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      About the Amish:

      The Amish/Mennonite people and their communities differ one from another. There are, in fact, no two Amish communities exactly alike. It is this premise on which this book is written. We have taken cautious steps to ensure the authenticity of Amish practices and customs. Old Order Amish and New Order Amish may be portrayed in this work of fiction and may differ from some communities. Although the book may be set in a certain locality, the practices featured in the book may not necessarily reflect that particular district’s beliefs or culture. This book is purely fictional and built around a fictional community, even though you may see similarities to real-life people, practices, and occurrences.

      We, as Englischers, can learn a lot from the Plain People and their simple way of life. Their hard work, close-knit family life, and concern for others are to be applauded. As the Lord wills, may this special culture continue to be respected and remain so for many centuries to come, and may the light of God’s salvation reach their hearts.

      About Hockey:

      The Indianapolis Icebergs (Indy Ice) are a fictional professional hockey team. Since Indiana doesn’t have a professional hockey team according to our research/knowledge, we thought it would be fun to give them one. [image: smiling face with smiling eyes]

      Although we have conducted extensive research, we by no means claim to be hockey experts, so please forgive any mistakes! (And if you find any, please notify us via private message. Thanks!)
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      ELIJAH

      I skate onto the ice to the cheers of my new teammates. For the most part, everyone on the hockey team has been welcoming and seems excited to have me here.

      But all I can think about is how much I miss my family and how they all must be reacting to my sudden departure. I know Ellie and Henry are happy that they’ll be able to get married come springtime. But what about Mamm and Dat? Are they pleased with my sacrifice? Are they glad they won’t lose the farm now?

      If I had to guess, I’d say they have mixed feelings like I do. I know they’d never choose this path for my life. But when presented with the opportunity to make some real money to save my folks’ farm and pay down their medical bills, I couldn’t resist.

      While this situation isn’t ideal and I’d rather be back in my Amish community, I am grateful for this gift I’ve been given. I knew what I had to do the moment Ellie and I walked into the house and learned of the large payment needed to prevent foreclosure on the farm.

      It was no mistake that the coach offered me a position on the team that very morning. Jah, I turned him down at first. But as soon as I knew we’d lose the farm without a large sum of money, I had no choice but to come talk to Coach Graves. I knew it was God’s provision. Who was I to question His ways?

      The Indianapolis Icebergs’ head coach had been pleased that I reconsidered his offer, but we did need to negotiate a little. I only agreed to join the team if I could get the money needed to save our farm upfront. That’s when Coach Graves explained the sign-on bonus to me.

      Three years is a long time to be away from my family, but I can still visit in between games, practice, and training. Jude Riley playing on the team helps ease my homesickness a bit. Having a familiar face nearby is a blessing. And since we’ll be roommates, we’re likely to become good friends.

      Now that my best friend Henry is occupied with Ellie, I have a feeling we may grow apart. Not just because of the relationship with my sister but because of the distance between us.

      This new life will certainly take some getting used to.

      “Hey, Pete.” Anders swings a sweaty arm around my shoulders. “Join us for drinks and a bite to eat after practice?” I’m trying to make out his accent, but I’ve never been good at that kind of thing. Although his white-blond hair makes me think he’s probably northern European. Maybe Swedish?

      Jude skates up to us. “Not tonight, Derik. He’s got driving lessons.” Jude has taken it upon himself to teach me how to drive so I can get my license.

      That’s something else I have mixed feelings about. If I get too caught up in the Englisch world, it’s going to be difficult to find my way back to my Amish life. I already feel myself changing and I don’t like it.

      “You ready for your first time behind the wheel?” Jude pumps his eyebrows.

      I hang my head, then nod. “I guess I have to learn some time.”

      Jude grins. “That’s the spirit. Let’s go hit the showers.” He leads the way.

      As we’re leaving the rink, I spot the coach’s daughter on the bench, and she catches my eye. I give a slight smile at the pretty brunette, then feel a strong grip on my shoulder from behind.

