perfect spring day. It was sunny and warm enough to go without a sweater, though she would need one soon enough. A lingering chill still permeated the winds, so when the sun went down it would grow cold once again.


As she approached the rambling white house she grew up in, Miriam was surprised to see that her sister, Lavinia, was there instead of her brother, Eli. Eli, his wife, Bethy, and their two children lived in the dawdi haus. But Lavinia lived in Sugarcreek, about thirty minutes in a car and far longer than that by buggy. She wasn’t a frequent visitor.


Lavinia and their mother were sitting on the front porch, snapping peas into a large metal bowl. Both paused as she came into view.


“Hi, Mimi!” Lavinia called out, using her family’s pet name for her. “What brings you over here?”


No way did she want to tell her perfect sister about her marriage worries. “No reason. I’m uh, going to be canning tomorrow and the next day, so I thought it would be good to take a walk today.”


Her mother’s eyes narrowed, but she merely stood up. “It’s a good day for me, then. I’ve got both of my daughters here at the same time.”


“Would you like some help with the peas?”


“Nee. We’ve almost got it done.”


Looking around, Miriam realized it was quiet. “Where are Bethy and the twins?” she asked. “And where’s your John, Lavinia?”


Lavinia smiled. “He’s with my neighbor Audrey for a few hours.”


John was only ten months old. “Why?”


“She asked if she could watch him for a bit. Hers are in school now, you know.” Her smile grew. “Besides, I’ve been so tired, I was happy for a break.”


She was tired, too? Maybe something was going around. “Why do you think you’re so tired? Could you be catching a cold or something?” And yes, she probably sounded too hopeful about that.


“Only a nine-month cold.” She took a deep breath and blurted, “I’m pregnant again!”


“Oh!” Miriam’s topsy-turvy mood plummeted again. “That’s… that’s wonderful. I mean, congratulations.” She hurried over and gave Lavinia a hug.


“Danke.” Lavinia’s voice rose, as it always did when she was very happy. “Roland and I could hardly believe that we conceived again so fast. We’d rather hoped to wait a bit longer, but it seems the Lord has His own plan.”


“Yes, it would seem so.” Miriam tried to sound pleased, but it was hard… especially since all she could seem to do was wonder why the Lord wasn’t blessing her and Calvin the same way.


She was faithful, she really was. But sometimes, she worried that her faith was wavering. Why, nowadays, she wanted to yell her frustrations every time someone told her their good fortune was the Lord’s will. How come He seemed to only want her to suffer and wait for a baby? Did He really not want her and Calvin to be happy?


Or, did He believe they shouldn’t have good things happen to them? Had they done something awful she wasn’t aware of?


Her mother held out a hand. “Miriam, come help me with the kettle. I have some peppermint tea I’ve been saving for a special occasion. You may help me prepare it.”
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