      I turn and note my teammate Eriksson’s scowl. “Best not get any ideas about the coach’s daughter. We don’t call him Coach Graves for nothing,” he warns.

      “What? I thought that’s what his name is.”

      “It is, but it carries a double meaning. If we touch his daughter, he’ll put us in our graves. Career speaking.”

      Oh. Oh. “Well, I wasn’t⁠—”

      “Yeah, sure. Don’t sweat it. We’ve all had our sights set on her at one point or another. That is, until Coach put us in our place.” Gagnon grimaces. “Now, she’s more like a little sister.”

      “I see. Well, I’ll keep that in mind.” When I look her way again, she’s gone.

      There’s something about Sage Graves that intrigues me. I’ve never really known any women who weren’t Amish, save Jude’s mother, and I don’t even know her well.

      As I leave the locker room twenty minutes later, Coach stops me in the hallway. “Elijah.”

      Ach, is he going to mention his daughter and warn me off her? I gulp. “Jah?”

      “My wife would like me to extend an invitation to you to join us for dinner tomorrow night, if you’re free.” The coach must read my confusion, so he continues, “It’s something we do with each new player. We’d like to get to know you better off the ice.”

      “Uh, jah. That would be great.” Then I think about my driving situation. “But I don’t have a car yet.”

      “No problem. I know where Jude lives. I can swing by and pick you up. Five-thirty sound okay?” I love how Coach Graves can immediately put a body at ease.

      “Sounds good.”

      I blow out a breath as Coach walks away. It looks like I might get to know Sage Graves after all. And something about that thought makes my pulse race a little faster.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      SAGE

      Elijah Petersheim.

      The name and the face—or at least those gorgeous eyelashes—have been on my mind since we first met at the game last week. I’m not sure what it is about him, but I feel like we shared an instant connection.

      Which is weird, because I’d never met an Amish person before Jude’s friends showed up at the game. It turns out, they’re not much different from me. Of course, I only sat with their group for one game, but I felt a commonality with them somehow. I’ll have to thank Jude for prompting me to help his friends feel comfortable.

      When Dad said he signed on a new player, I was blown away when Amish Eli showed up. No, seriously. I literally swooned when he walked into the arena clad in his Amish attire. Most men had to work out to get broad shoulders and biceps like his. But apparently, working on a farm yielded a sculpted physique that rivaled a full-time gym membership. And I won’t even mention the rest of him.

      I sigh. So, I might have a tiny crush on the new player.

      “What was that sigh for?” Mom’s voice pulls me out of my musings.

      “Oh, uh, nothing.” I chastise myself for getting lost in my thoughts again.

      “Are you almost done with that salad?”

      I glance down at the bowl and the green salad I’m absentmindedly tossing. “Yes. It’s ready to go in the fridge.”

      “Sage.” Dad’s voice calls from behind. “I need your help, sweetie.”

      I swivel toward Dad. “Anything.”

      He’s holding his cellphone in his hand. “I’ve got a phone call that’s going to take a while. Would you mind stopping by Jude’s to pick up Elijah Petersheim?”

      I blink. Did my dad just ask me to drive a hockey player? “What?”

      “He won’t bite, honey.” Mom chimes in. “He’s Amish, after all. I think they’re good people, aren’t they?”

      “Yeah, but⁠—”

      “Thanks, Sugar Plum. You’ll need to get going. I told him five-thirty.” Dad says before he speaks into his phone and heads to his home office down the hall.

      I survey my outfit. I’d hoped to at least change and apply a little makeup before Eli arrives.

      “Hurry, honey. The lasagna will be ready in thirty minutes.” Mom reminds me.

      It will take me at least ten minutes to get to Jude’s place if the traffic is decent. Which makes me wonder…what will Elijah think of my car?

      It’s with these thoughts that I slide into my beloved 1966 Dodge Dart.

      My car brings back fond memories with my parents. They’ve always been into classic cars and oldies music, so I couldn’t help but follow their lead. I don’t know how many car shows, Hula Hoop contests, and sock hops we’ve been to over the years, but the vintage culture is certainly ingrained in me. I feel like I’m a child of the sixties, even though I missed it by several decades. For that matter, my parents missed it too.

      As I cruise up to a traffic light, I notice a middle-aged man admiring my wheels and dipping his head in approval. That’s one thing that comes with the territory of owning an oldie but a goodie. Attention—whether you want it or not.

      At the next stoplight, a group of young guys look over, point, and chuckle. I ignore their ignorance and inability to appreciate a bygone piece of art. But the dig does hurt a little, if I’m honest.

      The truth is, I’ve never really fit in with the popular crowd.

      Oh, sure. I’m the daughter—adopted daughter—of a famous hockey coach. But at social gatherings I’ve always felt, well, awkward.

      Maybe that’s why I felt a connection to Jude’s Amish friends. Why I feel a connection to Eli. They’re different than everyone else. I noticed all the stares they received at the game. I also noticed how it didn’t seem to bother them. Like they were used to it.

      And that’s where I’m different from them, I guess. Because I can’t imagine ever becoming used to people’s rudeness and prejudice.

      But perhaps I could learn something from them. From Eli.

      When I pull up to the curb, Elijah—clad in a button-down bluish-green shirt and black suspenders—is sitting on the front steps of the apartment building clasping his hands. Something dark is beside him, but I can’t make out what it is. Since he isn’t familiar with my car, I open the door and walk around the front.

      “Elijah?” Man, does he look good.

      Those thick lashes move upward, and he catches my gaze with his piercing sea blue eyes. A look of recognition passes over his face, and he stands and swings what looks like a coat over his arm. “Oh, I didn’t…”

      He looks from me to my car.

      “Dad had to make an important phone call, so he sent me to pick you up. Ready to go?” I do my best to still my heart and act nonchalant, but with Eli walking toward me in all his masculine glory makes it nearly impossible.

      He swallows, revealing an Adam’s apple I hadn’t noticed before. “Uh, jah.”

      We slide into my car, and I’m inundated with cologne. Way too much cologne. Drenched cologne. I sneeze and roll down my window for some fresh air. Then I sneeze again. And again.

      “Are you okay?” A concerned look flashes across his face.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sensitive to smells.” That didn’t come out quite right.

      I sneeze again.

      He hands me a handkerchief. Like, a real one not the chiffon kind that I sometimes wear in my hair. Up until now, I didn’t realize people still used them. Unless they were gang members. “It’s clean.”

      I don’t want to offend him, so I take it from his hand. “Thank you.”

      I blow my nose. Way to make an impression, Sage.

      “Sorry. The spray on the bottle was broken and it kind of spilled out. I tried to wash it off my hands. I would have changed into a different shirt, but this is the only for-gut one I brought along.” He grimaces and shakes his head.

      “No, it’s okay. It’s probably fine for most people.” I say this as I’m dabbing my watery eyes.

      “Do you want me to roll down my window too?”

      “Yes, please. If you don’t mind. It’s that hand crank right there.”

      The weather outside is a little chilly, but I’ll have to make do. It’s a good thing I brought along a thin sweater.

      As soon as we’re in motion, the smell dissipates some and I can breathe again.

      Eli is frowning, and I realize I should probably put him at ease. “Don’t worry. This isn’t the first time. Anytime I’m in church and someone with a lot of perfume sits close by, I start sneezing.”

      “Would it be better if I didn’t wear any?”

      “No, I mean, it’s up to you. A little is perfectly fine, though. I actually like that scent.” Like a lot. Just not so much of it. And maybe I shouldn’t have admitted that because his mouth inches up at one corner.

      “You go to church?” There’s a bit of curiosity in his eyes.

      “Yes, with my parents.” I glance his way as we come to a stoplight. “Church is a big part of the Amish culture too, isn’t it?”

      “Jah.” He studies me. “We meet every other Sunday. Next Sunday will be my folks’ turn to host.” He frowns after he says this.

      I understand what he means by ‘hosting’ because I googled the Amish out of curiosity after I met Jude’s friends. It seems that they conduct their church services in members’ houses or barns. “Is that a bad thing?”

      “I just feel bad because I’m not there to help my folks. It takes a lot of work to prepare. Painting, cleaning, baking.” He shakes his head. “I should be there to help.”

      I can’t get over the sense of responsibility he seems to feel toward his family. It’s like his leaving created a major disruption. But from the sound of it, hosting church must be a big deal. “Oh, wow. You paint your house just for church?”

      “Not the entire house. But jah.”

      I frown, thinking of his situation. “You sound close to your family. You must miss them.”

      His nod is sober. “I do.”

      I want to change the subject because seeing the sadness in Elijah’s eyes is heartbreaking. I’d love to learn more of his story, but getting too close to a hockey player isn’t something my dad would approve of. Ask me how I know.

      My thoughts return to our previous conversation.

      “It would be weird having church at our house.” I cover my mouth as I realize how that sounds. “Oh! I’m so stupid. I didn’t mean weird weird. I mean. I didn’t mean that you or your people are weird.” I continue rambling. “Just that if a bunch of church people were to come over to my house, it would feel awkward.”

      His lips tremor at the corners, then he breaks out in a chuckle.

      I gasp in mock offense. “Are you laughing at me?”

      “Maybe.” Amusement dances in his eyes.

      “Would you like to visit our church?” The offer tumbles out of my mouth before I can stop it. “I mean, since you can’t go to yours.”

      “I’m allowed to?” There’s surprise in his voice.

      “Of course. Aren’t other people allowed to attend your Amish church?”

      “Yes, but our community is more welcoming than others. There are some communities that don’t allow visitors. And most wouldn’t get anything from the meeting since the preaching isn’t in English.”

      My lips twist. “Oh. I guess I never thought that it might not be in English.”

      “If visitors attend our church, they’ll preach in both German and English.”

      “Oh, that’s considerate.” I nod. “I think it would be interesting to attend an Amish service.”

      He shakes his head as if he can’t believe my words. “For real?”

      “Yeah, why not? I mean, it might be kind of strange if I were the only person there who wasn’t Amish. But I think it would be an interesting experience.” I would never go by myself, but if I got to sit next to Eli, and maybe hold his hand during the service, I couldn’t imagine it being terrible.

      We come to another light and stop. But when it turns green, my car stalls. “Oh, no. No, no, no, no, no. Not this again.”

      Concern floods Eli’s face. “What’s wrong?”

      “My car stalled.” I turn the key and attempt to turn the engine over. Cars behind us honk. “Oh, man. I need to get out of the intersection.”

      “What should we do?” He glances back at the people honking behind us as I stick my arm out the window and try to wave them around us.

      “Could you get behind the car and push? I’ll put it in neutral and steer.” I point up ahead. “We can go to that gas station across the street, but we’ll need to wait until the light turns green again.”

      He blows out a breath. “Okay.”

      “I’m guessing this is something you never had to worry about with a horse and buggy.”

      “Nee. But sometimes other things could happen. I’ve had my horse throw a shoe before. And one time, he freaked out when we were driving in a storm. It can be frightening.”

      “I guess I never considered that.” The light turns green. “Okay. Hop out and push until we get to the gas station parking lot.”

      He nods and jumps out. I slip it into neutral as we ramble along at two miles per hour across the intersection. I sigh with relief as we pull into the gas station parking lot.

      I step out and join him at the back of the car. “Thanks. I’m glad you were with me to help.”

      His hands slide into his pockets. “What now?”

      I slip my phone out of my purse. “I’ll call the tow service, then I need to call my dad and let him know why we’re taking so long.”

      The wind picks up and I shiver.

      “Should we get back into the car?” He suggests.

      “Yeah. Good idea.” We slip inside our protective cocoon. It’s great for warding off the wind, but without the use of the heater, it’s beginning to get downright chilly.

      “Are you cold? You could use my jacket.” He grins sheepishly. “There’s no cologne on it.”

      Somehow, the cologne isn’t bothering me anymore. Maybe it’s worn off.

      “You’re sure you don’t need it?”

      “Jah, I’m sure. Actually, I’m quite comfortable.” He hands over his coat.

      I examine it before putting it on, taking note of the thick quilting inside. The outer layer appears to be wool. “Wow, is this homemade?”

      “Jah. Can’t remember if my mom or sister made it.”

      It’s huge on me, but I feel like I’m wrapped up in Eli’s arms. I shiver at the appealing thought.

      “Still cold?” His brow lowers in concern, and he beckons me near as he moves closer on the bench seat. And have mercy, his large hands rest on my shoulders and gently slide up and down my arms. His attempt at generating warmth works beautifully because my face and arms are now on fire. His assessing eyes study mine and I struggle to look away. “Is that better?”

      I blink in a futile attempt to break the power his stare has over me. I force myself to nod as his hands continue to move over my arms. Speak, mouth. “Thank you, Elijah.” I peep. “That helps.”

      “My pleasure.” At his grin, my stomach flips a somersault. I can’t help but wish that the tow truck guy takes his sweet time getting here.

      I’m tempted to lean into Eli’s touch. Something about his presence is just so peaceful…so disarming. Gazing into those ocean-blue eyes makes me want to know everything about Elijah Petersheim.

      Then there’s a hard knock on the window, and we scramble apart. Elijah smacks his head on the ceiling in his haste to return to his side of the car.

      “Oh, dear! It’s my dad.”
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      ELIJAH

      I admit that being close to Sage Graves makes me feel good. Happy. Alive.

      I glance up from the delicious supper Mrs. Graves served and catch Sage’s sparkling eyes.

      That smile. It makes my heart race like I’m on the ice zooming toward an open goal with the puck in possession and no one defending.

      But I shouldn’t be thinking of the coach’s daughter like that. I’m Amish. She’s off-limits. Even Jude reminded me before I stepped out the door this evening.

      So, why did I offer my hands as warming devices when I’d already given her my jacket to wear? If I’m honest with myself, I wanted to be close to her. To touch her. To feel her warmth under my palms.

      I saw the look in her eyes, and I’ve taken enough maed home in my buggy to know the meaning behind it. I can’t help but wonder where we were heading.

      I shake my head to clear my thoughts.

      Jah, I can admit I find Sage attractive. But there’s no way I’m going to begin a relationship with an Englisch woman. Not only is she verboten because she’s the coach’s daughter. She’s verboten because I’ve determined to remain true to my Amish culture—as much as I possibly can.

      After all, this isn’t the end of the road for me. I’m not an Englischer and I don’t intend to be. I simply want to do my part in helping Dat and Mamm. Three years away from the farm seems long, but I know it will fly by quickly. Then I’ll be back in my Amish community where I belong.

      There’s no sense in leading an Englisch woman on. It can never go anywhere.

      I clear my throat in an attempt to redirect my thoughts. I glance up at Mrs. Graves. “Thank you for the meal. Everything is wonderful good.”

      Mrs. Graves and Sage share a look. “Is this your first time eating lasagna?” Sage asks.

      “No, I’ve had it before. Although, my mother doesn’t fix it often. I can probably count on my hand how many times I’ve had it.”

      “Well, I’m glad you like it.” Mrs. Graves catches her husband’s eye. “I know Mike has strict dietary plans for all his players, so I’ve made it to his specifications.”

      I laugh. “Jah. I was unaware of that until I looked into Jude’s fridge.”

      “After you’ve met with the trainer and your medical tests have come back, we’ll address your specific dietary needs. If there are certain foods you’re not fond of, be sure to inform your dietitian, Sydney, and she’ll avoid them in your meal plan.”

      An uneasy look flashes across Sage’s face, but I can’t decipher its meaning. Does she not agree with her father’s rules for his players
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